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What I am speaking of 
is possibility: trout 

m oving th rough tea leaves, 
white rabbits f l ying in snow. 

-Camouflage, Carol Muske 

TO THE READER 

Pray thee, take care, that tak'st my booke in hand, 

To reade it well: that is, to understand. 

-Ben Jonson 
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Tarrytown 

Christopher Ribaudo 

I am going to Tarrytown today, 

visit  its ro l l ing greens and sn ow-wh ite steep l es 

to see an old f r iend f rom South Ham pton. 

When c lassmates at the Unive rsity -

it was always Ham ptons in the sum mer, 
Tarrytown in Fal l. It was effortl ess. 

However, responsibi l i ties had come, 

encounters s l i p ped to postage and paper. 

I came f rom Tarrytown this morni ng. How 
he had changed so much-he lay so still and cold. 

When the train pul l ed f rom the station, I wept, 
-remembering wal ks, ta l ks, and South Ham pton. 
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Albert Labolt's Store 

I n  A l bert Labo l t's store 
There are fie lds of green 

And yellow corn 

Nicholas Campbell 

Here is the smell of dark earth 
And spring rain 

Here are ripe b lue skies for the picking 

A goat-horn 
I ts app l e  trees bend 
Over to fil l  bushels 

Potatoes ro l l  out of the ground like hil ls 

And wheat blows l ong as a woman's hair 

Against its fences 
Men l ean their hoes 

And tal k  about the harvest 
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Bluejacket 

Nicholas Campbell 

My father used to swing me 

Over his shoulder 
Lik e  a duffle bag 

A nd when we c limbed up 
Into John Deere's big lap 
The harrows were waves 

How many boys can pitch a nickel 

Into a field of tal l  corn 

A nd get back five green pen nies? 
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Returning 

when you go there 

your eyes see 

the border of that land is tears 

back and forth, 

and you pause at the border 

Suzanne Kelley 

you move through the gentle rain 

tropical and grey-skied 

a child's sky 
you saw 

remembered 

when you go there 

remember that the border of that land 

is tears 

sorrow grows 

(there are many flowers there) 

and comes into its own 

you go, and you stand at the crossroads 

where the winds shuffle your hair 

and sigh emptily to rest on your feet 

on the top soft ledges of your feet 

like books on shelves 

there are many ways back 

but the wind is not knowing 

it settles 

singing choirously lodging itself in the sky 

and falling constantly, 
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fast and falling rain of thoughts 

singing of rain 

and dry air suspended sum mers 

of days on Earth 

and in si lence whispering "storms" 

Kelley/Returning 

"we gather" the clouds say softly to you 

in your crib with the plastic beneath you 

hot, itchy on the sum m er day, 
and your m other's l ow song at her ironing 
as she bends, arms m oving ... 

you remember 
the way of that c loud that was sitting over you, 

one day. 
you got l ost in tal l  grass 
maybe no one l ooked for you 
maybe the grass bent c l ose 
to hear you 
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A u nt M ays i e's S u r p r i se 

Two boys 

in m u ddy cover- a l l s  
are p l ay i n g w i t h  t h e i r  favorite 
Christmas p resent: 
an a n t  farm 

s a n d w iched between 

Tom Pfeiffer 

two c h e a p- s h i t  p l ast ic w i ndows 
t h a t  m u s t  have cost about  a b u c k . 

A u nt Mays ie ,  on the outs ide,  
t h i n k s  the gift a wonderfu l lesson 
t h e  n a t u r a l  order of l i fe. 

T h e  a nts,  o n  the i ns ide,  
haven't even beg u n  to s u s pect 
that somet h i n g  i s  ser iou s l y  wrong. 
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I Only Remember Fear Of You 

Tamara Lopez 

I o n l y  re m e m ber fear of you 
The trou b l e  I c a u sed w i gg l i n g in St. J oh n's c h u rc h  
The sou nd of the b e l t  d rawer 
And the b u ckles cl i c k i n g  when you opened it 

It was easy not to love you then 

W it h  only a g l ance from you 
I wou l d  s it down 
Stop r u n ning 
O r  go outs ide and p l ay 

S a t u rd ays a nd S u ndays I p l ayed at the park 
O n  the s lide painted like an eleph a n t  

Footb a l l  de m a nded all your  attention 

T he d ay you left 
F o u rteen years ago 
I fe l t  a needed re l ief 

F rie nds now, w i l l  I ever 
H ave the s trength to te l l  you? 
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Class Notes: an Introduction 
to Physical Anthropology 

-for Karla 

Cathy Comenas 

I .  

Her wri n k l es are n ot e l ephant skin 

they are the ocean 

She's a river in my rocky dreams 

Her german face su n soaked 
Wind-blown hair 
Dru n ken hips sway 

Speaking cal m ,  som etimes 

a child when a student 
answers a question right 

Drawing b lanks as she thinks of 
an english term, it comes, ro l ls 
off her tongue f l ows through 
the air 
I f  she backs u p  any further she' l l  

ru n straight into the chalkboard 

I I . 

She's dancing with th€ natives again 
A face l ighted go l d  

Her own canvas tent 

among straw huts 

Cross-legged by the fire 
eating wild pig 
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Comenas!Class Notes 

I ll. 

Sitting barefoot 
in white sand 

arms fo lded against her breasts 
brown back a spear as hard 
as rock 

Behind this Samoan chief 
b l ue desert of water 

I stand at her sid 

a thir ty d og 

IV. 

I was clim bing with you 
up Mount Everest 
held together by a l ong 
strong rope 

Your body bold and polished 
I floated over dirt and rocks 

watc hing 

23 
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A l l  the Tired Horses in the Sun 

Brian Skinner 

A sigh grazes over 

the afternoon-soaked hil ls, 

brushing ripples across the aquamarine 
b lanket; 

A thousand sprink led 
d ots of chestnut 
and bay are wading 
in sleep. 

The New Cat 

The nim b i  
litt le  bone 
hard ly m a ke a pop 

when hopping off 
of a counter-top, 

but sti l l  I think 

of thick bracken crack l ing 

under m y  tires. 
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I Caught You in the Park 

Larry Kendrick 

The shade seems gentle as you I ie there, 

its tide rising and falling up the hill 

lapping at your auburn hair, 

s plashing the white bareness of your neck 

with cool green 

The sun reaches 

across your calves 

like a 
'
sil k  slip, playfully sliding through 

the over l ong grass between your 

eased thin ankles .. . 

The sun has been hanging at four o'clock 

for hours now. 

The shade is harsh on my eyes. 

And the sun im pairs my hearing; 
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NORTHRIDGE REVIEW 

The wind is,at my back 

a l ow early autum n  breeze 

lightly combs through the soft b l ond 

hairs of your arm, a wisp of fragrance 

teasingly drawn up and away. 

And I've caught you like a bad cold,  

I'm caught, caged and he l pl ess, hopelessly caught reaching 

and not touching you 

as you roll away crum p ling the heart 

in your hip pocket, 

You handed me a bal l ed up 

I asked for it back. 

Jui cy Fruit wrapper, and I wrote you these words, 

and you hand me a toothy smile, 

a mocking cock of the head 

and the sun 

casua l l y  stum b l es across the thin go ld 

thread that binds your frail white ankle 

to someone e lse. 
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The Potato 

Wednesday after midnight 
left al one 
I took a knife to a partia l l y  

raw potato 
sal ted the sl ices 
even ate chunks from the cold 
hard center 
and thought about the pu lp and 
whiteness 
fi l l ing me up 

so late at night 

maybe I would have bad dreams. 

Thursday we exc hanged 

poe ms 

sil ly  teenage confessions 

they said everything 

we wouldn't do 
but the desire 
f l aming in our jeans 
wasn't typed in. 

Over the wee kend 

I taped the poem 

judy Epstein 

to the window, be hind my typewriter
·
. 

I sat down to write a dream 
about digging spuds 
until my hands were so dirty 
I had to give it up. 
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Two to One 

I have to make the num bprs work 
I have to make t h e  words te l l  a story 
I ca n 't th i n k  afte r two g lasses  of rose 

but I have to ta l k  to stra ngp rs a n d  
exp la i n  w h y  m y  eyes are b luP a n d  
I ta ke a bus downtow n to f i n d out 

I wa nted to go to t h e  beach . 
I car r i ed my sw i m su i t  u n d e r  m y  arm 
and d ropped it w h e n  I g ra b bed the 
toothpa ste o n  t h e  top s he l f , 

Judy Epstein 

t h e n  d e cid ed b rus h i n g  my teet h at 12:00 noon 
before I had eat e n  b reak fast 
was a waste of t i m e  
I d e c i d ed that I laughed too m u c h  t o  b e  depressed 

and wond ered w he re t hat was today 
but qu i c k l y  fou n d  the a n swer at the bottom 
of m y  cerea l bow l s pe l l i n g  out "u n l es s  you're pregnant 

you s hou l d n ' t  look l i k e  a ca n ta l oupe ." 
I rea l l y  can ' t  t h i n k  too s tra i g ht or s hoot 
too s t ra i g h t  w h e n  I 've d ru n k  too muc h .  
T hat's w h y  w h e n  I p i c ked up t h e  gun 
after dus t i n g  t h e  end tab l e  
I d i d n ' t  put i t  i n  t h e  d rawer but s e t  i t  on t h e  c l ean 

tab l e  top t h e n  p i c ked it up aga i n. 
I i w e n t  off so fast I thoug h t  God had p lanned i t. 
I had n ' t  even had d i n n e r  yet  a n d  m y  guts  were 
a l ready e m pt y i n g on t h e  f l oor . . .  w h e n  they found m e  
i t  was rea l l y r e d  l i k e  w i ne .  
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high humans 

Marc Doten 

We bui l t the bonf ire of board 

it was free l i ke the dry ke lp and twigs 

and newspaper 

the m oon came full from the north east 

over h i l ls and h ighway 

above the worn pal isade 

waves were there 

rocks were t here 
we were a c ircle there howling 

peninsula l ights vi brated in the sky 

seaweed ske letons crackled in the flame 

high humans danc ing 

high humans danc ing 

everything was a c ircle 

c it ies organisms 

w ith no wind our f ire grew tall 

a tree of flame 
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S e p a rat ion 

W h a t  foo l i s h ness' You w e a r  m y  r i n g  
f o r  a tentat ive foreve r T h e  s t a rs da nce 

Jordan Jones 

a nd s p a r k l e  l i k e  d i a m o nds. T h e  be l l s bash in 
m y  b ra i n  and e a rs. Nerves m a k e  u s  dream 
The wedd i n g  was too b i g, a l l  eyes ce ntered 
a nd f l a s h i ng one-ey ed ca m e ras ,  no wonder 

we were b lind and diz zy at the a l t a r. 

C a l l  t h i s  a l i fe?  Soft l i ght  a nd the pe t a l s  

of conci l i atory f l owers a l l  i n  a s w i r l ,  
cornsta l ks ,  rou gh,  ta l l , t h i n  
a nd l ess green t h i s  year bes ide 

w h i te rad i s h e s  a nd aff l icted tom atoes.  
E ach s m a l l t h i n g  pu l l s  u s  m i n u t e l y  apart. 
T h i s  g a m e  of l i fe  a n d  addi t i o n .  The di sastrous garden. 

W h at is t h e  s peed of ste l l a r  separat ion?  I t  does 
not m atter,  a c l o ud's come between us a nyway. 
T he re are stones a m ong the radis hes 
e ach tim e  I rake.  S pr i ng ra i n  t u r n s  
to o ld kissing, but  d o n ' t  ca l l  m e  ton ight.  

I swear my boots a re fi l l i ng up with water 
even in the l a m pl ight,  even in t h e  l iv i ng room. 
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Funereal Robin 

Ron Prank 

They laid Uncle Mo's casket near the dark hole 
and joey watched as he reached around 

to his back pocket, crawling with c l eaned fingernails 

until the unwrapped Bazooka stuck. 
He buried it in his cheek 
and repul ped. 

He heard the Reverend Fow ler te l l  an unl i k ely tale 

about Unc l e  Mo,  who a l ways smelled like soap to Joey 

and tried to l isten unti l Aunt Pen noticed 

his slow grinding jaw and bac k handed her fist 

across his f lanne l padded shoulder, prying 

her stare into his lips 

so he spit out the wad. 

They l owered the casket when Joey 

saw the robin and wanted to shout. Aunt Pen said 

the one to see the first spring robin 

should always shout and te l l  everybody, but the six 

pairs of sunken eyes, looking as they did whenever 

the Saints l ost, told him he ought to keep quiet. 

Even so, he felt l ight and didn't mind waiting. 

I t  was almost over, anyway. He could te l l  

by the way Aunt Pen p l ayed 

with the shounder strap of her black 

patent leather purse. 

He would wait, and then 

they would al l smile. 
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Still December Maryland 

Nothing redeems like a walk 

through still December Maryland. 

I used to wax the runners of 

my Flexible Flyer, then glide 

between glass trees 

on slow rolling hills 

with snow resting like 

lazy clouds, through air 

filled with wood smoke and sparrows. 

My mother had sad dreams of 

dying alone in a big cold house 

built for children. She would feel 

Ron Prank 

the house grow as she shrank. I was too young 

to know why she hugged me and said she did not 

want to see past fifty. 

When I moved west I could not stop seeing in 

the dry hot wind and dust 
her dreams and my past wrestling 

alone, together in our big house. 

So I've come back to walk 

through December Maryland. 

Tomorrow I will tear apart 

the Flexible Flyer still hanging 

on the garage wall. 
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Prank/Still December Maryland 

From the splintered pieces I will build 

a small house 

and nail it to the dormant maple 

near her grave. I want her to see it 

filled with sparrows. 

Conflict of the Cord and Oak 

Around the bark of a high yard oak 

just below the first fork 

a white clothesline's been wrapped 

twice tightly. 

I know the cord is newly placed 

since it clings fully exposed, and an oak 

won't tolerate that for long. 

I can't say why an oak feels compelled 

to swallow whatever girds its bark 

for more than a season. Perhaps 

it's some inward knowledge, useful 

only to oaks, of the strangling habits of ivy. 

It's this insolvable problem that draws me 

to wrapped oaks: Nowhere on the surface 

Ron Prank 

whether in leaf, branch, bark or root, is a hint apparent 

how this hulking vegetable knows 

of proper caution against something 

only I can distinguish 

however uselessly. 
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The Horses 

R.I. Coulston 

Vermont is a very cold state in the winter, and that November 
morning a snow was falling, gently, quietly, with that muffled 
magic of big flakes. I laced my boots and went down to the cellar. 
The day's wood had been warming against the furnace overnight, 
and it would take no coaxing to kindle the logs. I turned the 
damper to let the smoke draw and opened the furnace door upon a 
thick bed of charcoal. I emptied the ashes, raked the coal bed flat, 
and the black chunks began to glow red and white as the air passed 
over them. Each new log was three feet long and perhaps ten 
inches in diameter, split from rock maple. The split surfaces 
showed smooth, white-yellow grain flowing liquid along the logs' 
lengths. It was a shame to burn this wood-the sun's flame frozen 
in the flow of the grain. I pushed in four large logs, closed the door, 
set the damper and went to my car. 

The tires made a muffled crunch and set down two lines in the 
unplowed snow. The hills and the trees were a soft white; cows 
huddled in the feed yards by the silos. When I arrived at the school 
where I taught, the groups of children had formed, talking, waiting 
for the doors to be opened. It was a large building of brick, new 
and properly constructed with a brick exterior and large windows 
along the outside walls of each classroom. Inside, each classroom 
was large and rectangular, the shape repeated in the concrete 
blocks painted a wet, pastel green. The desks and the floor tiles 
were arranged in neat rows. Banks of flourescent lights in rec
tangular glassed cases stuttered on at my finger's touch, and I 
dropped a pile of books on my desk, arranging them with bottoms 
and bindings lined up. 

The children entered, more silent today, as if the farm chores 
done in the morning snow had blanketed their minds and en-
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NORTHRIDGE REVIEW 

chanted them in to contemplation. We began the class talking 
about what each had seen this morning. How each had seen the 
snow differently. Most spoke of stories with friends in them: 
others of events they had seen: A doe who had come to the grain 
yard. When it came to Beth's turn. she was asleep. her head on the 
desk. She was bewildered when her friend Cathy elbowed her 
awake. I asked her what she had seen. She told me: 

"Nothi ng.'' 
* * * 

The next morning. the eastern sky was open just enough to let 
the sun bend its lights over the edge of the world. turning the 
clouds blood red to the zen ith. It was colder than the previous 
morning. The thermometer registered ten degrees below zero. The 
sky was covered with small clouds. crowded together. blood red on 
blue black .  I opened the garage door. started the car easily in the 
warm basement and left it idling in t he yard while I stoked the fire 
in the furnace and closed the garage door. Watching the sunrise. I 
began to feel a tension rising in me-a pressure. My eyes wan· 
dered to the car, and with a turn of the key the engine died. 
Silence. There was no wind. The tension dissolved. 

The white smoke rose straight up from the chimney, straight up 
un til it was hard to tell if it merged w ith the clouds or j ust ex· 
panded away in to obscurity. I would drive down in to the valley 
and see from a distance the steam rising powerfully from the lake 
and stream, and the tall, straight pillars of smoke rising from a 
dozen chimneys with an air of solemnity, life warming itself before 
wood fires. The captured sunshine escaping, reaching back at the 
sky. 

The ninth-grade boys stretched the school bus ride from their 
bodies, and the girls, inhibited by their new adolescen t  awareness, 
extended their arms surreptitiously along their sides, shivering out 
the cold, shedding the cold with their heavy coats. Beth was 
asleep, her head buried in arms folded upon her coat. She slept 
through the class, and when it ended, I asked her the teacher's 
prying questions as off-handedly as I could. 

"Sleep much last night?" 
"No," she answered through her sleep-lidded awareness. 
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Coulston/The Horses 

"Studying, no doubt." 
"My family makes too much noise. Everybody was fightin'. We 

moved to a trailer, and they's too many in it. My brother'll prob'ly 
move out. Run away, most likely. They's ten of us now in't." Her 
voice was hoarse and husky as if she'd been shouting. She hadn't 
looked at me, and now she gathered her books and coat and 
walked out of the room. 

* * * 

"Zucchini," she said, serving the steaming dish. "And this," 
bringing a tray of egg-shaped, steaming dumplings, "is cod. It's 
cooked the Greek way." Carla was proud of her cooking. 

"You're so lucky to have a relative," my wife, Amy, said, "who 
remembers cooking from the old country. She must show you 
some fascinating recipes." 

Carl sm iled crookedly. "Good and bad. She spent four hours 
making this." 

The kitchen was large, with a black iron woodstove beside the 
modern gas range, solid oak furniture and well-stocked cup
boards. Wine bottles lay on their sides in racks against the inside 
wall. The sense of heavy wood was everywhere. Massive, 
hand-hewn beams held up wide-planked ceilings; the walls 
were pine, and the floor wide maple boards. Hand-crocheted lace 
lay over the table, and stained glass panes were interspersed with 
clear in the windows. 

'The Cobbs are rebuildng our barn," he said. "They have a 
dozen horses and asked if they could stable them here. I told them 
sure. Hell, it's empty. They might as well use i t." 

"Beth is in my class. She sleeps a lot in class." 
"I imagine. They live in a trailer, all packed in, no electricity, no 

phone. They have it hard. The old man talks about finally having 
a place of their own. Tired of paying someone else's mortgage. 
He's a night watchman down at the mill. I'll show you the horses." 

Then I ignited the propane lamp, watched the match flare into 
white brightness roaring like a distant jet. Amy, Carl, Carla and I, 
followed by their two children, all booted and coated against the 
cold, made our way to the barn. The animal presence dominated 
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N ORTHRIDG E REVIEW 

the darkness, and even before the lamp opened its circle of vision, 
the other senses knew the other life there, powerful and on the 
edge of a primitive force: almost wild, afraid of the humans who 
fed and rode on them, but wanting something the humans kindled 
in them. 

There was an electric quality in the air, as if the lantern were 
about to detonate some larger explosive. Through the stamping of 
hooves and the blowing of breath, another sound made its way 
into the barn-a splashing and w hinnying from the lake. We ran 
toward the sound, the other horses stampeding around us, and we 
saw the yearling colt in the lake, t hrashing against the ice, trying to 
climb up upon the ice, fal ling back weaker each time. 

"Ginger, get a rope! John, run get the Cobbs!" Carl said. 
Ginger handed me the rope, and I threw it around the colt's 

neck. "Will we choke it?" I asked. 
"He'll die if he stays longer. Pul l ! " 
We pul led the colt to the edge as the Cobbs ran up, coat less, 

carrying the blankets for the colt. We wrapped the animal in the 
blankets and, rubbing it, led it stumbling into the barn. Beth 
stopped at the door, staring beyond the colt as if she saw 
something none of us could see, her eyes glassy; she shivered in the 
wind at the barn door. 

"What's the matter with you, gir l ! " her father shouted. "Come 
rub this animal down !"  

She  walked into the  barn, looking a t  the  frozen ground beneath 
her. Mechanically, she rubbed the horse's legs. 

"They have no oats," Carl said. "They have no money for the 
oats. Bring out a box of oat cereal, John." 

During the night, the colt died. 

* * * 

Beth was not in school the next day. I saw her outside Carl and 
Carla's barn that evening with her younger sister. They were 
crying while their father tried to get the colt's carcass into the 
trunk of his car. He was unable to do it, but he asked for no help. 

"Have ta call down ta Reiny ta come and get it. Damned 
bastard should come and get it. He's making money offn it," he 
told me. " I hadn't asked. 
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"Got to use the meat for somethin'," he said. "They make soap 

and glue ou t of i t. A nd dog food. 
"Shu t up your-cryi ng'! The thing is dead! I t's just  a dead thing 

now! Can't  bring it back! Dam n  it all! The money will buy oats!" 
The girls kept crying 

My presence seemed to i n tensify their pain, so I left them . The 

three of them stood there. over the dead colt, the family bend ing 
like branches under the heavy snow that had begun to fall in  large 

rlakes on their backs and on the colt, not melt ing as it fell upon the 
col t .  

Beth did not come to school Friday, and when she d id arrive, 

tile following Monday, she did not sleep. She was look ing at  

something I could not see. and when I spoke to her, she did not 
answer. 

* * * 

We spent that Christmas vacation wi th friends. There were 
dinners almost every night at differen t  houses during that two 
week holiday, and the snow was freshened every fou r or five days. 
Robert Thompson had brought an old sleigh ou t of some forgotten 
hayloft. and we convinced Tom Gray to hi tch up his Morgan 
team. 

I t  was nightfall as we set out, twelve of us p i led i n to hay bales in 
the sleigh, blanketed by quilts. A full moon l i t  the snow-packed 
lanes and roads, and we glided smoothly across the smooth sur
face. The conversat ion ranged over one hundred fifty years, from 
icc shoes for horses to lunar lander legs. We turned just past Carl 
and Carla's, on to an unplowed road, and the skis se t just above the 
run ners began to bear the sleigh's weight. The snow was not deep 
yet, but  the horses slowed to a heavy-footed walk, and we soon 
drew in fron t of a mobile home, dark except for candle flamt·s 
visible through the uncurtained windows. 

"The Cobbs," said Marsha. "They're all s tuffed in that t railer 
like animals. Must be dozens of them. and they owe everybody 
money." 

"Boys're always in t rouble down to the town," added Mark, her 
husband. 

The sleigh fell silen t; the trailer door opened and eight young 
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faces, si len t ,  watched us drift by. Beth was among them, 
tired-eyed . A hoarse, rasping woman's voice from within said, 
"Close th' door, you're lettin' all th' heat out .  Close th' door. " An 
agi ng woman came to the door, looked out momentari ly, then 
walked away, saying, "A wright! Your father's gonna be mad when 
he wakes up an' the place's freezin' . " 

The sleigh crossed the frozen lake, runners grating against the 
hard, b lue ice. "Early ice, " Tom said . "Thickah and earliah this 
yeah." Tom was almost seventy-a farmer. "Seems ta be each 
yeah i t's get tin' coldah. Maybe ' t is, maybe not. " 

The April warmth finally thawed the snow, and by the end of 
the mon th, a wet, black mud appeared. You can always tell the 
arrival of spring in Vermont .  The atmosphere changes in the 
lengthening light .  Vermonters call i t  cab in fever, and liken it to the 
end of hibernation .  Mud time. There was an energy everywhere. It 
was the same energy that flowed in the trees, producing buds, and 
we tapped it from the t rees in buckets, boiled i t  down and poured 
the syrup over every thing we co�ld . The muddy roads assumed 
any shape put  in them during the warm days. Then,  at night, they 
froze in patterns of t i res, hooves and footprin ts .  

The first of May was bright sunshine. The two horses we kept 
were waiting as l wen t  to feed them. The st i l lness was broken by 
s tamping hooves on the packed snow of the road . l turned from 
the slow horses I'd been feeding to see Beth Cobb ast ride a large, 

golden stallion, the horse stamping i ts impat ience, warily watching 
me, blowing l ike a mythical d ragon the steam from its nostrils. 

"You'rs? " l asked . 
"Yep. " Her voice was st i l l  harsh. 
"Stallion? " 
"Wouldn't  have any geld ings," she said, looking at my docile 

creatures. " I 'm th' only one can ride him . " The horse was 
becoming impatient, and she held him with difficulty as l walked 
toward her; the stallion's eyes rolled in his head, his eyes all on me. 

"Don't touch h im .  He don't abide n" one's hands on him." 
"Beautiful, " I said . "Beautiful." 
She smiled. It was the first time I'd seen i t .  "Well, got t' go," she 

said. The horse, obedient to the pul l  on the reins, reared up and 
spun around, instantaneously in full gallop in the m ud-slickened 
road. 
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I would see her, after that, riding her stallion in the muddy 

roads, and the evening would freeze the pattern of his hooves in 

the din. 
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Keith Bienert 

Out of the sound of dawn comes an image of fire . . .  blowing in 
the dus t  . . . .  A man warms his hands to the sound of his own 
heartbeat .  A sound. l ike a drum, reverberates through his dawn 
eyes muffled by ash and dust . . .  blowing th rough the wi ndy 
streets. a fire. F i re. bri l l iant, l ike an angel or a star. descends to the 
ground from i ts sphere among the broken grani te and the clear. 
And sonnet raging in to e ther. crack l ing in October sky. What you 
can not control moves you. 

The man.  a tall man and gray, lifts a cigare t te among ashen 
wind, in haling thundercloud part icles dropped to the atmosphere 
when he was th i r teen and alive, but now he is dead along the 
s t reets, not h imself, blowing in the ash-an ashcan wi th  hands. 
Heari ng the thoughts grow in his mind like the cancer in his 
cigare t te, it fal ls to the dust . . .  dry in t he ionic wind. He th inks: 
"'What you cannot con trol  moves you. " 

A single star in the east before the b l inding blast of sun.  Mer
cury seething in the sky along the trails of the chariot, trails of the 

sun .  An explosion of light with in the mind that  is now here . An 
explosion of light with in the mind that is now here. Lizard blind in 

the choking fire. What you can not control moves you. 
Fire among the hills to fill the air and blacken stars, morning 

wi th particles of color-particles he breathed as a Yaqui I nd ian 
three centur ies ago-rebreathed into h im as filaments of violet 
l igh t a thousand feet away in a sky breathing through h is eyes. 
The sound of a drum as an a tom pierces h is i n ner eyes, becoming 
his world, his thought, his hands. A dream he has seen of how he is 

headless, a l ight  between his ears wi th no filament ,  no observable 

power source. What is this ligh t  t hat shines a star with in his m ind? 
What you cannot  control moves you. 
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The hum of his engine orders chaos. His car is an olive green 
Carmen Ghia, and he lives in it .  He has a home, but he has been 
Jiving in his car. Inside is shelter from the wind. He begins to thi nk 

clearly now about the fire burning in the hills. He is no longer the 
world because the engine has separated him in to only himself. His 

name is Rosenfelder, a scientist working i nto only himself. His 
name is Rosenfelder, a scientist working at the Bakun in  nuclear 
reactor. He, himself, is a reactor. 

Rosenfelder is troubled, something has been happening to him 
he can't understand . Something is overtaking him-he has no 
control. Visions of superheated water flooding from the reactor 
core. sweeping away children .  People see him with con tempt for 
his work-they taunt him at the gate of the reactor site w i th picket 
signs: "Question Authority," and "I t's better to be active today, 
than rad ioactive tomorrow." They are young. He wants to tell 
them that he has been responsible for most of the security systems 
in the plan t ,  against the wishes of nameless governmen t agencies 
irresponsible for profit .  

He wan ts to make it safe. He wan ts to tell them that he took the 
job to question authority-to be active and not radioactive-but 
he can't . He can't put the words together. He's a failure; he hasn't 
accomplished anything worthwhile in his entire life. He's 
becoming simple with age, and those moments when his head 
becomes a silver light and his face d isappears, God. he's getting 
senile. Should he quit his job and go back to teaching astrophysics, 
i nstead of figuring ways of controlling a split atom? 

That's the point: How can he control bombarded uranium, 
when he can't control himself? What is this star blazing i n  the 
middle of his mind, radiating there, showing him pictures of 
history three hundred years old, like frames cut out of celluloid, 
pictures so real he can feel himself there? The star, like an  atom, 
gives him feelings of what is about to happen, too, and then i t  
does. 

He has been living in his car because his English Sheepdog, 
Harvey, growls and bites him at the front door. Harvey is eighteen 
years old and doesn't remember his master; people are vague blurs 
of light to his eyes. Harvey can't distinguish Rosenfelder, and 
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Rosenfelder is beginning to be unable to distinguish himself. 
Harvey has arthritis and glaucoma; he bumps into doors and 
tables. Rosenfelder bumps into instances of non-ordinary reality; 
he forgets who he is and thinks he's the universe. 

Harvey is sprawled upside down now in the back seat of the 
Carmen Ghia, and Rosenfelder is scratching h is furry chest 
singing: "The big dog, relax, enjoy a snack, and scratch the big 
dog." (The Late Show theme is Harvey's favorite song.) But 
Rosenfelder is fighting sadness, putting on an air to trick the dog. 
They're on their way to the veterinarian's, where a doctor waits 
with a single syringe. They're pulling up now to the smoky-glass 
window. Rosenfelder gets out and the wind catches his graying 
hair. Ashes lodge in his eyes. He can't do it-even looking close at 
his bitten hand . 

Click of the car door. Driving on this windy day is nearly im· 
possible for him. Something happens to people in a strong wind. 
They are irritable, they cut him off, making left turns from the 
right lane. The wind affects him, too. The taillights cutting in front 
of him make him feel that something strange is about to happen . . ..  

A raga plays on the radio, resonating with the sound of four 
symphonic cylinders. A transmission of radio sound into the 
synchromesh transmission. Rosenfelder is just beginning to feel 
peaceful on the way to the think tank. The engine suddenly 
sputters and dies when he sees a couple on the sidewalk. He knows 
instantly this is the something strange happening. Happening now. 
Happening now. The car, though dead, rolls onto a dirt lot at 
twenty miles an hour, as the scientist jumps from the open door. 

He flies into the wind and across the street, as his Volkswagen 
slows and stops under its own weight in the middle of the vast dirt 
lot. His bod tumbles through the thick soft dust. But he's con
scious of being unconscious. A stardescends into his body as 
someth ing of h im flies across the street, through the ashen wind, 
to the couple on the sidewalk. 

He sees the man first and then the woman. He knows it is all 
wrong. The man is six-five, long blond hair, and tatooed m uscle, 
with his hands around her neck. His boots are black, and his mind 
is on fire. The woman, sixty, is losing air, gasping for God to come, 
as Rosenfelder runs across the street. The young blond man feels 
him near and releases his grip on her reddened neck with a force 
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that bangs her against the backdrop-rough adobe wall. Her back 
bleeds. 

Rosenfelder's body meets his mind at the point of sidewalk. The 
blond man runs wild across the street through traffic. Rosenfelder 
catches the falling woman, falling from the wall. An energy pours 
from his hands into the woman's body. She is screaming "Oh my 
God, " and gasping "My dear God. " The wounds on her back close 
now, like zippers, bonding atomic beneath her drying blood, as her 
neck turns from red to pink. The sky turns from red to pink above 
the blond man running through the dust. 

Another man runs through Rosenfelder's mind-he wears a 
Superman T -shirt, a body builder. He asks Rosenfelder what has 
happened. Rosenfelder reacts "She was being strangled. The man 
ran that way. Please follow him, just keep him in sight. I'll call the 
police." The words are not his words. They have too much power. 
They are heard. They make the body builder run across the street, 
too, though he is afraid. Rosenfelder's antic mind can feel no fear, 
there is only now. 

Now a woman calls to h im from two stories above the adobe 
wall: "What in God's name . . . .  " Rosenfelder reacts again: "Call 
the police. " She sees the woman on the sidewalk and grabs the 
phone. 

Rosenfelder holds the old woman and a force greater than 
himself speaks through his harvest eyes directly into her mind. Her 
muscles relax and her fear begins to drain into the ashen water 
flowing in the gutter. Rosenfelder's mind recalls his own death, a 
murky recollection of murder on a windy day, but something 
about it has changed. And then a moment of love. No, a moment 
of intense compassion overtakes him. He feels waves of pain 
around his neck and back. He feels fear running through him, 
sloshing into watery ash down through the storm drain. The 
universe makes sense. 

Something dormant in him has saved a woman's life, and h is 
death is simultaneously changed. A police car slides by  the curb 
and Rosenfelder points. The woman says she is all right. The car 
grows smaller in the distance with lights. The old woman tells 
Rosenfelder that she thinks she can stand up.  She says, "Thank 
God you came along. No one else stopped . . .  rush hour and no 
one stops." 
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Rosenfelder speaks to her in his mind; he is reacting silently. He 
feels no space, no time. There is a light where his head should be. 
His head becomes the observable universe .. . .  Harvey barks and 
barks across the street for his master. 

Three police cars swerve into the parking lane. In the first is the 
body builder and two officers. I n  the second, the blond man and a 
lieutenant. In the third, an officer and a woman Rosenfelder has 
not seen before. Lieutenant Abecromby asks the victim's name as 
the muscle man steps onto the curb from the first car. His 
Superman T- hirL at tract Rosenfelder' eye. The woman says her 
name is "Loi ' and Ro enfelder laughs and laughs. They are 
infected by him-Loi and superman laugh, too. The policemen 
smile. They collect names for their reports, and short versions of 
what happened. They hardly speak to Rosenfelder at all. 

He watches the blond-haired man in the second car. A beam of 
light shines into the back seat, and swirling particles of dust and 
ash sparkle in the light. Rosenfelder has seen the look in his eyes 
somewhere before, somewhere back in World War ll before he 
was captured. He remembers now. It was the look of death in the 
eyes of a tranquilized rabid dog. 

Lieutenant Abecromby tells the crowd that has begun to collect 
on the sidewalk that the long-haired man had j ust been released 
from a sanitarium the day before. He tells them that the man is a 
heroin addict, and that the lady in the third car was fixing 
breakfast when he came in and started eating food out of her 
icebox. Her husband came yelling into the room, and the man ran 
through their plate glass window, tore down a picket fence, and 
knocked over their propane barbecue. He says that was how the 
fire started. Rosenfelder takes the moment to slip away through 
the crowd. 

He checks the engine of his Carmen Ghia when it doesn't start, 
and then the battery. He twists a loose battery cable tighter and 
starts the engine. Harvey plods toward the sound of the engine like 
a sore Clydesdale. It's difficult for h1m to see the ground, so he 
steps extra h igh. Rosenfelder leads him to the door and over 
the driver's seat. First gear into the west. For Rosenfelder, driving 
is automatic, like a spring. 

He drives half an hour past barricaded streets that for a moment 
remind him of  some imminent holocaust. Finally there are no 
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more fire engines, police, or ash in the sky. A concrete dome 
expands into his vision and Harvey barks. The security guard 
waves him in through the gate, as he rolls to his parking space. 
There are no protestors today. Flash of his name on the cement 
car-stop. It reads: Morris Rosenfelder. He wants to add: "than he 
thinks he is." He laughs. But something is happening to him that 
he needs to understand. He knows things without the process of 
thought. Shifting into reverse, he glides out the security gate 
toward home. Harvey stops barking. 

Some force wells up from his feet to his head again. He's 
conscious of driving, but he feels like tires heating on warm 
asphalt. He feels he is the road itself, the sand along the shore, and 
the curved blue horizon. What is this energy surging through him? 
Where is the power source? He stops the car and sits in the sand as 
Harvey rolls nearby with his paws flailing to the sky. Thoughts 
fade into sounds of blue water curling into white, like thunder. A 
storm slowly approaches from the west, and the bottoms of the 
clouds curl like waves. The bottom drops from the curls and the 
sky-barrier is lost into streaks of rainbow gray, forming a veil 
between the clouds and sea. A ship on the horizon is disappearing 
behind the veil, and he wants to reach out and put it in his pocket. 

He remembers a story his favorite teacher taught him in eighth 
grade. It is the story of ten wise men on a boat that sinks in the 
China Sea. When they all find themselves soaking wet onshore, 
each counts the others to find out if any were lost. But each wise 
man can only count nine. Each one forgets to count himself. 
There is no self to count. They conclude that one of them must 
have drowned. 

The storm finally soaks Rosenfelder, and Harvey finds the car 
by himself. Rosenfelder's eyes are closed now and his mind is void. 
He remains unmoving for seven hours, until Harvey paws him to 
go home. 

Rosenfelder walks all night on the wooden planks of his living 
room, which reverberates steps of his bare feet. He walks that way 
all night, not unlike the victim of a concentration camp, conjuring 
images of the dawn. At dawn he writes: 

Out of the sound of dawn comes an image of fire . . . . 
He writes all day in the sun, between sips of strong coffee and 

cigarettes. At night he walks again in the still air of his room, a 
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flame of a single candle creating errant shadows among the grainy 
darkness. Across the room, Rosenfelder's right palm, open, faces 
the flame. Harvey, at the edge of the bed, watches a vague violet 
shroud radiate around his master's body, as the candle flickers and 
a wisp of white smoke rises from the extinguishing flame. Harvey's 
eyes begin to clear. As a light rain soaks the ceiling, Rosenfelder 
sleeps, dreaming of Superman and X -ray eyes. 
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Laurel Dewey 

Morgan Shoop stood in the doorway. His eyes rested intently 
on his eleven-year-old son, Will. Morgan sunk his long hands into 
his trouser pockets and wedged his shoulder against the wood 
frame. His head tilted and touched the wood, but his eyes never 
left the boy. Morgan had not known how long he had been 
standing there-perhaps an hour, perhaps a few minutes. All he 
knew was that his thoughts were still. No matter how hard he tried 
to think about the cattle prices for next year, or the odds against 
another unrelenting winter, his mind always returned to the one 
thing he could not forget. 

Morgan Shoop was dying. He hadn't told anyone yet-not even 
his wife, Alice. On the following Tuesday, he would have known 
for three weeks exactly. Three weeks and not one word. The 
stooped shoulders, the sudden weight loss, the sunken chest, the 
eyes that saw no future, all told what his voice could not bear to 
hear. He didn't have long-maybe six months if he took it easy. 
But since Morgan didn't know how to take it easy, he figured he 
wasn't long for this world. 

His son, Will, lay sleeping-peacefully, unaware that life ever 
came to an end. Morgan thought back to when he was Will's age 
and how the days blended into each other. Back then, life was just 
one long day, with periods of night only serving to interrupt the 
perfect rhythm. Back then, only old people died. People who, 
when you heard of their passing, seemed dead long before their 
souls surrendered. Death was accepted and expected then. And 
then Morgan would try to remember something different, but 
once again, he could not. 

* * * * * 
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His worry had taken him through the house that night. From 
room to room he would wander, each time trying to make that 
decision. And each time he thought he knew the answer, he would 
suddenly forget and wander into another room, only to find 
h imself more confused. 

So he stood in the boy's doorway and calculated he had stood 
there the longest without forgetting and without confusion. He 
l i fted his shoulder from the door frame and, keeping his hands 
deep into his trouser pockets, he approached the boy. His tall, lean 
body towered over the boy's small figure. With his knee, he struck 
the side of the bed. 

· 

"You, boy," he m uttered. 
Wi ll did not stir. 
"'You boy ! "  Morgan repeated, this Lime with more deter

m i nat ion.  

Will turned over and faced his father, his eyes opening only long 
enough to spot Morgan's figure. "What?" Will whispered, barely 
able to speak. 

"Get your clothes on. Put on your jacket. I t's cold." 
Morgan turned and struck a match to the lamp. Once lit, 

Morgan could see that the lamp had barely enough oil in it for 
another day's work. He turned to t he boy and held the lamp to his 
face. The boy stirred uncomfortably as the warmth from the lamp 
seeped into his cheek. 

"Come on," coaxed Morgan as he turned down the bed covers. 
Wil l  knew there was no getting out of this. He couldn't reach 

down for the bed covers, for his father had a firm hold on them. 
He couldn't turn away for the cold would awaken his body, giving 
him no choice but to get up and move. Gradually, Will sat up and 
swung his legs over the side of the bed, trying to wipe the sleep 
from his eyes. 

Morgan threw an extra pair of long underwear toward Will. He 
pul led out an old pair of overalls, a flannel shirt, and his fishing 
sweater, tattered at the edges from too many fish hooks getting in 
the way of the wool. 

Wil l  pulled the warm underwear on and turned toward the 
window. It was still dark. "What t ime is it?'' the boy whispered. 

" Don't know, " came the reply. "Don't forget to tuck your 
trousers into your boots. " 
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"Where are we going? " Will asked, but h is father was gone. 
Morgan walked into the dark morning, pu lling h is  heavy 

overcoat close to his body. He let out a low yawn and his breath 

fogged into the cold air. He snuck a look back toward the house 

and w ished that Wil l  would hurry and join him. 
The valley, clenched in the last hour of darkness before sunrise, 

held a mushroom of dense fog in its center. Morgan had known 

many a morning when he had ventured into such a fog and lost his 

direction .  He would panic and h is stomach would swell in fear as 
he would try to move toward the nearest opening of light, always 
afraid that he would never find his way out of the fog. Once he 

reached the l ight, though, he alwavs discovered to his never· 

ending delight that he was not that far away from w here he had 

started. 
Will came from the house, carefull y  closing the k itchen door so 

that it wouldn't bang shut. He crossed to h is father, wrapping his 
coat tightly against his body and cupping his hands to his mouth to 
warm them. 

"Where are your gloves? " Morgan asked. 
"Wore the fingertips out. Mom said she'd get me a new pair." 
Morgan felt inside of his overcoat pocket and pulled out a pair 

of thick gloves. "Here. You put these on. Push your fingers up as 
far as you can into the glove. They'll be loose but at least they'll 
keep you warm. " 

Will slipped the fur-lined gloves onto his small hands. He 
moved his fingers around and brushed the soft fur up and down 
the side of his finger. "One day, I'm gonna get myself a pair j ust 
like this," Will said as he and his father crossed to the truck. 

Morgan glanced at the gloves and then at Will. "You can grow 
into those. " 

The old flatbed truck was covered with heavy droplets from the 
evening dew. As Morgan passed the hood, he took a long swipe 
with the palm of his hand and brushed a thin stream of water onto 
the ground. He did the same w ith  the front w indow, th is t ime 
w iping the dew off with quick flicks of his wrist. 

W il l  got into the truck first and quickly closed the door, trying 
not to let any of the cool morning seep into the front seat. Morgan 
started the engine. The engine sputtered and started to die but 
Morgan pushed down on the accelerator, again and again until the 
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engine idled wi thout hesitation. Morgan stared straight ahead, his 
eyes canvassing the great expanse of territory that lay before the 
burgeoning fog. H is eyes became fixed on the land and not one 
muscle moved. 

Will turned to his father and waited. The boy looked in to the 
flatbed. "You forgot the poles," Will said, starting out of the truck 
to retrieve them. 

"We're not going fishing," came the reply. 
W ill sat back i n  his seat and stared into the darkness. He longed 

to be back in  his bed where i t  was warm and safe. W ill hesitated 
and then asked, "Where are we going?" 

Morgan slid out of his daze and took his foot off the clutch. The 

truck eased forward. "Ned Begley said that the North Bridge split 
apart. I figured we'd better take a look at it." 

Will sat up when his father said the word "we." The boy liked 
the sound of the word, especially when the "we" was him and his 
father. 

Morgan curled the truck around the gravel curves until he 
reached the main gate. Closed each evening at dusk and opened 
each morning at sunrise, the wooden gate stood as a kind of 

signpost that almost said, "YOU ARE NOW A RRIVING AT 
THE RANCH OF MORGAN SHOOP." It was his gate. Morgan 
had built i t  and every beam, nail, peg and hinge was there because 

Morgan Shoop had chosen to put it there. It stood as a sort of 
testamen t  that Morgan Shoop had lived and built a gate that had 

withstood the fiercest storms and a multitude of freak accidents. 

Deep down inside, Morgan liked to believe that i t  would always be 
there. 

Will started out of the truck to open the gate when Morgan's 
arm gently set him back in to his seat. Morgan set the brake as he 
got out of the truck and lifted the long wooden plank that held the 
gate closed at night. He swung the gate away from him and then 
secured the side w ith a piece of rope which he wrapped around the 
nearest post. Morgan took a few steps toward the truck and then 

stopped. 
"You slide on  over and bring her through!" Morgan called to 

W ill. 
W il l  stuck his head out of his window, "You kidding?" 
"Go on and slide on over! Put your foot on the clutch, take off 
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the brake and then ease her on down here." 
"But I don't-" 
"Go on, now! I ain't got all day for you to think on it! You've 

seen me do it enough times, so go on!" 
Will reluctantly sl id over and positioned himself in the driver's 

seat. His left foot just reached the clutch as he struggled to keep 
his head above the dashboard. With his right hand, he reached 
over and slowly depressed the button on the brake handle and 
eased the handle down until he couldn't push it any further. 
Trying to be as careful as he could, he lifted his foot off the 
clutch. Suddenly, the truck lurched forward. His foot fell to the 
accelerator and the truck raced forward. 

Seeing it coming, Morgan pressed his body against the gate. 
"The brake! Push on the brake! ! ! " Morgan yelled as the truck 
jerked passed him. 

Hearing his father's call, Will immediately pushed his foot onto 
the brake and brought the truck to a deadening halt. Morgan 
padded over to the truck and opened the driver's door. 

He got in the truck as Will moved to the other seat. "A l ittle 
rough, but at least you didn't stall, " M organ said, closing his door 
tightly behind him. "From now on, you'll be in charge of driving 
her through the gate." 

"Yeah? " W ill said, feeling as though a great honor had been 
bestowed upon him. 

"Yeah," came the reply and Morgan set the truck into gear. 
The first signs of light were still more than half an hour away as 

the truck made its way down the dirt road. The truck headlights 
seemed to absorb the dampness and hold it within its elongated 
beams. Twice the billowing fog obstructed Morgan's view and 
twice the fog cleared, leading Morgan each time toward the next 
opening in the fog. 

The headlights skimmed across the fence posts that lined 
Morgan's portion of land. Each post stood straight, strong and 
impenetrable. A thin coil of barbed wire was neatly entwined at 
the same height on every post and secured every second post with 
a bright red nail. Morgan slowed the truck to a halt and put it in 
reverse. Using his headlights as his only source of light, he sur
veyed the fence until he came to a stop. He turned off the ignition 
and set the brake. He shook his head as he folded his arms atop the 

55  



N ORTHRIDG E REVIEW 

steeri ng w heel .  
"' Looks l i ke she's at  i t  agai n ! "  Morgan said with a s ing-song 

q ua l i ty  to his voice .  
He got  out  of  t h e  t ruck,  leaving the headl ig h ts on and poin ted 

toward t he fence. W i l l  joi ned h is fat her. 
The damage was appare n t  only to M organ's wel l-tra i ned eye. 

One or the posts had been pushed from i ts base and was leaning 
preca riously agai nst  t he coi l  of barbed w i re .  Morgan got down on 
h is haunches and su rveyed the damage. W i l l  matched his fa t her's 
posture and t r ied to appear as ad u l t  as he could w hen he spoke. 

"' Lucy must  be fired up about  some t h i ng!"  W i l l  said, as he 
pushed his hand against t he fal len post .  

"'She's d ue in  t he spr ing.  I don't  t h i n k  she's too set  on i t ,  
t hough . "  Morga n s l id h is hand up and down t he post,  as he peered 
i n  to the dark ness i n  search of L ucy. 

" 'Don't she wan t i t?" W i l l  asked . 
" 'She wan ts i t .  She j us t  wants i t  r ight  now, tha t's a l l . "  M organ 

pushed t he post u n t i l  i t  s tood upright .  W i t h  one t remendous pu l l ,  
he u prooted t he post from i ts base and se t i t  on  t he damp grou nd. 
' 'Dig down a l i t t le deeper." 

W i l l  proceeded to dig t he d i r t  out of the hole. One of his gloves 
al most  slid off b u t  he forced his fingers deeper i n to the glove's 
finger t ips u n t i l  t hey became secure. Once he was fin ished, he s tood 
up, brushed t he d i r t  off t he gloves and stood aside. Morgan 

t i l ted t h e  post toward W i l l .  "W hat?" W i l l  asked . 
" 'You ain' t  fin ished. You got a hole and no post. Go on." 
Wil l  took t he post from h is fa ther and looked at  i t  as t hough i t  

were foreign to him.  H e  pushed the  post i n to the hole and looked 
up at h is fat her. 

" 'That ain't  gon na hold," Morgan said quiet ly . "You gotta push 
it  harder and pack the d i r t  around the bot tom. Go on." 

W i l l  looked at  the post and then back to his fa ther.  " I  ain't  
s t rong enough."  

" You're s trong enough.  Now, go on!" . 

W i l l  cont i n ued to push and pack the dir t  around the bottom of 
the  post ,  but  every t ime he t r ied to let  t he post s tand on i ts own ,  i t  
would col lapse. W i l l 's frustration m ou n ted. Morgan's figure 
loomed over the s t ruggl i ng boy , w i thout moveme n t  or a word . 
The boy stopped and spoke i nto the ground. " I  can't do t h is 
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a lone." 
M organ reached i n to t he inside of hi overcoa t and brought out 

h is hunt ing k n ife. The ou ter casing wa clean ivory with one 
mahogany peg at each end of 1 he k ni fe. G i ven to M organ by an 
old Sioux I nd ian n his de�thbed more than t wenty year ago t he 
knife had nary a knick or cratch on it urface. It wa a ·  tough 
and u ny ielding as t he men w ho owned i t .  I t  wa alway there and 
alway eemed to remedy the i t uation, w hether the · i tua L ion wa 
cu l l i ng enough rope for a hor e's hal ter or tr imming the fa t from a 

ide of beef. M organ poin ted the handle toward W i l l .  "Pack t he 
dirt in more. Then make a cou ple of n'ew niches for t he wire to set 
i n lo.  I t'l l stand ·traigh t ." 

The boy took t he knife.  Even through hi th ick gloves he cou ld 
feel  the ·mooth tex ture of !he iv ry. He flicked the handle and the 
knife prang from i1  case. Work ing ra pid ly, Wil l  packed t he din 
arou nd t he wmp a m uch as he could, then carefu l ly  carved t wo 
deep crevices into 1 he ide of 1 he post .  W i 1 h  one hand hold ing the 
po t, ! he ot her moved 1 he wire around 1 he po t and i n to t he 
crev ices. Once more around and t he wire was . ecu recl , nd t hen 
fa tened wi th  ! he l i l l ie  red nail thai marked the po· t .  Wi l l  tood 
back and gave the posl a l ight k ick. The po l did not move. Wi l l  

m i led and proudl y  stood t raight a he  looked at  h i  father. 
M organ nodded and turned toward the truck. 

"Hey, don't forget your knife," W i l l  said as he tr ied to sl ip t he 
kn ife i n to his father's coal pocket. 

M organ cont inued toward the truck. "Don't need i t ."  
The two got in the truck. Wi l l  looked at h is fat her i n  q uest ion. 

"What do you mean?" 
"You keep i t .  You can use it now." Morgan started the ign i t ion 

and released the brake. 
W i l l  looked down at the k n ife. I t  seemed far too big to belong to 

h i m-his father's name seemed to sti l l  be carved upon i ts casing. 
He placed the knife in hi coat p ckct and sat in si lence. 

"You're gonna be t here w hen Lucy throw her foal ."  M organ 
said with an ou t pouring of determinat ion. "Prom t he looks of her, 
t here' gonna be a w hole lol of k icking and a whole hel luva lot of 
hol lering, but you're gonna be t here and make urc he don't holler 
and k ick too m uch." 

Wil l  looked confused. "But I don't k now nothing about-" 
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Morgan set the truck in to gear and revved the engine. "Better 
get on down to that bridge before too long." 

W i l l  d idn' t  t ry to finish his sen tence. Suddenly, an uneasy 
feel ing came over the boy. Something was uneven in the air. The 
morn i ng l ight  was j ust begi nn ing to break into the darkened sky. 
The peacefulness of the dark ness was gradually being taken over 
by the shallow l ight of another day. Wil l  finally decided that this 
was the reason for t he uproar in  the a tmosphere. Yet, the more the 
morning broke through, the  more the boy doubted that such a 
l ight could be the cause of such confusion. As each hill became 
brigh ter and every color was released from darkness, the morn ing 
seemed to become a welcoming presence and not a menace. 

By t he t i m e  the t ruck reached the North Bridge, the sun had 
cleared the lower hills and t he whole valley was fill ing wi th light. 
A long the banks of the river, a bevy of yellow and white w ild
flowers sprung to life as t he sun opened each bud. The valley had 
j us t  gone t h rough t hree straight days and nights of heavy rain. 
The downpours had left the ground around the river saturated to a 
poin t  of a swampy consistency. Will had learned from ex
perience that one never ventured into the mushy banks unt i l  the 
earth had time to dry and harden. Once, Wil l  had forged ahead 
through the mud without thinking and his heavy boots had 
become locked i n to a bed of mush.  Only with the help of his father 
was he rescued from the swamp. 

More terrifying, t hough, than the mud were the surging waters 
that  dug their trail i n to the river bed . The week's storm had stirred 
the waters i nto a frenzied pace that cut  and gorged the sides of the 
riverwall .  The crashing sound of the water, hitting large rocks 
m i xed w i t h  the  loud hiss that erupted every time the current 
slapped the r iverwall ,  sen t shivers of fear through Will's body. This 
uncontrollable part of nature disturbed t �  boy for it was larger 
than anything he knew. 

The North Bridge, named only because it lay to the north of the 
Shoop ranch, was merely a forty foot suspension bridge that 
connected one bank of land to another. The rising waters had torn 
several of the cen ter planks from their foundations, and the rope, 
w hich held these p lanks together, had been scraped by the loose 
planks unt i l  only a few threads of rope were support ing the center 
of the bridge. 
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Morgan stood in s ilence and surveyed the damage to the bridge. 
Will tried to appear as casual as he could, but the threatening 
sounds of the current forced him to move back a few steps. Once 
Morgan's mind had sorted out the problem and figured out a 
solution, he moved to the truck and pulled out a long piece of 
thick rope. He returned to the banks and gathered t he rope into a 
loose circular formation. He spoke to Will, not as a child, bu t  as a 
fellow comrade. "I figure that if a body could slide down to t he 
center where i t's spl i t  and secure this rope between the planks, i t  
might j ust hold till we  could get a crew up  here." 

"Yeah," said Will in agreement, and he nodded toward the 
bridge. 

Morgan ran the rope between his long fingers. He paused and 
t hen swung the entire circle of rope toward Wil l .  "There you go," 
said Morgan. 

Will caught the rope before i t  swung away from him. He stood 
looking at his father and then looking toward the river. He turned 
to h is father, his mouth dropped at half-mast and he tried to speak 
but  the words became stuck on their way out. "What . . .  I . . .  I 
t hought . . .  I . . .  " Will t hrew down the rope and stepped back as if 
the rope were a snake, coiled to at tack. He shook his head in 
defiance. "No! Not me!" 

"Pick up the rope," said Morgan, an undertone of anger l ining 
h is speech. 

"No!'' said Wi ll as he stepped back a few more paces. 
Morgan's tone was becoming increasingly strained as he moved 

toward the boy. "Bridges don't mend by themselves, boy !  Now 
pick up the rope! ! !" 

"I never done it before! I don't k1 10W nothing about i t !  I could 
get k illed out there!" 

This hit Morgan the hardest. He stopped and h is eyes studied 
the mucky banks. He caught h is breath and pinned his eyes firmly 
upon the boy. "You're not gonna get ki lled ." 

There was such conviction in Morgan's voice that the boy felt 
as if God had just spoken to him. Will gathered the rope into h is 
hands and approached the bank. 

He posit ioned his feet on several scattered patches of green grass 
that sprouted a temporary plateau within the muddy banks. He 
had to move quickly, though, for his weight could easily push the 
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pla teaus i n to t he swamp. He grabbed hold o f  a tree t runk t h a t  
grew precariousl y be tween t he edge o f  t he bank a n d  t he flowi ng 
water. He leaned against the t ree and s lung the c ircle of rope 
around his neck, leav ing h is hands free to support h is bod y. He 
hesi ta ted and looked back at  h is fat her  who had not moved si nce 
he had given his son the order. W i l l  turned toward t he bridge and, 
holding onto a low branch, worked h is way down t he side of t h e  
r iverwa l l .  

T h e  water rushed d i rec t ly below h is hanging feet .  Each t ime h e  
reached up t o  ge t a better grasp on the branch, h e  could feel t he 
curren t brush up against  t he t i ps of his boots. W i l l  kept h is head 
look ing straigh t ahead , never once lett i ng his eyes h i t  the rushing 
water. H is heart beat so fast and so loudly t hat  he feared i t  would 
fa l l  out of his chest. Once he got w i t h i n  a foot of t he bridge, he 
swung h is left foot forward and caught h is heel on t he topside of a 
p lan k .  W hen he fel t  secure, he did t he same w i t h  his r ight foot .  He 
moved h is hands down t he branch u n t i l  he could feel t he sharp L i p. 
W i t h his r ight  hand, he reached forward a nd grabbed onto the 
bridge's roped side. He took a breat h  and quickly grabbed another 
piece of the rope w i t h  his left hand. 

There he stayed for a momen t ,  perched upon the edge of t he 
bridge l ike a b i rd before fligh t .  Only  t hen did he look down below 
at t he rushing current .  The cool spray rose up and sk im med t he 
seal of h is pan ts. He t u r ned away from t he water and maneuvered 
h is way onto t h e  bridge u n t i l  he lay flat on h is stomach w i t h  h is 
head toward the center spl i t . 

Plank by plank,  he m oved h is way up toward t he cen ter of the 
bridge. Every now and then a gush of w i nd would sweep dow n t he 
cen ter of the r iver,  sending the bridge i n to a rhy t h m ic sway i ng 
motion. A t  t h ose poin ts, W i l l  would lay perfect ly  s t i l l  u n t i l  the 
bridge stopped wobbl i ng. . 

W i l l  reached the center and removed the circle of rope from 
around h is neck. W i t h  one hand hold i ng a firm plank,  he used t he 
other hand to s t raigh ten out t he rope. He t ried t o  toss t he rope 
ahead of h i m  to get i t  in between one of the planks on the opposite 
s ide of t h e  spl i t ,  but each t ime he would overshoot h is  mark and 
have to d raw the rope back toward h i m .  He wan ted to cry out  for 
help b u t  he k new there would be none given. 
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After the fifth attempt, Will became impatient H is fear of this 

roaring monster turned into a slow anger that just wanted to get 
the job done and get off the bridge. With his impatience keyed, he 
drew the rope back to him and, using the bridge's roped side, he 
worked h is way up until he stook upright on a wide plank. Sud
denly, a loud crash erupted and Will jerked his body around. The 
bridge swayed and in one sweep he flipped over t he side of the 
bridge. He yelped as the current pushed him under with all the 
force i t  could muster. He grabbed for the bridge plank but h is 
oversized gloves hindered his hold. 

Morgan approached the bank and straddled the marshy  center. 
"Let them go, boy!" 

Will's head peeked out of the water and he turned to h is father. 
He couldn't yell or cry. All of his emotion was trapped in his hands 
as he fought to hold onto the plank. 

Morgan's bellowing voice echoed once again through the river 
canyon. "Let them go! Lose them!!!" 

Will shook his right hand and the glove slipped off, fall ing into 
the water. Then came the left glove and it too washed into 
oblivion. His hold on the plank was stronger and he managed to fit 
the end of his rope between h is teeth. He hung there, unable to 
move h is legs up onto the bridge but too frightened to let go. 

Morgan balanced h is body against the same tree trunk from 
where Will had started his journey,  and called to h is son. "Will! 
Your knife! Use your knife!" 

Will turned to h is father, not understanding what was meant. 
"Cut your rope in half! You can get it in between the planks 

from down there if you cut the slack! " And then with a burst of 
impatience. "Go on, boy! ! ! "  

Will carefully let h i s  left hand leave the plank momentarily as  he 
quickly pulled out the ivory-cased knife from his coat pocket. 
With the knife in hand, he grabbed for the plank just as a wave of 
water slapped against h is back, causing the bridge to sway un
controllably. 

"Cut i t  now!" Morgan yelled. 
With the rope still secured between his teeth, Will pulled it away 

from h im, stopping only to get a better hold on the plank. Once he 
had a large enough portion, he flicked the knife open and brought 
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i t  dow n toward h is mouth.  The curre n t  rose a nd t ried to force 
h i m  down b u t  he l ifted h is body w i t h  t h e  wave and was able to gel 
his r ight  e lbow upon the bridge.  Once secure, he q uickly w e n t  to 
work and moved t he k nife back and fort h  t h rough t he rope u n t i l  
t he slack d ropped i nto t h e  water a n d  washed downstream. W i t h  
h is left hand. h e  swung t he port ion of rope up a nd o n t o  the bridge 
and over t he center spl i t  p lank.  E nough rope was left dangl ing 
over t he plank so t hat  he was able to bring the end toward h i m  
w i th h is left foot .  H e  grabbed hold o f  the  t w o  ends a n d  moved t he 

ce n ter  planks toge t her. 
He s tarted to t ie a knot when t he k n ife began to s l ip  from 

between h is fingers. The knife d ropped and W i l l  watched the 
ma hogany pegs s l ide past h is t h umb. W i t hout  a momen t's 

hesi tat ion.  he fl icked his wrist  and caug h t  the  kn ife before the 
curre n t  could s teal i t .  He plopped t he k n ife i n to h is coat pocket 
and t he n  t ied four t ight  repe t i t ive knots, end i ng each one w i t h  a 
quick t ug to ensure i ts hold. 

W i l l  reached beh i n d  him and grabbed onto t he tree branch. 
Work i ng back wards, he moved h is watersoaked bod y toward t he 
banks. M organ moved around t he tree trunk and caugh t W i l l  as he 
reached the  banks. 

Wil l  grabbed a hold of Morgan and h u ng o n to h is t h ick 
overcoat .  H is brea t h i ng was labored and h is head ached . H is heart 
had slowed but each beat was a t h robbing pou nd i nside his chest. 
The boy brushed his forehead agai nst his fat her's coat ,  then looked 
up i n to his fa ther's eyes. Morgan held his son t ight  to h is body but  
kept his eyes on the downst ream cu rren t .  And for the first t ime, 
the sun crested in the  d is ta n t  waters. 
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Scott Memmer 

Her name is Hazel Cad num and she is eighty-seven years old.  
She was born and raised in the state of O hio, has l ived her e n tire 
l i fe there-an Ohio that at the t i me of her birth was l i t t le  more 
than open spaces, forests and farmland; an Ohio w hose first 
factories had sprung up along the banks of the Cuyahoga River 
not m uc h  ear l ier than a generat ion before her b ir th-and the story 
I have to tell  of her i n volves not so m uch the locat ion of her body 
in t i me a nd space as t he i nfluence of her human i ty on my m i n d  
a n d  heart-far more i m portan t  co-ordi nates, a s  far a s  I 'm con
cerned . I don't k now m uc h  about her early l i fe, nor do I feel I need 
to. She l ived on a farm no doubt (who didn' t  back then?), had 
chickens and cat t le to feed , chores to do, maybe one or two n ice 
d resses-and yet the outward c ircumstances of her l ife don't much 
concern me here, for what I wan t  to i nvestigate is her i nner world. 
She was always a supremely happy person-an i nexti nguishable 
joy bu rned in her eyes from the t i me she got u p  in the morning 
u n t i l  the t ime s he went to bed at n igh t-an d  though she l ived her 
l ife tenaciously, was not about to go gen t le i n to t he dying of any 
l ight ,  good or otherwise, her dai ly actions were comprist:d of the 
mos t  exac t i ng gentleness, the finest  example I have ever known of 
a h uman being at peace w i t h  herself. I'm remi n ded i n  t h in k i ng of 
her of a passage i n  John Stuart M i l l's Autobiography, for I feel i t  
so accurately defines my grandmother: "Those only are happy 
who have the ir  m inds fixed on some object other than their own 
happiness; on t he happiness of  others, on t he i mprovement of 
mankind,  even on some art or p ursuit ,  followed not as a means, 
b u t  as i tself the ideal end. A i m i n g  thus at someth i ng else, they find 
happiness by t he way." The happiness of others, t he i mproveme n t  
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of man k ind.  My grandmot her improved mank ind by t he imple 
fact of her pre ence, faced l ife graciou l y  and unc mplaining, 
never t hough t nor poke i l l  f anyone. There were only tw k i nd 
of people in t he world w hom he could not abide: piders and 

na kes. To thi day he ha · a  mona I dread of t he ·e two crea tu res 
an aver ion mo l people ri nd forgivable, but  a ide from t h i  her 
record is spotless. I w rite about her now because her influence 
u pon my en ibi l i t y  wa , more perhap t han any ot her ingle 
factor. w hat led me to become a lover of book . W hich i · ironic, 
becau, e m y  grandmot her wa a nd i not a " l i terary" per on, has 
l i ved most of her l ife not at t he univer i t y  but on a farm and yet 
she comes from a t ime and a place w here people had a respect for 
the language w here syntax had not yet been pl in tered i n to 
ten-second tracts and mortgaged out to the networks to ensure 
the propagation of the latest pest i lence-Froot Loops or A llstate 
or Bob Hope or G M 's latest disaster. W hen I read today, par· 
ticularly work that touches or moves me deeply, I am rem inded in 
my heart of my grandmother: it is her face I see when I turn out 
the l ights; it  is her voice I hear in the dark; it  is the fai nt ly stale 
odor of her l iv ing room in Val ley City, Ohio that comes back to 

me again and again, the stale odor of old folks' l iv ing rooms 
everywhere. There are few enough reasons for the circumstances 
in our l i ves-most of w hat we take for fate is actually hap
penstance turned on end-but there is a defi nite reason I th ink 
almost daily of an eighty-seven-year-old woman th ree thousand 
mi les to the east. 

The reasons go back many year . To tel l  you t he w hole s tory 
would be to trace t he en tire h istory of my fam i l y  how my fat her 
and mother met, how t hey married how t hey got on in the year 
before my bro t her and I were born-none of it very pertinen t to 
the matter at hand. Suffice it to say t hey met and married. M y  
father got o u t  o f  t he service after serving in the Phi l ippines i n  

World W a r  I I ;  m y  mother, t he you ngest chi ld o f  four, stayed a t  
home wi th  G randma a n d  G randpa and hel ped around t he farm; 
and after the dust had settled and the bodies had been counted and 
the dog tags swept into one h uge mound-after Nagasak i  and 
Dresden and Auschwitz-my mother and father took themselves 
to a justice of the peace and got themselves married. In Ohio, i n  
places l i ke Brunswick, Chagrin Falls, Hinckly, Medina, Twin-
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sburg, Valley City, life was almost too quiet. In ten years we 

would have Korea, Elvis Presley, television ; five years after that 
Gidget would go Hawaiian, the silly girl. But for now things were 
quiet. It was a lull, the proverbial calm before the storm. What 
does the human species do in such a lull? It makes replicas of itself. 

I was born in 1 954, three years after my brother. We were raised 
on a steady diet of Captain Kangaroo and Wheaties, which may 
help to explain a lot of things. We lived in a suburb of Cleveland, 
about an hour southeast of that City of Light, and year after year 
as I grew up I l istened to the Cleveland Indians lose on the radio. 
Occasionally I'd watch them lose on TV. After a while I only read 
about them losing in the paper the next day. Our neighborhood 
was so WASPish, so genti le, so l i ly-white, I can't recall meeting a 
single black person or a Jew unt il my early teens. I was what you 
might call sheltered. The most traumatic event in my life at this 
time was for one of my guppies to d ie, an event which should not 
have affected me as devastatingly as i t  did: there were three 
hundred and thirty-three left. 

In 1 959  my mother took ill, an illness lasting some five years 
until her death in 1 964. I should tell you-for reasons which may 
or may not become apparent in a moment-that I had originally 
intended to write this account without mentioning my mother, 
without reaching into the family closet and pulling out a few 
convenient, well-dusted skeletons; but I find that her l ife and the 
life of my grandmother, however different they may have been in  
their own particulars, however unalike they may have been in the 
specific, were so inextricably woven, so entangled in the to and fro 
of grief and wonder and regret and the momentary b ittersweet 
victory turned suddenly, sourly, and without warn ing into defeat, 
that I cannot speak of one without speaking of the other. In 1 959  
my mother was diagnosed as  paranoid schizophrenic, a malady as 
capricious as the wind but a thousand times more deadly, a malady 
which has, like cancer, the unique ability to fracture and destroy 
whole families-and it felled her like a small tree. Each time she 
fell the doctors picked her up and pumped her full of electroshock 
and Thorazine (she came back to us scarred but functional, a frail 
w illow ready for new felling), and it was in these picking-up times 
that my brother and I took the hour-and-a-half drive with my 
father to my grandmother's house in Valley City, Ohio. To 

65 



N O R  r�I R I DC i l·. R I· V I L W  

grandmother's ho use w e  we n t ,  b u t  as for m yself not  w i t ho u t  the  
usual  word les� good byes a nd a t igh ten ing se nsa t io n  i n  my gu t t hat 
to ld me som e t h i ng was terr i b l y ,  terr ibly w rong. Someone was 
abo u t  to  ge t h u r l .  l �ensed . and l d i d n ' t  w a n t  i t  to  be me. I t  w<�sn ' t .  
ex<�c t ! y . B u t  G randma was  a l ways t he re .  her apro n  surgica l ly  
a l l ac hed in  t l1m.e days i t  see ms. a nd w he n  m y  fa t he r  sw u ng t he car  

i n t o her gra \·e l  d r i veway a n d m y  brother  a nd l b u rs t  from t he car 
door<., l i ke a couple of gre y h o u nds a f ter  t he fleei ng rabb i t .  '>he 
gree ted ll'> w i t h  ope n a nm and open F rigida i re.  M y  fa t her  wou ld  
lea n: U'> t he re for  a week or two.  som e t i mes t h ree.  a n d  af ter  
\CVcra l  o f  m \' mot her\ b reakdowns a nd several dr i ves t h rough the  
qu ie t .  cool cou n t ryside of nor t heast e rn  O h io .  past c ider  s tands  a mi 
old barns and m i b  and m i le'> of cornfie lds. l bega n to sec t ha t  Dad 
wa!:> us ing G ra nd ma's house as a place of refuge. l d i d n ' t  begrudge 
h i m  t ha t :  a t  t he t i m e  we needed a place to h ide. I ns tead I took i t  to  
me as m y  home away from home. 

Le t me te l l  you abou t her hou'>c. The i m med ia te  i m p ress ion is 
one of i ncred i ble c lea n l i ness. Above a l l  e lse the  B i b le- t h u m ping 
fron t ier  m o t h e rs i m pressed u pon t he i r  daugh ters t he lesson t ha t  
clea n l i ness. m y  d e a r  gi rls. is ne x t  to  G od l i ness. G randma a p
pare n t l y  learned her lessons we l l .  ror her house was al way-. 
spot less. There was a la rge black-and - w h i te te lev is ion in the l i v i ng 
room.  and across t h e  room. fac i ng t he te lev is ion.  sa t a m a t c h i ng 
cha i r  and sofa. c i rca 1 900. On t he arms of t h is cha i r  and sofa were 
t hose l i l l i e  l ace doi l l ies you fi nd a l l  over t h e  fu rn i t u re o r  t he 
midwest.  I ' l l  never  forge t t hose doi l l ies. damn t he m .  because l 
cou ld never do a n y t h i ng on t h a t  c h a i r  short  of j u s t  s i t t i ng  there 
w i t ho u t  k n oc k i ng a t  least one of t he m  to t h e  grou n d .  I n  t he back 
pan of t h e  house were two bedrooms. one ba t h .  and-a must  for 
m y  grand m o t he r-a h uge k i tchen .  She loved to cpok . w h i pped u p  
por t ions so h uge t h e y  toppled o ff t he fron ts a n d  sides of our  pla tes. 
boun teous ra t ions  w e  wolfed down as v oraciously as a n y  farm k id 
or ha l f-starved p i ra n ha.  A round t he back of her house she kept  a 
garden w here she grew j us t  abo u t  every t h i ng: corn.  toma toes. 
bea ns. peas. carrots.  on ions,  bee ts. rad ishes, cucumbe rs. gree n 
peppers; b lack berries, boyse n be rries, raspberries. s t ra w berries. e tc  . .  
for h e r  pies; a n d  h e r  prize crop, rhu barb. M y  grandmot her grew 
m ore r h u barb t ha n  t h e  rest of t h e  e n t ire s t a te of O h io. For years 
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half t he U n i ted Sta tes' G . N . P. i n  rhubarb came out of her garden. 

And every summer day, it seemed, she had fresh rh ubarb pie 
cool i n g  on her w i ndows i l l ,  a pie so sweet and sour, so tangy, i t  
made the glands i n  the back of your jaw weep for joy and t he hairs 
on the back of your neck stand on end.  

In  1 964. t hough, a taste more sour even t han my grandmot her's 
r h ubarb pies came i n to my l ife: On February I O t h ,  u nable perhaps 
to sec a n y t h i n g  ahead b u t  more elect roshock and more T horazine, 
m ore w i nd and toppl i ng and get t i n g  up and fa l l i ng dow n,  more 
terror and u ncerta in ty  and dou b t  and pai n .  my mother took her 
own l ife .  For a long t ime afterward no one said any t h i ng .  
Everyone came to t he funeral : everyone wept open ly .  myself 
among t he m .  A fterward. t hough. it was as if an open gash ,  an 
u n heal i ng wound. s t re tched from one end of my fami ly  to the 
ot her. scarr ing my fa ther and my brot her and I permane n t l y, and 
even so much as the men t ion of t his  gash,  part icularly w h i le 
d ri v i n g  t h rough t he desolate February landscape on t he way to my 
gra ndmot her\ house in  Va l ley Ci ty .  Oh io. was enough to prompt 
t he sa l t  from t he road-somehow. I d idn ' t  k now how-to creep up 
t h rough t h e  l'loorboards of t he car and s t ing t he wound of t he 
person who had sa id i t .  Everyone walked on eggs. G randma C. 
sa id not h ing. s i m ply went o n  being w ha t  she had al ways been-a 
p i l la r  of s t re ngt h-and baked and s t i rred and fried more furiously 
t han ever. as if t he way to a ch i ld's a i l i ng heart was t h rough h is 
s tomach.  The a t tempt  was not w hol ly unsuccessful :  grad ually I 
re t u rned to my cu rious self. ask i n g  q uest ions abou t anyth ing  and 
every t h i ng (except m y  mot her), u n t i l  somehow, m i racu lously, as if  
a curtain had been l i fted. February became M arch. I t  was at  th is 
t i me that my brother took to walk ing i n  t he woods. a habi t he's 
con t i n ued to th is  day; walk ing, I d id n ' t  know w here. but  w i t h  a 
determ i na t ion that grew s tronger and stronge r as the season 
progressed, as spring came on,  u n t i l  suddenly i t  was Apr i l ,  and t he 
walks stopped, a n d  the snow mel ted, and t he fields gave off t he i r  
steamy h eat ,  and the t raffic on the h ighway i n  fron t  of m y  
grandmother's house beat by w i t h  madden i ng regulari ty, each 
squeal or squeak of rubber. each cl ick of a studded snow t i re on 
that sheeni n g  asphalt  r un way coun t i n g  out t he m i n u tes and days 
and hours and months of l ives spe n t  try ing to forget .  We a l l  
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wan ted desperatel y  to forge !.  t o  get back to  t h e  norma lcy of 
homework and spring flowers and V ie tnam on t he TV every 
n ight .  to find obl i v ion in the s implest act i v i t ies of dai ly l i fe .  I t  was 
in May of that yea r that ! saw some th ing  I shall never forget .  

A round back of m y  grandmot her's house. half-hidden from the 
highway and just  to t he right of her garden when you looked ou t 
t h rough the k i tchen w indow. stood several clot hesl i nes from 
w h ich she hung wet sheets i n  the warmer mon ths of spring and on 
t h rough summer i n to fal l .  She had an electric dryer as I reca l l .  but  
she  preferred. maybe out of  some deference to her mot her's 
t rai n i ng in a day before there were such t h i ngs as e lectric d ryers. to 
hang her sheets by hand and le t  them dry by wind. On the 
mor11 i ng I 'm speaking of i t'd rai ned the nigh t before. dousi ng the 
garden and the lawn beside it  w i t h  a fai r  share of water. and the 
sky, shift ing from grey to ind igo lei pink to azu re with t he rota t ion 
of the ear t h  t ha t  morning. had the sharpness and clarity of a t h i n  
sheet o f  ice sk immed from t he t o p  o f  an Ohio d i tch . I a te some 
cereal .  my brother  went  across the h ighway to throw rocks a t  
some horses. m y  grandmother wen t about  t h e  laundry.  The 
sun l ight  st reamed through the k i tchen w i ndow. catch ing the dust 
motes i n  the air.  charging them w i t h  l ight ,  while in the l iv ing room 
the TV d roned on-some blather about  fi l t h y  old A m e rican l ucre: 
The Price is Right or Jeopardy. Finishing a half a box of cereal, I 
got up,  walked over w i t h  my bowl to t he kitchen sink. turned on 
t he fa uce t, and looked out  into the yard . I t was then that I saw 
w ha t  I w a n t  to tel l  you about .  

I 'm not very adept  a t  describing significant moments in my l ife . 
They crowd i n  upon me and demand that I get everything righ t
that t he l ig h t i ng's j ust so, t he proper perspective drawn, the faces 
somewhat i n  focus-something like taking a picture or writing a 
poem, two th ings I have never been very good at. That morning 
my grandmother stood beneath her clothesl ines, a basket of wet 
s heets in her arms. She set the basket down ,  picked up her first 
sheet,  a white one, and reached up carefully, s t raining slightly on 
tiptoe, clothespin in teeth, to attach the sheet to the line. A wind 
blew out  of the north, com ing in off Lake Erie seventy miles away, 
billowing the sheet up and away from her as she t ried to secure it; 
t h e  su n , still low on the horizon and so bright it hurt the eyes to so 
m uch as look in its direction, shone through her hai r, turn ing the 
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s i l ver-gray t here to near-whi te.  For a momen t  she became frozen,  
suspended in t i me and motion, and t he ent i re atten t iveness of my 
bei ng focused on her. She was caught i n  a spot  of t ime and 
everyt h i ng sped u p  and a t  the same time s lowed down.  Then 
abrupt ly a l l  motion ceased. M y  n i ne-year-old mind raced, sought  
w i ld ly for explanations-but w hat's to  be  made of  a six
ty-eigh t-year-old woman hanging wet sheets on a clot hesl ine in 
m id-May? I was i ncapable of answering that question at t he 

t ime-maybe st i l l  am today-but i n  l ooking back I suppose her 
i mage there spoke to me of the repet i t ive nature of our l i ves, of the 
fact that our  l iv ing  here is couched in ceremony and r i tua l ,  i n  
repet i t ive patterns w h ich, t hough t hey p lague u s  w i t h  thei r 
con t i n u i ty and ins istence, are nonetheless one of the reasons we 
survive as a species. We need t h is cont inu i ty  to survive.  " Every 
person who had ever l i ved," Thorton W i lder wr i tes in an essay 
d iscuss ing Our Town. "has l i ved an u nbroken succession of un ique 
occasions. Yet  the more one is aware of t h is i nd i vidua l i ty i n  ex
perience . . .  the more one becomes a t ten t ive to w hat these 
d isparate moments have i n  common,  to repetitive patterns. A l i t t le 
fu rther on in the same piece W i lder s tates, " I t  (Our Town) is an 
a t tempt to find value above all  price for the smal lest events in our 
dai ly l ife." Small  even ts. I s uppose what rm talking about w hen I 
describe how my grandmothe r  hangs wet sheets on a clothes l ine is 
smal l  even ts, b u t  I also want  to make clear to you j ust  how much 
larger that event  became i n  m y  mind.  I n  t hat spl i t  second of what 
m ight  be called, righ t ly or w rongly, pre-cogn i t ive awareness ( !  
have a lways fel t  t ha t  for me cogni t ion began i n  adolescence), t he 

r i tua l ist ic repe t i t iveness of mankind came home to me w it h  i n 
cred ible force. We requ ire t h e  accomp lishment o f  t he smal lest 
tasks, I d iscovered then and hold to s t i l l ,  to assure the believabi l i ty  
in  a larger fut u re; we start wi th  the m i nute and work up to t he 
inf in i te. As I studied m y  grandmother on the lawn that  morning, 
watched her reach up to her clothesl ine, watched t he sun come 
t hrough her hair, saw the w i nd t ug at her sheet, I became b l i nded 
by the br i l l ia nce of the sun and had to t u r n  away. I t  came to me 
then, in what was perhaps my first i n te l l igent observation of 
h u ma n  l ife, t ha t  she had washed and dried other sheets; that her 
h usband, the grandfather l never knew, had d ied of cancer on 
sheets she had scrubbed by hand and hung to dry on d ifferen t  
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l i nes; that she had cleansed the l i nens of my mother for years on 
end unt i l  that young woman left home to commi t  t he u l t imate 
repet i t ion-to give a couple of chi ldren to the earth and then, 
t hough not in t he usual way, to die. And now there were ot her 
sheets to clean and dry, other l inens to fold and put  away. I 
watched her for a second and then t he moment  released her and 
she became a s ixty-eight-year-old woman hanging laundry on a 
l ine. 

I r insed out  my  bowl ,  turned off the faucet, put the milk away, 
and went i n to t he l iving room. I turned off Jeopardy. For a long 
t ime I sat on G randma's sofa and played with one of t hose doi l l ies. 
Then,  for only about the third time since my mother d ied, I wept. 

* 

The years have a funny way of taking the edge off th ings. A 
year after m y  mother d ied my father remarried, my stepmother 
and he had a couple of daughters, and in J 969 my new fami ly and 
I moved to California, leaving beh ind a slew of aunts and uncles 
and cousins and second cousins and, of course, my grandmother. 
We went back to visi t in 1 972,  stayed a couple of weeks; I went 
back in 1 97 8  by myself to attend the wedd ing of a friend. 
Grandma st i l l  l i ves in Ohio, though she sold the house in Val ley 
City several years ago and moved in with my aunt .  A month ago, 
upon the occasion of a business tr ip to the east ,  I had the op
portun i ty  to see her again.  I t 'd been five years. 

I flew in to Boston on a Friday morn ing in mid-September, 

rented a car at  the a i rport and headed north toward New Hamp
shire. Why New Hampshire? The answer is that every autumn my 
grandmother comes to New Hampsh i re to visit her oldest 

daughter (my aunt) and her son-in-law (my uncle) to spend six 
weeks in a New England easy chair and watch the World Series 
and see t he leaves change color and fal l  and watch win ter come in 

upon the land. She was to arrive the next day: we were to drive 
down and meet her in New York State. 

New Hampshire is a lways lovely, but lovel iest, I think , in 

autumn.  On t he way to my aunt  and uncle's house I drove past  

Lake Sunipee, found i t  deserted and lonely, not a single boat out .  

I t  was j us t  after Labor Day-late summer or early autumn, 

depending on your frame of reference-and though the leaves 

hadn' t  begun to change yet, most of the tourists had returned to 

70 



Memmer!My Grandmother 

their homes to await the arrival of the w ind and rain-to pick their 

gardens clean and note the passage of a few woolly bear cater
pillars scurrying for cover and cocoon . In a matter of weeks 
several of them would return to see the colors, then dash back to 
those same houses to i nstall storm windows, re-coil the garden 

hose, and cast a sidelong glance at the woodlot. 
The next morn ing, at seven o'clock sharp, my aunt and uncle 

and I pi led into their new Saab 900 (not a turbo), pulled out of the 
driveway and headed off across southern New Hampshire and 
Vermont. We stopped for breakfast, had coffee and ju ice, and 
after a leisurely six-hour drive through so many towns I can't 
remember any of their names, arrived at our destination in  New 
York at t hree o'clock i n  the afternoon . A n  hour later my grand
mother arrived. 

I haven't told you much about the way she looks. I won't tel l  
you much now, except to say that she was smaller than I 
remembered her, less mobile, and that she stooped over and 
needed help when she walked . She looked at me for the longest 
time, perplexed, and didn't know who I was. I told her and she 
seemed puzzled: How had I gotten there? And why hadn't 
someone told her I was coming? W hy hadn't someone said 
something? The answer of course was that someone had, but that 
she, in her old age, had forgotten. She forgets a lot of things now, 
and yet she's fortunate enough to be surrounded by a loving brood 
who elect to do the remembering for her. 

We had dinner together. She ate light: coffee, jello, a few 
crackers. After d inner we took a drive past one of the N ew York 
Fingerlakes. She d idn't say much, seems content to sit and watch 
and listen now. We drove for half an hour or so, then went back to 
our motel room. 

We went to bed early, all four of us-my grandmother, m yself, 
my aunt and uncle-in one motel room, in three different  beds. 
Somewhere in the m iddle of the n ight I woke up. I don't know 
why, but I didn't open my eyes immediately. I lay there for a while 
and l istened to the sounds around me: to the air  conditioner, the 
whirr of traffic on the h ighway, the drip of a faucet, the tick of a 
clock. Across the room I could hear m y  grandmother breathing, 
the steady, rhythmic, inward and outward flow of her breath-the 
simplest of our repetitions but the most v i tal. I kept seeing her in  
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my mind, reaching up to pin that large white sheet on the 
clothesline behind her house in Valley City, Ohio; and though she 
was younger, stronger and healthier in the picture I had in my 
m ind-her hands more able to grasp, her feet more capable of 
navigating the land unaided-she was also the same frail, 
significant woman who lay on that bed j ust now on the other side 
of the room. It brought back to me the i ncredible fragili ty of us 
all-as a people, as a nation, as a planet. l stayed awake for an 
hour or two, bl inked once or twice, then went back to sleep. 

"On the w hole," Joan Didion wrote a few years back, "I am able 
to take a very long view of death." I, too, take the long v iew, do 
not coddle or entice t he beast, but I think a lot about w hat kept me 
awake that night in a strange motel room three thousand miles 
from home. I t  was, of course-as it always has been-my grand
mother. 

As the shadows came through the window that night and the 
faucet dripped on, I questioned the darkness. Shouldn't our lives 
be full, not of darkness, but of light? A nd why should the presence 
of an old woman's teeth in a glass above my head set my mind to 
wandering? Won't we all be in that ben soon enough without 
th inking about it ,  our own teeth m a glass, our own oeac1omes 
disheveled, an air  conditioner droning on and on to keep the 
elements out? We should all  be so lucky at such a time to be 
surrounded by those w ho will tend to the needs of our second 
i nfancy as we have tended to theirs i n  the first. We should all be so 
lucky, but so few of us are. 
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As I E xpected 

T he tree beneath my w i ndow 
s hed its leaves i n  f a l l .  

Ida Ferdman 

And c h i l d re n  u p  a n d  down the b l ock 
p u t  on g a l os hes and ra i n s l icks 
and s p l as h ed w i t h  t he i r  hee l s  
a t  the c u r b s i d e  o u t  f r o n t  
a n d  s a i led boats of bam boo l e aves 
in the a l ley's p u d d l e- l a kes . 
The s q u i rre ls  a n d  the b i rds  
in  my yard and the rest  
d i s appeared with the l e aves 
as the r a i n  sett l ed i n  
f o r  t h e  w i nter.  

And the fee l i n g  I had in the s u m m e r  
v a n i s hed as Fa l l  d ropped i ts c loak.  
The yard i n  m y  m i n d  
became b a rren a n d  d a m p  
w i t h  o l d  v i s ions  t h a t  d r i p ped 
from the wa l l s of my bra i n  
l i ke b i ts o f  b row n a l gae 
t h a t  d r i p  from the wa l l s of a cave. 
P i n k  and green t h o u g hts t u rned 
to b l ack ones and red ones 
that left  p e r m a n e n t  sca rs 
for the spr ing .  
The b r i g h t  co lored thoug h ts 
d i s appeared w i t h  the le aves 
as the ra i n  sett l ed i n  
f o r  the w i n te r. 



S w a n  S o n g  

- fo r  C a l v i n  S i m m ons ,  cond u cto r 
born A p r i  I 27 1 9 50, d i ed A u gust  2 3  1 982 

Keith B ienert 

5 o u n d s  devo lve i n to exp l os ion 
in the beg i n n i n g of  the c o u n te r  i n d ustr ia l  revo l u t i o n  

C a l v i n  S i m m o n s  
l i k e  a f i n e  w i re ( f ine  as  a s t r a l  t h read) 
cond u c ted the m i nd of M a h l e r  
u n t i l  i t  l i t u p  i n  t h e i r  bra i n s  

l i k e  a f i l a m e n t  o f  c o l o red l i ght  
in  a v a c u u m  

i n  August  
after  twe n ty- s i x  years 
to make h i m s e l f  a n  i ns t r u m e n t  of l ight  
to br ing a m aster b a c k  to l i fe 
(bac k from the water a n d  the e a rth)  
after  the w i n d had made the water b o i l  
a t  Connery Pond 
pol i c e m e n  d ra g  the l a ke and chew tobacco 
w h i l e  they s m i l e 

2. 

d ressed i n  b l ac k  and w h ite 

the d e a d l y  desert  terror beasts 
lob b o m bs over t h e  net of  fear 
that s u rrou nds the c i ty 
in the dry s a n d  
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a n d  i n  the  m o m e n t  
the f i rs t  b o m b  
h a ngs above t he c i ty 
h a n g i n g  l i k e  o p p ress ion  
o r  the sec rets o f  
a l p h abet  s o u p  gove r n m e nt agen c ies  
in  the stat ic  a i r  

i n  that m o m e n t  
w hen w i c ked grav ity 
becomes a beam of s o u n d  
the net 

Bienert/Swan Song 

(the net of fear w h i c h  m ig ht as we l l  be a net of h ate) 
s h a tters 

3. 

a n d  the retrograde evo l u t i o n  of the m i n d 
( re m e m b e r  Venus) 
w i l l  p u n c h  i t  b a c k  
t h r o u g h  a door  
f ro m  tec h n o l ogy to m a g i c k  
(perhaps even to God) 

in e i ther  c ase 
the m i nd w i l l  be f reed 
(by destruct ion o f  the body 
o r  by the body s ta nd i ng in the doorway 
from i n s ig h t  to o u t s i g h t  
w i t h  the m i nd) 

4. 

a s h i n i ng s p h e re 
exp l odes i n  co l o rs 
above the squ are of p a l m s  

79 



NORTH R I DG E  REVIEW 

l ig h t  debri  

a long t he edges of the b l ast 
m ixes s l ow l y  pastel  
tow ard t he star 

that p u i s  h ighe r  a bove t he headstones 

(where the f reed a u ra b lend) 

as t h  mas e expand 
and v i bra n t  color  

v io l a te t h  dark n ess 

a n other f oree 

(as great a t he for e t ha t  pow r th  m i n d )  

c o m p r  t h  b l ast 
re;;� t i n g  swirl  of  debris 

l i k w h i r l i ng ga l x i es 

c o l l i d i ng beyond the edge o f  t h  u n iv r e 

both x p l o  ion 

a r  t h  Heels o f  c h ang 
( m ov d by th a m  fore that pow r th  m i nd) 

a fore f o u n d  i ng i n g  beyond t h  peri meter 
( l i k  f i l a m  n t  of  color d l ight  i n  a v a  u u m )  
a fore· that  o p  ns  the ro e 
and d rop the ed of revol u t ion 



Welcoming Light 

White snow settles on 

pine needles 
Clock bells shiver in the night 
air  
I see the shelter of welcorning light 

and my bean beats easily for me. 

janis Porkus 

(translated by Tim Mat thews) 
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Circus 

Tim Matthews 

Onddy longleg� leaves for the circus 

on s t i l ts  
Strld1ng high above tlw -;nail 
111 his c-amper-shell 

-1 he pill bug '>pin:; and roll'> 
to keep up 
While the s t i nkbug le('rs 

from a distance 

A cicada c;hriek� 
A ladybug faints 
A firefly ft1 l ls  down the '>ky 

1n a green blaLc 

The spider waih with its net 
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A poem to be rea d  before m orn i n g  

Ri cardo Means- Ybarra 

T here is a woman b rus h i n g  her  h a i r  
w i th the poems o f  N e rud a, 
h a i r  that cur l s  a rou nd a song 
songs l i k e  the how l i n g  i n  a sta r v i n g  desert .  
Cats  w i l l  not run o n  her  roof 
or rest there 
a m o n g  the h a l f- smo ked c i g a rettes, l e mons 
a n d  roses t h a t  have expl oded i n  the long n i ght .  

W h a t  i f  i t  won't  le ave, 
t h i s  moon 
w i t h  the ta lons  of a stone ow l 
t ha t  weeps over t h e  houses, leav i ng 
a sneeze, a game of c a rds .  
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The E d ge 

R icard a Means- Ybarra 

H i s l egs l ooked s hort off the  s u rfboa rd 
w h e re they j a gged i n to water from the f ra c t u re l i n e 
a m o n g  f i s h  a n d  k e l p b u m p i n g  i n  the s h adow 
H e  let a good wave go by 
not moving ,  the c l i ffs  c a l m  
w i n d  f l e c k i n g  t h e  s k i n  
rest i n g  i n  th e i r  d e n s e  s h a d e  

H e  s u rfs here catc h i n g  a l ot of waves 
every day, 

we k n ow his moves 
s it  in l ow fol d i ng c h a i rs 

the s a n d  rou g h l y  t rac ked 
our b o u n d a r ies  set 
we u n wrap s a n d w i c hes of t u n a  or  peanut butter o n  w heat and rye 
ea s i l y seen t h r o u g h  p l a s t i c  

O n  the s u rface he was sta r i n g  
t h e  water heavy w i t h  oxygen a n d  l i ght  
c lear  to  w h ere the s u rge leaves the reef .  

I ' ve heard stor ies  of m e n  j u m p i n g  i n  
after m erm a i d s  o r  t h e  swayi n g  sea grass t h at-re m i n d s  them 
of t h e i r  I r i s h  f i e l ds ,  
the l i m p  s a i l s ,  the  l a rge w h ite b i rds  t h a t  never l a nd 

I watc hed h im s l i d e  off  
s l i p  i n to w ater,  so f u l l .  
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T i ge r F i ne C u t  

Too sweet 
N ot m u c h  s a t i sfact ion 
N ot strong 
Too f i n e  
L i k e  h a i r  t h ey s a i d  

S o  I sw i ped a p a c k age 
From m y  f a t h e r's store 

Father  d i d n ' t  a p p rove 
O f  s w i p i n g 
O r  tobacco c h e w i n g  
By c h i l d re n  

Leonard Exner 

A n d  both together  was a d e a d l y  s i n  

W h i c h  m a d e  the c l i m b  
To (he roof of t h e  barn 
M u c h  more t h r i l l i n g  
W i t h  the T i g e r  F i n e  C u t  s a f e l y  h i d d e n  

A n d  m a d e  us stuff  
The tobacco i n  our  c heeks 
L i k e  lop-s ided c h i p m u n k s  

A n d  m a d e  u s  t ry t o  beat e a c h  other 
With tobacco j u i c e  r ivers 
To the edge of  the s l o p i n g  roof 
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NORTHRIDGE REVIEW 

Over ha lf  a centu ry's gone 
A n d  I ' m  sure I nd i a n a's sti l l  there 

But the barn's gone 

And I 'm stu c k  with what's between the ears 

X m as T ree 

Looks m o re l i k e  a n  erector set. 
I t  doesn't d r i n k  ou r water,  
d oesn't s m e l l ,  
doesn't l e a n  t o  one s ide.  

M ike Lawson 

I t  doesn't wigg l e  when you e nter the room . 

Eve ry year, the same perfect isosceles, 

the s a m e  ornaments,  
the same b l i n k ing l ights. 

I 'd l ove to burn it  on N ew Years d ay, 

but i t's f l a m e  proof. 
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Poo l s  i d e  

O i l ed a n d  s h i n i n g  
s h e  a rc hes h e r  knee 
one d ro p  of  sweat 

a sequ 111 

works i ts way down 
h e r  c hocol ate t h i g h  
i n to h e r  w h i te s u it ,  
a bsorbed.  

A brave boy 
p u ffed u p  
stands  i n  her  s u n  
ta l k s  t o  h e r  t i ts 
s h e  I is tens 
but says n ot h i n g  
h e  returns t o  h i s  l o u nge, 
d is m issed.  

P rete n d i ng not  to not ice 

Mike Lawson 

M rs.  F re n c h  a n d  the o ld  woman i n  #21 2 
s w i r l  p a i n ted toes 
a n d  g n a r l ed wh i te feet 
in the  water a t  the  t h ree-foot m a rker. 

B u t  w h e n  he ro l l s  
o n  h i s  s to m a c h ,  
they s h a re a s m i le .  
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To M a rj or i e, f rom you r n u rse 

You r e a c h  your  hand u p  t o  m e  i m p l o r i n g l y  
I k i ss i t, q u i c k  b u tterf l y  k i sses.  
You r face folds u p - in p a i n ?  despa i r ?  
And you start to c ry. 

} ill Forman 

For some reason,  I re m e m be r  my grand mother. 
S h e  u sed to g ive b u tterf l y  k i sses too, 
W i th her eye l a s hes,  n ot her l i ps,  on my c heek .  
I t  t i c k l ed. 

I never to ld her  I l oved her, because I d i dn't . 
Though I p referred her house to m i n e  
Because s h e  l et m e  e a t  candy a n d  read com i c  books, 
And she had a TV.  

G ra n d mother  d i ed of a stroke whi le  s l ee p i ng 
Peacef u l ly ,  i n  her  ow n bed and never.know i n g 
The tu bes, m ac h i n es a n d  need l es of t h i s  p l ace 
That make you r l if e  he l l .  

S o  then w hat's  the l i n k  I feel so strongly 
Between an old woman many years gone 
And you,  p l e a d i ng with yo u r  eyes,  begg i n g  m e  
Fo r - I  d o n ' t  k now w h a t ?  
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o l d  games 

when w e  u sed t o  p l a y  
c o p s  a n d  robbers 
I s a i d  bang- bang;  
when you d i ed, you 
d i d n ' t  get  up ,  some 
n asty b u l l et I l a u n c hed 
b l ew you 
away from me 

Rose Schumacher 

out of the t i m e  when we p l a yed 
p h i l osoph�r, o n  the s weet grass h i l l  
a bove the ocean,  cou n t i n g  the derr icks  
and keep i n g  track of the w i n e 
j u s t  us  

now I s t r ike  o i l  everyt i m e  I t h i n k  of you,  
r i g ht t h rough the s a n d stone, 
to where the p a i n  i s  l i q u i d .  
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L i n d a ' s  S hower 

N i ne m o n t h s  o f  f l es h-swe l l  
rou nded her  new -
she fe l t  t h i rteen aga i n, 
a f ra i d  of h e r  breasts.  
The women gathered in a room 
t h i c k  with  motheri ng, 

Jodi johnson 

boun ced t h e i r  own babies  on wide h i ps, 
offered her presents.  
Wheri her  n a i l s  tore the t h i n  w ra p p i ng 
and eve ryo ne b l i n ked i n  the f l a s h  of c a m e ras,  
t hey felt  again the s hock of b i rth;  
i t  q u ivered i n  them l i k e  water .  

In  the end,  she w i l l  open her  legs a l o ne. 
k now, f i n a l l y, w h a t  they cou l d  not g i ve her, 
what the d o c to r  b e h i n d  his green m as k  never l earns . 
I f  s h e  had step ped just  once today 
i n to the b l u e - be l l ied J u n e  morn ing  
she wou l d  have seen i t  everyw here, 
in orange m o n keyf lower, w i tc hes' h a i r, c hokeweed, 
l u p i n ,  e l derberry, t i ge r l i l y ,  sweetpea 

wheat- pa l e, m ustard-ye l l ow,  p u r p l e  as t h i s t les 
s u n - f i ngered, seed- heavy 
q u iet, s i n g l e ,  b l az i ng .  
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H i k i n g  I n  The G ra n d  C a nyon 

A t  Santa M a r i a  spr i ngs 
we ta k e  off o u r  shoes, 
d a n g l e  feet in the water.  
T h e i r  wh iteness shocks 
s a l t- p a l e  be low brown a n k l e s 

t h e  w h ite of our  age: 
con crete, sun I i ght-on- g l ass ,  
i m peccable  m us e u m  w a l l s .  
B u t  h e r e  I wear color  aga in :  
t ra i l  dust  on b a re l egs, 
s hou l d ers s u n - redde ned, 

Jodi johnson 

I see how m uted s h ades of rock c l i m b  
perfectl y, from t h e  r iver' s  b l ack l i ne 
to the w h ite sky- r i m .  

� * * 

I stand n aked a m o n g  rocks,  
the r iver  r i s i ng, w h i te-ma ned.  
O n l y  a pale s l i c e  of s k y -
the r iver owns a l l  b l ue :  
cornf l ower, decem ber ice,  g lass-eye 
on ba ld-faced c o l t. 

The water i s  co ld  
I wash off e l even m i l es 
of H e rm i t  T ra i l .  I t h i n k  that  if I w a n ted 
I cou l d  w a s h  c l ea n  through,  
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NORTHRI DG E  REVIEW 

Run c l e a r  as  the river. 

It takes knees h i ps 

r i bs s h o u l d e rs - m y h a i r  

f l o ats, a ye l l ow fan, t h i c kens,  

s i n k s .  Only my face 

sun l ifted, s u rv ives. The r iver c l a i m s  

b l u e  of eyes. 

* .. 

The c l·ear  n otes of coyotes 

rise I ike moons.  

We l i e  i n  the river-sand 

and catch stars. 

A l l  day I watc hed n ight 

grow i n g  on canyon w a l l s ,  

s p read i n g  b l u e  roots . 

I t  covers me now as i t  a lways has.  

In the d ark, I forget 

w here my s k i n  ends, 

I feel a thousand others around me 

rustl i n g  l i ke grass.  

A star f a l l s  and goes out.  

Perhaps some n ig h t  another wi l l  watch 

our own earth, 

s hot from i ts orbit ,  

wea r i n g  hair  of f l ames.  

* * * 

I n  the sharp l i ght  of dawn 

we l ie i n  s l eep-worn hol l ows, 

each s e pa rate as  stones.  

The st i l l n ess m akes everyth i n g  new 

le aves wave gold of f i rs t  l e aves; 

the sky is  a c u rve of eggs he l l .  

I n  t h i s  l i gh t  even m y  s k i n  i s  trans parent, 

th i n  as a baby's.  
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Johnson/Hiking in the Grand Canyon 

I wake from r i bs of earth 

afra id to s hatter the morn i n g  
w i t h  r i s i ng, eac h movem e n t  m a k i ng ri ngs 
in tender  a i r .  

* * * 

When we beg i n  the c l i m b  home, 
our bones feel  i m meas u ra b l y  o l d . 
We have been w a l k i ng the f l oors of ocea n s, 
s l eeping w i t h  foss i l s .  

H a lfway u p  t h e  canyon w a l l ,  I pau se, 
watc h i n g  a red-s h o u l dered hawk 
c i rc l e  be l ow .  T he s heer c l iff 
tem pts m e  to try m y  own w i ngs. 
I k n ow n ow w hy once 
we wore feathers,  
d a nced to the s u n; 
w h y  young g i r l s  s m i led as pr iests 
l ifted t h e i r  red hearts .  
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C ra c k i n gton H aven 

Jodi johnson 

From where they l i e  on the b l u ff it seems d i sta nt, a t i ny 
g l ass-domed scene:  a h a n d f u l  of d a r k- s h i n i n g  sand between 
st i ff arms of seaw ater, w aves u n ro l l i n g  
over i t  i n  wh ite l i n es, gu l l s s h a k i ng down 
out of the s k y  l i k e s n ow . 

The downs l o p i n g  yel low grass 
i s  c l ean-ste m med,  s l i c k  as horse h a i r  under them . I n  her  h a l f  s l eep 

she fee ls  herse l f  s u d d e n l y  h a n g i ng in a i r  and w a kes, 
l ett ing the earth c i rc l e s l owly out beneath her:  
i t  i s  her  o ld  fear of t h row i ng herse l f  off edges.  
S h adows in w ater, w i ndy d ays ,  c a rs 
pou r ing  i n  even streams u n d e r  a br idge - a l l  
tu gged a t  her .  S h e  f e l t  i t  most l ast  s u m mer on the i r  honeymoon, 

stand i ng on top of the E iffe l  Tower, 
the C ha m ps du M a rs a t  t he i r  feet 
green and sm ooth as  b i l l i a rd c l oth.  A l l  the peop le 
kept to gravel  paths .  S h e  threw two frarics  through the w i re fe nce 

watc hed them s h i n e  on the way down, thought of m a k i n g  
a s u r p r i s i n g  r e d  f l ower on t h e  grass .  

S h e  presses i n to the earth 
safe s m e l l  of heather, l ooks  at h i m  s l ee p i ng 
with  h i s  arm f l u n g  over h i s  eyes.  S h e  cou l d  w a l k  

r ight  off i nto t h e  s e a  a n d  he wou l d  never k n ow .  H e  wou l d  see 
l ater where she had been, her  s hape 
traced i n  the grass .  
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Johnson!Crackingron Haven 

She thinks that even now 
she mighl be spinning away from him, 
cartwheeling the sky. 
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Carol Muske: The Shape of Meaning 

An Interview 

Carol Muske received her M.A. in English and Creative Writing 
from San Francisco State U niversity, in 1 970. She has taught as a 
Poetry Instructor at The New School, and as a Visiting Professor 
at the University of California at Irvine, the University of Iowa's 
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(University of Pittsburgh Press, 1 975) and Skylight (Doubleday 
and Co., 1 98 1 ) . She has recently completed a third manuscript 
called Wyndmere. Her poetry has been anthologized in Eating the 
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Carol Muske lives in Studio City and she and her husband have 
recently had their first child. This interview is from a taped 
conversation with the poet at her home on November 1 5 , 1 983. 
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NO!{ I 'H R I DC i l' I{ I' V I I · W 

NOR THRIDGE RE VIEW: Hm\' did your intc>rc>st in poc>try 

bc>gin ? 

C A ROL M U S K E :  I have to g ive  m y  m o t her.  i f  not t h e  cred i t .  a t  
least t he b lame for a l l  t h is. She was a l i v i ng fan of poe t ry .  S h e  has 
me mori;ed and k nows by hea r t  pages a nd pages of poe t ry .  par· 
t icu lar ly t he Roma n t ics and P re- Roma n t ics a nd I t h i n k  al l  t he 
worst of Te n n yso n .  She k nows mos t  of Paradise> Lost : i t 's rea l l y  
as tound i ng. I f  y o u  hear h e r  rec i te you rea l i ;e t ha t  i n  some ways 
she does n ' t  have a n  u nders t a n d i n g  of the  i n te l lec t ion of t he l i ne.  
but  �he has a sense of som e t h ing  I w as j us t  t h i n k ing  of rece n t ly 
w h ich is cal led a k i n d  of rhy t h m ic e n vel ope of t h e  -,ounds.  I n  o t her  
words she u nders tands t h e  sense. w i t hou t u nders tand ing  w ha t  t h e  
poe t ry means;  she u nderstands t he emot ional  sense of t h e  poe m.  
and t he J ' low. t he d rama.  the  d ra ma t ic phrasing. m uch be t ter  t ha n  
<, he u nderstands t he overa l l  ideas. B u t  w h a t  came t h rough to me so 
� t rongly was t he power of t he emot ional  mea n i ng of t he words. So. 
in oruer to make t h is a l l  shor t .  m y  m o t he r .was responsib le for my 
orig inal  i n terest in poe t ry .  

W hen I spoke o f  m y  m o t he r  a nd t he rhy t h m ic e n v e lope. I 
wan ted to me n t ion a t  t he sa me t i me t he essay H ugh K e n ner  w ro te 
rece n t l y  i n  t he Nc>H' York Timc>s Book Re1 ·ie1 1 '  a bo u t  W i l l ia m  
Carlos W i l l iams a n d  t he shape of mea n i ng. W i l l ia ms hea rd 
language i n  a d i ffere n t  sense. t he same way F rost ta lks  about  
hea r ing t h e  l i n e .  how you hear t h e  sou nd of  t he l i ne bdore t he 
actua l  words take place. He sa i d  i t\ l i ke a clot hesl i n e  on w h ic h  you 
hang t he words as c lot hes. I t h i n k  t he shape of mea n i ng is a 
b r i l l i a n t  ph rase. a n d  K e n n e r  came up w i t h  i t  i n  spea k i ng of 
W i l l iams.  I t h i n k  in fac t you can even ta lk  abo u t  it as a new k i nd 
of cons t ru c t ion i n  poe t r y .  You ca n' t  ca l l  W i l l iams rea l l y  a free 
verse p rac t i t ioner.  as K e n n e r  poi n ts o u t .  b u t  you ca n call  h i m  a 
son of ex per i men ta l i s t  i n  the l i ne .  T h rough W i l l iams you can have 
a w hole new u nders t a n d i n g  of. say, A merican poe t ry versus 
Br i t i sh  poetry .  K e n ne r  makes t he d is t i nc t ion t ha t A me rica ns w i l l  
e n d  t he i r  l i nes w i t h  a prepos i t ion , w h ich often happens i n  
W i l l iams, and he says t ha t  t he accu m u la t ion o f  t hese end-stop 
p repos i t ions provides a k i nd of r is ing cadence, and t ha t  t h is can be 
d is t i nguished from B r i t ish  speech ,  w h ich tends to be broken i n to 
logical u n i ts .  American speech isn' t  l ike that .  I had a sense of the 

shape of m eaning before I had a sense of the mea n i ng i tself  by 
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Carol Muske: The Shape ofMeaning 

l iste n i ng to my mother reci te. I fel t  that  t h is was language of 
magni tude, of power, emotional power, and someth ing more, the  
k i nd of  rhetoric that  could cha nge people's l i ves. M y  mot her had 
sucl1 an i n ves tment  in it that I t hought it must be i m portan t .  

NR; Ho w did your de1 •elopment as a writer progress after this 
beginning with a sense of the shape of meaning? 
C M :  W hen I was e leven I publ ished a story i n  a magazi ne cal led 
A merican Girl-! t h i n k  it was a G i r l  Scout publ icat ion-! was so 
proud .  I t  was abou t a dog that  was saved at the last m i n u te by a 
veterinarian.  The developi ng w r i ter's sense of the world is 
probably fair ly  close to the soap opera k i nd of formula.  t he 
roma nce type t h i ng that they market on TV . W he n  you fi nal ly 
find t hat  being a w ri ter  becomes real to you, you trust i n  your 
i nd i v id ual  i magi nat ion and you no longe r  have to buy the formu la. 
You find that t he odd i t ies and the luxu ries of your ow n 
imagination are m uch more a t t ractive and much more sur
v iva l-or iented.  J oan Didion w rote an essay about how we have to 
believe t hat t he world is k i nd of a roma n t ic plot, that  i t's a story, a 
narrat ive. and we have to orga n ize our  i nformation i n  that  way or 
we go crazy . We have to believe there is a begi n n i ng and a m iddle 
and an e nd .  t hat  i t  makes sense for a woman to leap off the six
ty-eighth floor of a high-rise. She says we can't  leave oursel ves i n  
t he m idst o f  despair .  I t h i n k  a poet is  w i l l i ng t o  accept despair .  
Once you accept despai r  as  a w ri ter, then you can move in to  a l l  
k i nds of possibi l i t ies, w ha t  K eats cal led " negative capab i l i ty ."  You 
learn to cope with chaos and absurdity,  chaos and despair .  I don't  
mean to sound l i ke Woody A l len ,  but  i t  real l y  is l ike that ;  t here 
isn't a guid ing narrat i ve, t here isn' t  a struct ure i n  l ife and no one's 
w r i t i n g  a plot. The only  m ea n i ng t ha t  you can find in l ife comes 
from you r i nd i v idual i magi na t ion and the way in w hich it con
st ructs forms for i tself. That i maginat ion i nforms your wri t ing, 
and, of course, there is a lot of arrogance, or i m pert inence i n  
t h i n k ing of yourself as someone w ho can actual ly w r i te dow n 
t h i ngs t ha t  the world is i n terested i n  read i ng.  That i n  i tsel f  is rather 
an absurd i ty ,  but  you trust that because you are f ly i n g  i n  t he face 
of t he way t h e  con vent ional world sees i tself, you have someth i n g  
to say .  
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N O R  rH R I DC i L  R L V I I  W 

NOR THR IDGE R E VIE W: HrJ \1 '  did your interest in poetry 

begin .? 

C A R O L  M U S K E : I have to give my mot her. i r  not  t he cred i t .  a t  
lea�t  the  b lame for  a l l  t h is .  She was a l i v i n g  fa n of poe t ry .  She has 
memori ;cd a nd k nows by heart pages a n d  pages o f  poe t ry .  par 
t i c u lar ly  t he Roman t ics and P re- Rom a n t ics and I t h i n k  a l l  t he 
w orst  or Te n n yso n .  She k n ows most o r  Paradiw l.mt : i t\ rea l l y  
as t o u nd i ng .  I f  you hea r her rec i t e  y o u  rca l i ;c t ha t  i n  some ways 
she doe"sn' t  have a n  u nders tand ing or  t he i n te l lect ion of t he l i ne.  
but  she has a sense of som e t h i ng I w as j us t  t h i n k ing  of rece n t ly 
w h ic h  is cal led a k i nd o f  r h y t h m ic e n ve lope o r  t he sounds.  In o t her  
w ords she u ndersta nd� t he sense. w i t ho u t  u nders tand i ng w h a t  t he 
poet r y  means: she u nderstands t h e  emot ional  sense o r  t he poe m .  
a nd t he fl ow.  t h e  d ra ma. t h e  d ramat ic  phrasi ng. m u c h  be t te r  t han 
she u n derstands t he overal l  ideas.  B u t  what came t h rough to  me so 
s t rongly was t he power or  t he emot iona l  mea n i n g  of t he w ords. So. 
i n  order to  make t h is  a l l  short .  m y  mot her .was responsible ror my 
origi nal  i n terest i n  poe t r y .  

W hen I spoke of m y  m o t he r  and t he rh y t h m ic e n ve lope. I 
wan ted to me n t ion a t  t he same t i me t he essa y H ugh Kenner  w ro te 
rece n t l y  in t h e  Nc1�· York Times Book Re1 ·ie11 ·  about  W i l l iam 
Carlos W i l l iams and t he shape of meani ng. W i l l iams heard 
language i n  a d i ffe ren t  sense. t h e  sa me way F rost  ta lks  a bo u t  
hearing t h e  l i ne.  how you h e a r  t he sou nd of t he l i ne before t h e  
act ua l  words take p lace. H e  said i t \  l i k e  a c lo t hesl i ne on w h ich you 
hang the words as c lo t hes. I t h i n k  t he shape or  mea n i ng is a 
b r i l l ia n t  p h rase. and K e n ner  came u p  w i t h  i t  i n  spea k i ng o r  
W i l l i ams.  I t h i n k  i n  fac t y o u  c a n  e v e n  ta lk  abou t i t  a s  a new k i nd 
of cons t ruc t ion  i n  poe t r y .  You can' t  ca l l  W i l l iams rea l l y  a free 
verse prac t i t ioner .  as Kenner  poi n ts o u t ,  b u t  you can ca l l  h i m  a 
sort  of e x per ime n t a l i s t  i n  t h e  l i ne.  T h rough W i l l iams y o u  can have 
a w hole new u ndersta nd ing  of.  say, A merican poe try versus 
Brit ish poetry .  K e n n e r  makes the d is t i nc t ion that Americans w i l l  

e n d  t h e i r  l i nes w i t h  a prepos i t ion.  w h ich often happens i n  
W i l l iams, a n d  he says t h a t  t h e  acc u m u la t ion o f  t hese e nd-stop 
prepos i t ions p rov ides a k i n d  of r is ing cade nce, and t ha t  t h is can be 
d is t i nguished from B r i t i sh  speech,  w h ich tends to be broken i n to 
logical u n i ts .  A merican speech isn't  l i ke t h a t .  I had a sense of t he 
shape of mea n i ng before I had a sense of t he mea n i n g  i tself by 
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l is te n i ng to m y  mother reci te. I fel t  that  t h is was language of 
magni t ude. of power, e motional power, and someth ing more, t h e  
k i nd o f  rhetoric that  could change people's l ives. M y  mot her had 
such an inves tmen t in it that  I t hough t  it must  be i m porta n t .  

NR; How did your de1 •elopment ·as a writer progress ajier this 
hl!ginning with a sense of the shape ofmeaning? 
C M :  W he n  I was e leven I publ ished a s tory in a magazine cal led 
A ml!rican Girl-1 t h i n k  it was a Gir l  Scout  publ icat ion- ! was so 
proud. I t  was abou t a dog that  was saved at the last m i n u te by a 
veter inarian.  The developi ng w ri ter's sense of t he world is 
probably fa ir ly close to the soap opera k i nd of formula, the 
romance t y pe t h ing that t hey market on TV.  W he n  you final ly 
fi nd t hat being a w ri te r  becomes real to you, you t rust i n  your 
ind ivid ual i magi nation and you no longer have to buy the formula. 
You find t hat the odd i t ies and the luxu ries of your ow n 
i magination are m uch more a t t ractive and m uch more sur
v ival-orien ted . J oan Did ion w rote an essay about how we have to 
bel ieve that t he world is k ind of a roman t ic plot ,  that  i t's a s tory, a 
narra t ive. and we have to orga n ize our i nformation i n  t ha t  way or 
we go crazy. We have t o  bel ieve t here is a beg inn ing  and a middle 
and an end. t ha t  i t  makes sense for a woman t o  leap off t he six
t y-eig h t h  floor of a high-rise. She says w e  can't leave ou rselves in 
t he m idst of despair .  I t h i n k  a poet is w i l l i ng to accept despair .  
Once you accept despair  as a w r i ter,  then you can move i n to a l l  
k i nds of poss ib i l i t ies, w ha t  K eats cal led " negat ive capabi l i ty ."  You 
learn to cope wi th  chaos and absurd i ty ,  chaos and despair .  I don' t  
mean to sound l ike Woody A llen, b u t  i t  real ly  is  l ike t ha t ;  t here 
isn't a gu id ing narrative, there isn' t  a s tructure in l ife and no o ne's 
wr i t ing a plot .  The only  meaning t ha t  you can f ind in l ife comes 
from your ind iv idual  i maginat ion and the  way in w hich it con· 
s t ructs forms for i tself. That i maginat ion informs your wr i t i ng, 
and, of course, t here is a lot  of arrogance, or i m pert i nence i n  
t h ink ing o f  yourself as someone w ho can actual ly w ri te down 
t h ings t ha t  t he world is i n terested in read ing.  That i n  i tself is rather 
a n  absurd i ty,  b u t  you trust  t ha t  because you are fly ing  i n  t he face 
of t he way t he con ventional world sees i tself, you have someth i n g  
to say.  
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N R: When you write a poem. how. or where. do you start ? 
C M :  WelL I k now on ly  one way to do i t .  I don't s i t  dow n.  l ike 
some people I k now , every single day and try to w ri te .  W he n  you 
face t he chaos of t he world you evolve your own c lock as a wr i ter,  
and I bel ieve t hat  you have a sched u le w h ich may not be cal led a 
sched u le in an ybody else's book but you k n o

_
w w ha t 's ac

c u m u la t i ng, w hat's owed . I t 's l i ke an a ccou n tan t's ledger. I t h i n k  
there are a l l  k i nds o f  ways t o  wr i te poetry .  I t h i n k  y o u  can wr i te i n  
y o u r  head a l o t :  there's a lot  going on t hat doesn't  i n volve ac tual ly 
s i t t ing dow n at a typewriter ,  pu t t ing  words on a page. You can be 
composing in your head the way you m ight  have m usic run n ing 
t h rough your head. You're sort of adding t h i ngs on,  a syn tact ical 
accre tion t hat  goes on dai l y .  You ca n' t  do t hat  w i t h  prose, a t  least 
I ca n' t .  Maybe t hat 's because prose tends to be al most al ways. 
except for ce r ta in  experimen tal fic t ion,  a k i nd of narrat ive th rust.  
It  docs i n volve i tself in t ime. i t  happens w i t h i n  t ime. you have to 
push i t .  and advance t he plot.  You have to keep movi ng. one. two. 
t h ree: somebody gets up from t he chair, t hey walk to t he w i ndow. 
and t hey si t  dow n .  In poe t ry ,  of course. you move outside of t ime .  
I rea l l y  bel ieve that .  I mean that  I t h i n k t hat t he mome n t  of  t he 
poem is ope n .  You step i n to the sky,  that 's a l i i can say : you move 
out i n to all possibi l i t y .  And t ime doesn't exist .  That\ space, r ight .  
The d i fference between poe try and prose is t ime and space . That\ 
clear, I t h i n k .  Therefore I t h i n k  i t 's possible to wr i te  poe try i n  a l l  
k i nds of differe n t  ways,  but  p rose a lways has to i n volve i tself i n  
w r i t ing.  

NR: A re you working on another book of poems? 
C N :  Yes. I have a t h i rd book of poems ca l led Wyndmere. I have 
that done. 

NR: What role does autobiography play in your writing? 
C M :  I t h i n k  that  autobiograph ies are i m porta n t  for people w ho are 
goi ng to w r i te a u t obiograph ies, b u t  I rea l ly  react to a tendency, a 
con temporary tendency, w h ic h  places the fact from w h ich an 
i magi nat i ve eve n t  occu rs as  the  m ost  i m porta n t  t h i ng. I t  ab
sol u te ly  u nderc u ts t he transformational part of the i magi nat ion,  
w h ich is such that  i t  is m ea n t  to work on i t 's mater ial  and change 
i t .  Y o u  rea l ize that  w he n  you m i g h t  re turn to the place w here 
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someth ing happened and you see th is very meager ground upon 
which the imagination worked . Then you see that the eye of the 
creative person is real ly the landscape. It's not what appears before 
it but the eye i tself tha t 's the t ransformational power, that that  
person look i ng a t  something makes i t  i n to someth ing else. I use 
autobiography l ike everyone else does, but  I try to t ransform i t, I 
hope I make i t  i n to something else. 

But I'm a great believer in let t ing the mystery of this alone. I 
don't l ike talking too much about process. Some people do. l find  i t  
m i ldly d isturbing because I th ink  tha t  i t  a l l  happens, for m e  
anyway, without k nowledge. A l l  I know i s  that something wil l  
strike me and I wil l  begin to see behind .  the words to the truth.  
That's what I was talking abou t before, the shape of meaning. As 
an exam ple, I 've been working on a poem in th is new manuscript, 
and what I was working w i t h ,  speaking of blending biography and 
poe tic invent ion, was some s tories my mother told me about 
Wynd mere, which is a l i t t le town in  North Dakota. My mother 
told me lots of stories about herself growing up i n  th is town,  and 
stories abou t her fa t her-my grandfather-who is what  was called 
a separator man.  He was a man who worked on a thresh ing crew 
and his job was the cl iche, separat ing the wheat from t he chaff. 
A nd then he got his own steam engine t h resher. He started 
thresh ing around other areas, and became finally very rich and 
powerfu l .  But he always was t he separator man-that was h is 
whole l ife.  I t ried to write a\Jrue story about th is man .  I wrote a 
piece of prose t hat  I was going to use as a sort of in t roduct ion to 
the book, and it was God-awful .  I t  was God-awful because what 
I t r ied to do was to recreate the exact facts of his l ife and then 
blend i t  in to a nice l i t t le pastiche of verse, sort  of, but i t  d idn' t  
work.  Then I t r ied to fool around wi th  the not ion of my life and 
his l ife.  Final ly what I did was I cut i t  al l  down, sort of separat ing 
the wheat from the chaff, cut i t  a l l  down i n to a k i nd of 
Wi l l iamesque verse, very short three l ine stanzas, maybe four or 
five word lines. Very truncated , very stark, and just a blend of "his 
l ife" and the mea n i ng of h is l ife, and what I got for a context of his 
l ife, which was that separat i ng became his whole l ife. In t he 
process of growing rich and powerful he separated h imself from 
his wife, who d ied young and heartbroken in t he stories, separated 
h imself from h is chi ldren, separated h imself from himself. So what 
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it became was j ust  t h is very long, lean poem about a man w ho 
den ied h i mself m uch a nd in fact l i ved a cl iche on one level l i tera l ly  

. and figu ra t i ve l y .  H e  separated h i mself from every th ing  i n  his l i fe 
and ended u p  w i t h  t he chaff, and t here's a l i n e  in t he poem, "No 
one to w i t ness how w hat was taken away stayed w i t h h im."  

NR: In some of your poems. lin  thinking of War Cri mes 
especially. lo l 'e occurs in what are ojien painful or disheartening 
circumstances. 
C M :  Oh.  yes, i n  Skylight i n  particu lar. The poem cal led War 
Crimes is one in w h ich love is equated in a way w i t h  torture .  but  
t he re's another  poem t here also, cal led Chil 'alry. w h ich is t he fl ip 
s ide of War Crimes. and I 'd ra t he r  stay in t he long run w i t h  t hat  as 
a statement  of love as a k i nd of suffer i ng. W hat  Chil 'alry says is 
that  a l t hough men and women suffer a grea t deal w i t h  each other 
and because of each other, suffer ing is worth i t , and not i n  a 
masochist ic sense b u t  as a sort of tr ia l  by fi re . M e n  and women 
have been so a l iena ted by a l l  the forces w h ich conspi re to keep 
t hem separate t ha t  love, the love t ha t  men and women have for 
eac h ot her, becomes t he only way t hey have of d iscover ing w ho 
they are beyond gender, beyond role, beyond the social defi n i t ion 
of t hem as h uman beings. Chil1alry is a poem in w h ich a man is 
carrying his dead w i fe to the gnat,  i n  Benares, to be burned, and 
his love for h e r  a l lows h i m  to place her in the  flames. That seems 
to me a real act of reverence,  and t hough i t  is born in suffering 
and,  i n  a sense, d ies in suffering- i t  d ies i n  flame- ! t h i n k  tha t's as 
close as I come to bel ie v i ng i n  a love that  is also a reverence. I n  
other words, I t h i n k  we're s t i l l  evolv i ng, I t h i n k  men and women 
are s t i l l  learn ing how to love each o ther .  A nd.they are very w i l l ing 
to suffer i n  t he course of t ha t  d iscovery. Now, of course, i n  m y  

n e w  book, I feel v e r y  d ifferen t ly ,  I ' m  much more exubera n t  and 
v i bran t abo u t  love. The d ifference i n  terms of i ts v iew on love 
betwee n  Skylight and Wyndmere is the d ifference be tween t he 
real suffer ing of self-consciousness a n d  a let ti ng go. 

NR: Several of your poems deal with motherhood in one way or 

another. Coral Sea is about your mother, and B i r t h  and H yena 
deal with a kind of fear of motherhood. 
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eM:  Coral Sea is a poem in  w hich I wrote about a dream that I 

had .  I dreamt that I was in my mother's womb. I real ly felt that I 

could see through the walls of t he womb j ust prior to birth and I 
did n't  want to be born, pretty much t he s ituation of t he poem. I 
could feel the coral sea, the womb, around me, the atmosphere 
was the lustrous pink of the inside of a shell i n  the sun .  I saw a 
very voluptuous beach scene, m y  mother walking barefoot; I 
could almost feel her feet on the sand .  That feel ing was very 
important  to me; that poem is much more a dream a nd location 
than a straightforward description of my thoughts. I felt then t hat 
it was possible for me to imagine having a chi ld m yself. I t  took me 
a long t ime to come to the moment  w here I could accept  myself as 
a mother and not a daughter forever. You finally move into the 
belief that you are also in  l i ne to give birth .  I didn't believe that for 
a long t ime. I thought I should just be free to have m y  life and do 
al l  t he obv ious thi ngs people do in t he twentieth cen tury; I 
t hought that having a child would be an obstacle to m y  freedom. 
Now I feel as if the solar system has been shifted, and she's now 
the sun.  I j ust never would have thought that possible before. And 
! think maybe you're right about there being a fascination with the 
idea of motherhood in my poetry but i t  was also a k ind of circl ing 
or hovering around an ideal without giving in to confront i t .  Now 
I 've wri tten some poems in the new book t hat deal more d i rectly 
with having a chi ld .  

NR: Do you find that maybe the element of fear won 't be there 
now in your poetry? 
CM: The biggest fear I suppose anybody has is that the child 
should be l ike you. You feel,  especially now, at th is t ime of history 
when the world seems so l imi ted anyway in terms of its future, 
that the l imitat ions of your own personality somehow or the bad 
karma you've accum ulated in your l ife would affect the child 
negatively. l had to overcome those feel ings, though t hey may st i l l  
be t here i n  m y  fears for her. 

NR: In Her Story: Leaving Eden, you speak of conception as "a 
language we have yet to translate. " I thought that was an excellent 
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way to capture the inexplicableness of the thing, the fact that it is 
there and we could possibly understand it but we don 't yet know 
how. 
C M :  Right.  We don't, we have no way to locate ourselves, and we 
come to the world d isoriented . There's a wonderful l ine by the 
poet Jon Anderson, who said, "I come out of a cloud fal l ing i n to a 
cloud ." We j ust sort of move between two ignorances. But i t  is 
extraordinary that we can spend so much t ime on the effects of 
our l ives wit hout understand ing the causes; we are at war with 
ourselves wi thout understand i ng where the peace in  ourselves 
comes from, where the great beauty comes from. We seem to have 
inheri ted all that wi thout understanding the great miracle of i t .  
However, as  women have become more articulate about t hem· 
selves we certain ly are uncovering the mystery. I t's just start ing. 
And women wi l l  talk more abou t what I am talking about now, 
the feel ings of communicat ion. 

NR: In an interview in Poetry Miscellany, you said that you felt 
language was inadequate, that it keeps trying to say what it cannot 
say. and that the poet 's preoccupation is with the way language 
fails us. 
C M :  Poetry is the attempt to say something perfect ly,  to say i t  
right, and of course you never can say i t  right. Poets do fai l ,  but by 
vir tue of the a ttempt, poetry goes on. One con tinues to try,  to 
believe that maybe one day, if I'm lucky, if the muse touches me, I 
wi l l  be able to say what it is that I want to say; I' l l  be able to sum 
up my l ife. There's a p lay by Ionesco, in which a character in  the 
play k i l ls another character with the word k n ife. I love that  idea, 
the idea that language can become a l iv ing object .  And if one 
could wri te a poem so powerful it could change the world, if one 
bel ieves that one can, one will keep writing, and I th ink t hat's 
what everyone always hopes-that one could write a poem in 
which the word "l ight" would i l luminate the room. It's impossible, 
of course, but it keeps you wri ting. 

NR: What approaches do you take when you are teaching poetry 
to students in a workshop? 
C M :  You have to figure out who you are working with. Some 

1 06 



Carol Muske: The Shape of Meaning 

students are very ski l led already by the t ime you get them. They 
know how to write a poem. There's no poin t  real ly in assign ing a 
sestina every week or a ronde!, but they might have t rouble 
finding t heir language or finding their theme, so you m ight 
concentrate on that. Then i t  might be j ust the opposite. S tudents 
who have every knowledge of what they want to say, but nothing 
to say i t  with.  I also tend to stay wi th my own obsessions, with 
what I'm really thinking about at t he moment. I feel that i t's much 
more productive to deal wi th  whatever's on my mind at  the t ime. 
I t 's more st imulating for them and i t's more st imulating for me. I 
th ink t here is so much a student can learn by simply keeping up 
with current trends and t houghts in poetry. And that's why I tell 
them that t hey must read other poets, contemporary poets as well 
as past ones, if they are going to be writers themselves. There's no 
subst i tute for read ing other wri ters as a tool for learn ing about 
your own writ ing and about poetry in general. 

NR: Did sen ·ing as Assistant Editor at An taeus help you with 
_�;·our own poetry? 
CM: This was a tremendous learning experience for me. I had 
worked earlier with Daniel Halpern at the New School in New 
York w here I had a class in ed i t ing. He was a bri l l iant ed i tor and 
he taught that art w i th conviction about what was "good" and 
why. There were staggering amounts of manuscripts to sift 
through at A n taeus, sometimes one thousand a month.  and you 
learned very quickly to develop your eye and ear for poetry. It 
speeds up the whole process of evolving a crit ical stance towards 
your own poetry as well as that of other writers. I j ust don 't t hink 
that you can write wel l  unless you learn to read wel l too-you 
have to be able to make j udgments about other people's work and 
then learn to apply t hose standards to your poetry. It  frigh tens me 
how everyone wants to be published, to be a great poet, and yet 
they are unwi l l ing to read. The U niversity of Pacific Press had a 
prize cal led t he International Poetry Forum,  which was the 
publ ica tion of your book. What was in teresting was that when 
they would publish your book, they would publ ish maybe 
five-hundred copies, which sounds ridiculously smal l ,  but that's a 
standard run. After publishing five-hundred copies, they would 
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sell one-hundred-fifty, maybe two hundred copies. Three fifty 
would be a lot. Meanwhile, the submissions to the International 
Poetry Forum would number in the thousands. There's a certain 
discrepancy there. Everybody wanting to be published, but not 
willing to read other poets. That's terrifying. And in a sense this 
has been fostered by the workshop ethic. I'm a real believer in the 
workshops so this is a kind of heresy, but I do think that they have 
fostered the idea that anybody can write about anything and 
everybody has to publish. Not good. Everybody should spend a 
certain amount of time reading and studying one's peers and then 
one's masters. 

NR: Do you enjoy giving readings? 
CM: Yes, I do usually. What happens is that if I'm doing a new 
work I really enjoy it. One doesn't like to read one's own poetry 
over and over again. And recently I've had lots of new material. I 
had a big problem at the beginning. I just wasn't aware of how fast 
I was talking, and in my early readings I would become aware 
about half way through the readings of this mystified expression 
on the faces of the people in the audience. I had no idea it was all 
like a jetstream going by. Finally someone said, "You're reading 
too fast, nobody's getting anything." It's hard enough to get 
anything at a poetry reading, the ear isn't attuned to that dense a 
line, but when someone speaks very rapidly it's almost impossible. 
My terror at the beginning really accounted for the speed in the 
presentation. Now it's easier. When you first get up to read and 
you see the audience you realize that you will be reading to these 
people. That can be very frightening. Oddly enough that was j ust 
the thing that helped me, as well as the thing that terrified me. The 
idea that these people are listening became an aid as I started 
looking at them individually, reading to individual faces rather 
than· seeing a blur of judges. The best thing you can do is to 
provide an atmosphere of intimacy and once you can do that and 
relax, I think you've got it made. Also, if you can create the 
moment of writing the poem, which of course is impossible, but if 
you can recreate the feelings that attended that, you will, just 
without even trying, give a very moving reading. Lawrence said 
that poetry was an act of attention, and I really think that's true. 
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We have to reorder a l l  our expectations of language to listen to a 
poetry reading 

NR: Have you ever, when you 're reading a poem, noticed 
something different about the poem or something you hadn 't 
seen? 
CM: Oh, sure. Galway Kinnell is a famous person for editing as he 
reads. He reads with a pen. As he reads, he edits, makes l i ttle 
marks in the margin, drops l ines. If you were following the text 
you could see it happening. I'm not that extreme but one of the 
best ways to test a poem, to hear the clunkers, to hear the l ines 
that don't work, is to read them with the power of conviction and 
hear them fall out. W hat I try to do is hear it  i n  my head before I 
put down the l ine, and the final test is actual ly saying it to a n  
audience. 

NR: How do you deal with lineation in your poems? I noticed 
soine of them have very long lines, and sometimes there are one 
word lines. 
CM: I th ink i n  Camouflage 1 was doing a lot of imitating of 
Merwin and Simic. I was trying to leave the whi te space in the 
poem a lot. I thought what was unsaid was as important as what 
was there. 

NR: I noticed many more line and stanza breaks. and empty 
spaces, there than in Skylight. 
CM: Camouflage is a group of poems by someone w ho is very 
self-conscious and undeveloped poetically; it  was a flawed work. 
Camouflage in particular was a learning book for me. Auden said 
you can't talk of anything but influences unt i l  the age of forty and 
I real ly believe that. It's arrogant-there's that word again-but 
also it's distorting. 1 think it's self-limiting. You have too much 
emphasis on the idea of your own voice. 1 think that's happened a 
lot i n  writing programs, and I think it takes away from your abil ity 
to serve as an apprentice for a while.  In Camouflage it was im
portant to me to understudy the sense of those people, to un
derstand how they worked as poets. J ust now I'm begin ning to see 
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maybe what I am in terms of a writer. Skylight was better put 
together because I do think as you develop as a writer you discover 
your theme. In Skylight I really found my theme, and I think that 
turned the poetic l ine more urgent; t herefore it didn't matter so 
m uch to me w hether they were long l ines or short l ines. They 
seemed to be broken by the need to say what I had to say, in just 
that rhythm. Some of them are formal poems and the forms 
govern the l ine breaks. Fireflies is a sonnet and there's a sestina 
there somewhere.- Those poems are governed by the formal 
structure. But  other than that, s tructure seems to come from just 
the urgency of the speech in the poem itself. And again t here's no 
word for that except perhaps one calls it the shape of meaning. It is 
the rhy thm that seems to be dictated by something other than free 
verse, which real ly isn't free. It's very cadenced. I think it was 
H . D. or Pound who said of the Imagist poem that it was "the 
rhythms of the mind thinking." That's as close as I can get in 
Skylight . . .  N ow in Wyndmere the poems are much more prosy, I 
suspect because I am working on the novel at t he same t ime as 
writing that book of poems. Also,- I t hink, in dealing with so many 
subjects that mention my mother's life and so on, in the 
autobiography that you brought out, the necessity for having a 
denser, longer l ine was paramount and really was necessary to me. 
But then I admire the short poem very much, so I wi l l  on occasion 
push myself, as I said in the poem The Separator, back to what I 
feel is the short Wil l iams-like line. I love that truncated l i ne and 
wish I could write it more. I really think that, since poetry is more 
than anything else the art of condensation, it's important  to get 
that. What I'm aiming for i n  my poetry is to get to the poi nt where 
I can write the great short poem. 

NR: Do you feel that a poem must be a certain length to be 
successful? 
C M :  I feel t hat  short or long makes no difference. The poem wil l  
say j us t  what i t  has to say in the t ime it has to.  If i t's say ing more 
or saying less it's not a question of the size but t he question of 
intensity of the poetic gifts, or how closely the poet is in touch 
with his or her subject. Therefore you can have a poem by 
Dickinson w hich is six l ines and i t  will outlast anything ever 
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written by some of our wind ier poets. Whitman and Dickinson are 
the two i nfluences in American poetry, the two tradi tions. He is 
the extrovert, narrative tradition and she's the introspective, lyric 
muse. I th ink  both of t hem seemed to take j ust as long as they 
needed to say what they had to say. Whi tman took forever, and 
she was l ike a Zen telegraph . She could radio t he absolute dist i l la te 
of thought .  That's w hat i t  is, you have to be able to get the long 
poem i n to the short poem. 

NR: You mentioned that some of the poems in Skylight were 
formal poems. Do you experiment m uch with form? 
CM: I was doing more on Skylight. I don't th ink I have as many 
formal poems in Wyndmere. I th ink  it's important  for poets to 
k now t heir forms. Obviously, if  you're going to be a practitioner of 
an art, i t's a good t hing to k now a lot about t hat art, as much as 
you can . I've heard about the new formalism and a return to form 
in writ ing, but I don't believe that's as important  as s imply 
knowing about form and finding your own compromise wi th  
structure, finding the way to say what i t  is you have to say and 
finding i ts rhythms. I don' t  th ink  i t  can hurt anyone to k now how 
to wri te a sonnet or a v i l lanel le. 

NR: I really enjoyed your use of form, especially in Fireflies, in 
Lhal it moved very naturally and the rhyme was so unobtrusil'e. I 
had to stop and count the number of lines and look for a rhyme 
pal tern before it dawned on me that it was a sonnet. 
CM: That's good. That's presumably what i t's supposed to do. I t  
was very hard for m e  to get that poem right. The rhy thm i s  a l i t t le 
off, Donald Just ice told me. He asked me if I had done i t  on 
purpose! But I had a lot of trouble imposing the form on the poem. 
I felt the words wanted to go somewhere else and wouldn' t  stay in  
l ine, they wouldn't march i n  columns. Every once i n  a wh i le you 
see a poem l ike Elizabeth Bishop's One Art, a beautiful poem 
about the art of losing. There you see form and con tent  perfectly 
al igned. I t's rare w hen that happens, and i t  always int imida tes one 
away from using form. The form requi res perfect ion because t he 
form is flawless, because i t  is absolutely set, and in a sense per
fection is horrible. It requires the content to be the same, and 
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that's almost impossible. You have an unholy wedding of the two. 
The most flawless poems, flawless in terms of rhythm and meter 
and formal content, are often the most hideous. I'm much more 
interested now in the type of form that Williams availed himself 
of, whatever that was. You come back to poems like The Poemjor 
Elsie, which is a strange, tormented, exuberant poem. It's hard to 
tell what it's about. It ends with the lines, "No one to witness/No 
one to drive the car." You're absolutely puzzled by those lines, and 
yet, there's that engine of exuberance pushing and pulling it 
forward. Exuberance and outrage, I should say, is pushing the 
poem forward. The meaning overcomes those moments of con· 
fusion, and in fact they become power, you jeel you know what 
they mean. 

NR: If we could return for a moment to teaching poetry, is there 
something in particular that you try to teach or try to convey to a 
student? 
CM: The only thing one can do, as Roethke said, is to insinuate 
poetry, you don't really teach it. So you tend to talk about what is 
interesting you at a particular time. I guess what I try to teach is 
what I was taught, which is that one has to take oneself seriously 
as a poet. It means one has to take one's life seriously, one has to 
learn from one's life the lessons of literature. It sounds very 
pompous in a way, but it's a hard lesson to learn, and I think it's 
absolutely necessary. That's what I try to teach, that the passion 
which is part of your life, the passion which 

·is unexpressed, 
usually is the passion which influences poetry. I try to teach that 
and the importance of being humble. One should also be humble 
about it because if you read, and you have to read, but if you go 
back and read everything you have to read in order to write 
poetry, it's hard to take up a pen again. But it does teach humility. 
So on the one hand you have to take yourself very seriously and I 
teach that, and also that you have to tak� yourself with a grain of 
salt because you're going to be an apprentice for most of your life, 
probably all your life, in the face of great literature. In the end, it's 
all creative reading, not creative writing. The best thing a student 
can do is to hole up in a library for a long time. 
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NR: Are there poets you have worked with in particular that 

you 've enjoyed or learned somethingfrom? 
CM: Sure. My first teacher was Kathleen Fraser, who is still i n  San 
Francisco, teaching at San Francisco State. She was really 
tremendously important to me. She was a touchstone for my 
work. She was a person who believed i n  her life i n  a way that 
allowed it to become poetry-what we were talking about 
before-and allowed her life to become transformed into poetry, 
and her courage in that conviction inspired me. I took a course 
from her which was an extension course taught in the summer at 
San Francisco State. Then I decided to apply to graduate school, 
and I did, and was accepted, and went on from there. She was 
really my first inspiration as a teacher. She's a friend now and I still 
talk to her and see her and am much interested in her work. I 
mentioned Halpern. I also had teachers like Kay Boyle who is a 
fiction writer at San Francisco State, Dan Rice, Mark Linenthal 
who is a very good critic. Later I don't think I had so many actual 
pedagogical teachers as I had people who write whom I learned 
from. Some became friends, some not. But it did help me to teach 
with people like Charles Simic, to teach with people like Mark 
Strand at Columbia. The fallout of their gifts is tremendous. 
There's something in the air, and this again is what draws people 
to writing programs if they're smart, to take part in that kind of 
intellectual fermentation, to breathe in that elixir. It helped me a 
lot just sitting in the classes of other teachers at Columbia. But I 
sort of ended my formal studying time with the class I took at the 
New School which was a class in editing. The critics can teach you 
much beyond that point .  I pay pretty close attention to what's 
being written critically and try to keep abreast of all that. I read 
Parnassus for that reason, a really good critical journal. I keep 
mentioning Hugh Kenner's essay on Williams, which I found 
tremendously helpful. A piece like that is worth, in many ways, 
ten workshops of listening to myself speculate. If I had that 
ammunition, the ammunition of Kenner's thought, to go into the 
workshop with earlier, it would provide the kind of light by which 
I'd understand the students' work better and my own work better. 
Therefore I think it's imperative that I read criticism. There are 
certain essays that have been landmarks for me. I think there's 
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been some bad criticism, there's no doubt about that. There hasn't 
been anything really good written about women poets in general. 
Most of it's been either reactionary or defensive in some way. I 
wrote a review of Adrienne Rich in Parnassus. I found it very hard 
to write because there's no real critical tradition by which you can 
talk about a woman's life and her poetry. 

NR: Do you see women poets as a school of their own? 
CM: I don't know about a school but there are camps forming. 
Certainly there's Adrienne R ich's point of view, which is very 
radical and yet, I think, very enriching, not to make a pun. She 
does provide a kind of point of departure. She's willing to be 
outrageous, in a sense, and that allows women to take chances 
that maybe they wouldn't take. I think it is true that l iterature is 
dominated by males. They control publishing, they control most 
of the l iterary journals, they control the mechanics, the machinery 
of publication. There tend to be obviously· more male poets than 
there are women poets. Women don't necessarily have to organize 
and become a school, as you say, but I think that it's worthwhile 
to talk about concerns which are purely feminine and maybe 
femininist. That's the way politics fits into your life. What I was 
saying about women suddenly articulating their feelings about a 
child and the womb, why that's astounding, that is political in the 
purest sense. That means that we can be conversant with a 
mystery, and only women can provide us with that information. 
Why haven't we had that after centuries of writing? Well, we 
haven't had it because men have controlled the business. Then 
you see how an aesthetic accrues, what's important to men 
becomes the determining aesthetic-the father-son conflict, the 
attitude toward women which is male. That is the necessity for 
writing in a female aesthetic. It won't be necessary when it evens 
out, when we balance the aesthetic somehow. When we balance 
the statement of who owes what to the muse-when the muse is 
neither male nor female-then we won't have to worry about it. 
But till then, women have to fill in  the other side of the ledger. 
And if it takes a kind of reactionary politics, if it takes an Adrienne 
Rich to do that, it's OK. Just look at the number of women poets 
who are teaching at universities-not many. It's true everywhere, 
it's true at Columbia, i t's true in almost every creative writing 
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program, there are very few women. There's been a lot of pressure 
by affirmative action recently on these programs to get their acts 
together and to start hiring women, but it's only because of that 
pressure. You don't know how many times I've been interviewed 
for a job, and they said, "We really need a woman poet." On the 
one hand you say, OK, fine, because I know myself I'm as good as 
my compatriots who are male, but on the other hand it is insulting. 
But it's the reality right now. They do need women poets. Once 
there is a balance it won't have to be an issue. 

NR: Is there any advice you would give to young poets writing 
now? 
CM: Don't listen to any advice from older poets! The idea of 
advice is truly awful, but I think that one thing that is really 
important is to discipline your reading, to set up a kind of path. Set 
up a sense of history in your reading, and then set up a sense of 
history in your own life, the history of your imagination, so that 
you can develop your own themes. 

NR: In an interview in Poetry M iscellany you said that you 
believed people were born with their themes. 
CM: I really believe ·that. When I speak of the history of the 
imagination, I mean as in Jung's autobiography. He wrote a book 
called Memories, Dreams and Reflections. Someone requested 
that he write his autobiography, and instead he wrote the 
autobiography of his imagination. We all ought to do that. And in 
doing that, in going back and evolving the history of your 
imagination, in getting it clear to yourself, you discover your 
themes. They are set very early. You are born with them, in a 
sense, and by born with them I mean they evolve in the first few 
years of your life. I really believe the discovery of themes is the 
most important thing that happens to a young poet. It's not the 
discovery of voice, it's not the d iscovery of style, it's the discovery 
of themes that move you, whatever they are. 
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On a scooter for J . D. 

Monica D. Mayall 

I t  was ra i n i ng i nside her head. 
Noth ing  was clear clouds and clouds. c louds and m ist .  i t  was 
gre y .  many shades. some l i ke fla n ne l .  some l i ke s hadows a l  
d us k .  S h e  wa l ked t o  t h e  w i ndow and gazed a l  t he black asphalt  
below . i t  was ra i n i ng out  t he re too.  She thought she m ight  turn 

on a l ight  as the c loud cover  was mak i ng i l  very dark.  i n  her 
room .  t hough i t  was on ly  a l i t t le after t h ree. but  t he l ight  wasn't 
i m porta n t .  I t  wasn't  as if i t  mat tered lo anyone.  The s l reel l raffic 
was l igh t .  some baglady t he neighbor hood ow ned was out  there . 
ra in pou t ing on her.  in a floral pr i n t  d ress. Today was t he an
n i versary of James Dea n\ dea t h .  that  wouldn't  mea n a w hole he l l  
of a lot to a lot o f  people. consider ing i t  was th ir t y-two yea rs ago 
and JamesDeanfi l ms weren't  even p lay ing al re viva l  houses 
a n y more. I t  was on ly  i m por ta n t  lo  her because he bore a 

resembla nce to her lover .yes lover. a lover. t h is t ime she had 
loved h i m .  not an a ffai r. a onen igh lsland or a re la t ionsh i p  she 
rea l ly  cou ldn't  remember t he name or face of. 

a l l  the j ust ify i n g  w as done. a l l  t he condolences made that 
cou ldn' t  exp la in  friends and flowers personal messages 
read a nd a tremendous t u rn-out 

S t i l l  she sa l i n  a half-dark room on a wooden chair  hoping she 
would d ie .  

'Oh come now. d id he rea l l y  mean that  
much to you?' She heard her mot her's voice echo in the sparse ly  
fu rn is hed fla t .  
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He was watch ing her dance, i prete nded not  to not ice, t ried to 

loose m yself in the m usic, but  i could feel h is eyes fol lowing me. i 

glanced ur.  and I was 

ca ugh t 

if he e ve r k new,  he a l ready did,  if  i ever s howed i t , he laughed at  

how a t  how obvious she wa�. 
a phone conversat ion 

she had overheard as  a ch i ld ,  
H E R FATH E R :  Y es, she's out  of  tow n ,  sure  we can meet 
tom orrow yes t he k id won't  expect m e  't i l l  s ix I 've been 
wa n t i ng to see t he new J ames Bond one okay . . .  after or before 
' l u nc h'? 
he laughed 
one of t he on ly  t imes she clear ly remembered her father's laugh ter 
H E R FATH E R : Okay great see ya then love ya 
bye 

W ha t  was fidel i ty? I f  i f  it had lasted. would it have?, but t he n  . . . 

He held me. t igh t .  not  wa n t i ng to let  her go 
'I might j ust have to ma rry you' look i ng s traig h t  i n to my eyes 
' Y ea h righ t '  was my off- hand response 

he'd never l ied to her 
"to love and cherish u n t i l "  

u n t i l  someone e lse came along') 
S H U T U P  �he �creamed a loud SH U T  U P ' The voices in her head 
�ha  t tcred-she scared herself. 
Wel l  so what .  
B ig fuc k i n '  dea l .  she  could make absolute ly  no d ifference now 
anyway .  She l i t  a cigare t te and watc hed the match go ou t in t he 
e m p t y  as h t ray. t he way . the way i t  yie lded to the flame. t he way 
t he flame con tor ted the fragile cardboard. and tu rned it to b lack. 
t he way the flame bu rned i tself out  when i t  had n o  more to burn .  
That  was her .  she wondered how much longer her  cardboard 
facade. t he 'tem ple' (as her mot her had cal led i l l . t he body-her 
sa n i t y ,  t he i n habi ta n t  of her bod y-would hold up t h is would 
be her offe r ing to the gods? ha a sacrificial r i tual Tht: 
Bea t les' " A l l  you need is love" N ow t here was no love he had 
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bee n k i l led W H AT GOD!'!  
K i l led by some son ofabitch drunk  w h i le turn i n g left a 
gree n .  blood red blood for that d R U N K  peacc l'u l green arrow
t he n ightair  brce;ed t h ro ugh his ha i r  as he p u l led out . . .  soft 
warm m idsu m m e r  m i d n ig h t  air Then noth ing. 
i f  on l y i t  had been her 

a nd t h a t  b l i nd m u rderer  wa� somebod y \  beloved son .  <L nd 
He he. green a ml\v now t u rned to red . he wa� in the  s t reet  c u r led 
u p  l i ke he'd gone to  sleep there 

t he re her heart  w e n t  to sleep She � m i led blea k l y  to  herse l f  
h e r  w hole bod y h u rt a t  

t h e  memory.  a �  i f  acid wa� free; ing i n t o l i q u i d  icc i nside h e r  a n d  
c loud i ng h e r  bra i n  escape . . .  eSca Pe . . .  you mus t  
esc A P E  ge n t le floa t i ng fa i r ies w h ispe red a rou n d  her  head 
i n s i d e  h e r  h e a d  D A M N  y o u  v o i c e s !  D A M N  
Y O U '  aloud .brea k i ng t he c i r c u la r · poi n t less si lence.  She 
crushed t h e  cigare t te i n  t ha t  as h t ra y  so roughly i t  se n t  t he as h t ray 
cras h i n g  to  t h e  floor . 
very very m e t hod i ca l ly .  very very ge n t l y .  she rose a nd d rew 
herse l f  a very h o l stea m y  ba t h  

i s t opped d a n c i n g  a n d  w a l ked over  to  h i m .  t h e  floor. t h e  o t her  
figures moving t o  t h e  m usic 

d isappea red he p u t  a hand on each of my shou lders a nd 
p u l led me i n  we k i ssed warm a nd �oft 
�he pu l led her swea t s h i r t  over her head a nd u n b u t toned her jeans. 
t he steam rose a ro u nd her the ba t h room door was open 

i cou ldn ' t  hear t he m usic anymore i p u l led back and looked 
deep i n to his  s t r ik i ng. rebel l ious bro w n  eyes t he defia nce i'd 
ex pected wasn' t  t here. on ly  warm t h  t ha t  su rrou nded me. came 
from w i t h i n  me . defences fe l l  away and i saw t he sadness t he re 

I o w ering herse lf  i n to t he too hot .  scorc h i ng wa ter she mel ted . 
re laxed every t i red sore m uscle in her body her hair wet and 
str i ngy, her eyes closed . She i magined t he red blood red flowi ng 
out  of her vei ns. pouring over t he stark w h i le porcela in .  dy ing her 
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hair. Sudden ly  fire roared in from the doorway the Match! the 
match she thought was out. Orange and yel low and Red �o 
much red too much She sank further into the tub It roared. 
she never real ly though t fire would roar and green What was 
all that  green-fi re had no green, it was the wallpaper 
curli ng, scorching, j ust as the match had done fal l ing from the 
walls 

and the acid burned 
in her s tomach t remendous pressure pushing her down· 

deep she fe l l  dropped thrc.JUgh amazi ng depths of 
no th i ngness fa l l i ng and d ri f t i ng and float i ng  t hen 
fa l l ing fa l l ing 

the water was now cold she sat up, opened her eyes cl imbed 
OU t  of her porce lain lomb, tOWeled off and sl ipped in to the Warm 
covers of her bed 

alone. 
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The C losi n g  Door 

Rachael Goldman 

W hat I remember most about mov ing was the echothat sounded 
as Dad wen t  through the house. now em(J ty of all t he essen t ials 
wh ich had made i t  home. and shut each door. Speaking to no one. 
he said. "This'l l hold the heat in un t i l  the new people move in . "  

Peg was just a k id  then .  no more than five or  s ix .  She stood nex t  
to Mom.  hold ing her  hand and crying soft ly .  Mom said noth ing. 
d id nothi ng. Her face was blank. her eyes vague and empty .  

She'd worked hard for weeks to pack up the house. Two days 
before. wh i le going through the au ic. she came across an old 
scrapbook. I'd seen the a l l ic door open and ventured up the dark 
padded steps. I caught sight of her s i t t ing on an old trunk.  a 
moth-eaten . s i lky gown hanging behind her. From where I stood . 
h idden from her v iew by boxes pi led high against a waiL I cou ld 
see the dust cover ing her Levis and the loose s trands of her fa ir  
hair cl i nging to her damp cheeks. I watched for a long t ime as she 
thumbed obl iv iously through the yel lowed pages, a t  t imes softly 
giggl ing. at t imes sighi ng and ru nn ing her gent le hand over the 
page. 

I snuck qu iet ly back down the steps th ink ing how beau t iful she 
was and wondering if I'd ever be able to tel l  her in words how close 
to her I fel t  i n  those few min utes. She had spoken barely a word 
when she came down from the a !l ie and for the time we remained 
there in that  ha lf-naked house, she was si lent .  

Dad spoke optimist ical ly about Cal ifornia, his new job, our new 
l ife. "Just th ink ,  M ike, i t's warm a l l  year round.  We'll be able to 
throw the ball around i n  the middle of January." I was ten and 
knew that I couldn't cry around h im so I sm i led a t  h is words, 
shook my head in what  I hoped resembled opt im istic affi rmat ion,  
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and fel t  deep with in me the dreary sadness which seemed to 
permeate the very rooms of our house. 

The moving men had the truck packed and were on t heir way. 
Mom stood m ute in the m iddle of t he l iv ing room, absentmindedly 
clu tching Peg's hand , staring at the wal l  in  front of her, at the 
fireplace, where the fami l y  portrait with i ts smi l ing faces had hung. 

Dad s lowly walked towards her, gent ly squeezed her shoulder. 
"Ready?" he whispered . She reached down, pul led Peg's l i tt le body 
in to her arms and hugged it close as she walked out the front  door. 

Dad looked at me where I stood, leaning against a wal l .  " Ready 
to go, son?" Sudden ly I knew that i t  d idn' t  matter that I was the 
best fi rst baseman in the league or that Joey and I had worked so 
hard plann ing a biology experiment for class. 'C'mon Mike," he 

/ 

said gent ly .  I wanted to shout "No!"  I remember wishing that I 
were Peg. that Dad would walk over, pick me up in his strong arms 
and carry me out .  Instead, I pushed myself bodi ly away from the 
wall towards the fron t  door. 

Silent ly ,  heads down, we stepped in to the porch w here a chi l l  
wind at tacked us .  "We won't  have any of this cold i n  Californ ia, 
son. You' l l  love i t !"  

l tu rned my back to h is  words and the front door, wh ich he was 
slowly closing. The wind shook the branches of the tree that I first 
learned to c l imb. I glanced at the barespot in the grass that had 
always served as home plate . 

Then Dad fi nal ly,  firmly shut the front door and turned t he key 
in the lock. I t  was that sound that fi l led my ears; above the roar of 
fright. confusion, sadness, above the cold wind and the laugh ter of 
my friends p laying up the b lock, the vacant thud of that closing 
door was what I heard . I t  crashed and echoed through my body 
and soul .  It sounded l ike heavy footsteps in an empty marble 
hal lway-ominous, distant, cold .  As I look back, I see that the 
echo was nothing more than the fears of a young boy leaving 
behind al l  the th ings he's ever known and loved, and goi ng in to a 
new world which he rea l ly  had l i tt le incl ination to explore. But I 
find, even now, I'm st i l l  apt to leave doors ajar. 

1 2 1  



The Queen of the Prom 

Scott Memmer 

That morning at the stereo store business was slow. My co-
workers and I sat at the front counter and watched the traffic pass 
on the street, l istened to the screeching of brakes and the squea ling 
of t ires, and by noon only one or two customers had come into the 
store to buy anyth ing. There were no major purchases. 

It was autumn. October, to be exact. The sun slanted down 
through the. eucalyptus trees across the street,  and the air, fil led 
w i th dust and haze and smog and whatever else makes October 
Southern California skies the way they are, fi l tered the sunl ight 
and h id the San Gabriel mountains to the north,  so that we seemed 
to be in our own l i t t le place in the world. We sal on the creaking 
wooden stools wi th  the broken backs, smoked cigarettes. and 
listened to rock-and-rol l .  One or two hookers passed on the street, 
and we all pointed and laughed . 

About two o'clock an older couple came in .  They looked around 
at the walls and the displays and the equipment, and, frightened, 
retreated to a corner. I al lowed them the t ime any good salesman 
knows he must al low h is customers to adj ust to their new 
surroundings ( l  a llow old people an extra ten or twenty seconds), 
and then I moved in upon them. They were in their early sixties, a 
w izened and curious couple, the wife a smallish, sl ightly graying 
woman, the h usband a short, angular, fidgety man. The woman 
leaned i n to her husband, taking hold of h is elbow every now and 
then, and once or twice she tried to speak over the m usic but then 
apparently thought better of t he idea. The husband patted his wife 
on the arm and pointed out the l ights and buttons on the various 
pieces of stereo gear as if he knew w hat he was talking about. He 
d idn't; I could tell .  Didn't know a t hing about stereo equipment. 
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M y  kind of customer. I approached them cautiously, circling them 

three or four times with the feather d uster in  my hand as if I real ly 
cared whether the shit  was dusty or not. I d idn't. After about 
th irty seconds the h usband called out to me-"Young man !"
and I l ifted my eyel ids and bore in upon m y  prey. 

Without going into al l  the details, I made the sale. It was easy. 
They lay down and I took a l l  their money. Wel l ,  not all of it: I left 
enough so they could get gas to make it home. I'm a nice guy. 

Actually they were pretty n ice folks (reminded me a bit of my 
own folks) . Halfway through the sale they invi ted me over for 
dinner (a good sign but an invitation I always refuse), and within 
an hour of the t ime they'd walked in the door, I had them up at the 
front counter, wri ting out an invoice for twelve hundred dol lars. 
My fel low predators perched themselves on their stools and craned 
their necks to see what I'd done. They tried to look bored, but I 
know t hey weren't. I wrote out the invoice careful ly,  taking pains 
to check my figures on the calculator two or three t imes so as not 
to screw myself out of any commission; then I left my customers 
alone with the cashier and scooted to the back room to gather up 
their equipment, sevc1 al  co-workers in  tow. 

"You real ly  boned them, M i l ler !"  
"What of it?" 
"Jesus Christ, you put t he wood to them!" 
"That's why they pay me the big bucks." 
"Not a penny off. Not one penny off. Did you see that invoice, 

Perkins?-not a single, goddam penny off!" 
"I saw it. I t's enough to make a person sick ." 
"Ful l  price," Reynolds groaned. "He even charged them for the 

god dam cartridge. You should be ashamed of yourself, M il ler." 
"Oh, I am," I said, "I am. N ow wi l l  one of you social reformers 

help me with this box?" I lifted the box from the top of its stack 
and eased it down to them. 

" Don't you have any principles, Mi l ler? Don't you feel the least 
l i ttle guilty over givin' those old folks the bone?" 

'They don't pay commission salespeople to feel gui l ty," I said .  
I l ifted the  other box and handed i t  down to  them. 
"You make too m uch goddam money, M i l ler." 
"You're right," I said. "And, you know, I feel terrible about it; I 
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rea l ly  do. Someday l i n tend on g iv ing a l l  my money to char i ty ."  
"Chris t ! "  
"Some t h i n' te l ls  m e  'someday' i s  a l ong way off," Perk i ns said .  

" Y o u  k now w h a t  y o u r  problem i s ,  M i l ler?" Rey nolds c h i med i n .  
" I t's y o u r  goddam i n nocen t-boy looks. Y o u  look l i ke a J'riggin'  
s ix  teen- year-old ."  

" I  wou ldn ' t  h u r t  a fly ,"  l said, ba l l i ng m y  eyelashes. 
"Yeah,"  Perkins said, "but  on ly  cuz a fly don't have no money." 
l loaded t he eq u i pmen t onto the dol ly  and wheeled i t  out of t he 

stock room to t he fro n t  coun ter, m y  adm i rers i n  tow. M y  
customers had concl uded t he ir  busi ness w i t h the cas h ier, and were 
wai t ing eagerly to rece ive t he i r  eq u i pmen t .  

"W here's y o u r  car?" 

They poin ted ou tside (give me some cred i t  folks), t hen walked 
o u t  and led me to the ir  Buick.  

A fter I 'd loaded t he gear i n to t he t ru n k  of t he Bu ick, M r. Hale 
offered me a t i p  ( w h ich l refused), a second i n v i ta t ion to d i n ner  
(w hich I aga i n  pol i te ly dec l ined) ;  then t hey got  in .  They rol led 
down the elec t ric w i ndows to say good bye, and l rem i nded t hem 
t o  be sure to cal l  if l hey had any problems with t he equ ipment .  
M r. Hale s tarted the car  and d rove off. I rol led t he dol ly  around 
the corner and back i n to t he store. 

For t he nex t couple of hours my chron ies heaped as much abuse 
upon me as possible.  They tongue- lashed me for being an u n
feel i ng cap i ta l is t  (a charge I d id not  deny),  and swore t ha t  the next  
old decrep i t  couple to come t h rough the door would not gel  w i t h i n  
t e n  feet o f  m e .  They were righ t :  n o  couple came. 

I took t he ir  flak w i t h  as m uch good hu mor as possible u n t i L  
around, five o'clock,  t he s tore began to fi l l  w i t h  people, a n d  t h e y  
got off t h e i r  p i mply b u t ts and made t he mselves a l most usefu l .  I 
took my l i t  t ic brow n notebook out  of my back pocket  and 
calcu lated how m uch I'd made on t he sale.  N o t  a bad hau l .  Yessir,  
t hey were m y  k i n d  of people.  

"You should be ashamed of yourse lf." t he cash ier sa id.  
' ' I 'm horribly ashamed," I said . l laid my head u pon the cou n ter  

and wept  dry tears. 
The phone rang and t he cashier answered i t . 
"For you, B i l l . "  
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No response. l wai ted a few seconds. 
"This is B i l l . "  
After a pause: "Is t his Bi l l?" 
"Yes it is." 
"Bi l l?" 
"Yes?'' 
"Bi l l?" • 

"Yes?" 
"This is Mr. Hale." 
"Oh . . .  hel lo, M r. Hale." 
"The man who bou_gh t  t he stereo?" 
"Yes, Mr .  Hale . . . .  How are you?" 
"l  can't ge l any sound." 
"Pardon me?-What'd you say?" 
"I said, 'l can't ge t any sound."' 
"That's what I thought you said." 
"Noth ing. Not a peep." 
"Do you have it plugged in?" 
"Yes l have it plugged in ."  
After three more m inu tes of th is  sort of conversa t ion, l decided 

to make a housecal l .  Normal ly I don't make housecalls, but th is. I 
sensed, was a del icate si tuat ion. I got off at five- th i r ty� and. 
cr impers and str ippers and pl iers i n  hand, headed off for G lendora. 

There was plenty of l ight  left . It was early October, and we'd 
not yet changed back from daylight-savings- Lime. On the way out 
I l istened to the Dodgers lose a playoff game in Montreal. The 
d rive took about  twenty-five m inu tes. I found their  t ra i ler court 
and parked on a sidest ree l .  Wi th  the voice of Yin Scu l ly ri nging in 
my ears, I made my way across t he asphalt to their door. 

"Hel lo, Mr. M i l ler. Won't you come in?" 
I en tered. shut t ing the door beh i'ld me. 
"We s t i l l  can't get it to work," the wife said . "Can't even ge t 

stat ic ." 
"We'l l get i t  fixed," I said. 
She led me th rough the kitchen and into t he l iv ing room. which,  

being i n  a t rai ler and a l l ,  surprised me by i ts size: i t  was huge. I 
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found Mr. Hale kneeling on the floor in front of the receiver, 
pushing buttons and twisting knobs, cussing between his teeth 
every few seconds. He stood, straightened with a grunt, and held 
out his hand in greeting. 

"G lad to see you, son. Sorry you had to make the trip out." 
"No problem." 
I got down on my hands and knees and looked at the front 

panel. Sure enough, they'd left the g.oddam tape monitor b utton 
pushed in. I turned the volume down,  released the button, selected 
a station, then turned the volume back up. 

Mrs. Hale's face l it  up. "Sound!" she said excitedly. 
"Sound !" her husband said, that � tme stupid grin on his face. 
" It's heaven ly !"  his wife cooed. 
"It's wonderful !"  he echoed. 
"This will change our l ives," she said to her husband . 
"Now where's those Mantovani records . . .  ," the husband said. 
I got out of most of it, but I couldn't get out of the milk and 

cookies: I k new they were coming. I didn't mind: I l ike mi lk and 
cookies. I was hailed as an electrical wizard. Wizard, maybe; 
e lectrical, no. I looked up, gnawing on my third cookie, and 
canvassed the room. The old man was obviously retired. They 
were l iving wel l  within their means. The sofa was sligh t ly worn, 
the dining table a l ittle out of the fashion, the paintings on the wall  
from one of those starving artists' sales. The hi-fi had definitely 
been a luxury. Probably had to beg the old lady to let go of the 
purse strings. There was a b lack and white photograph of an 
attractive l ittle nymphet on the mantle above the fireplace. Their 
daughter? I d idn't know, but  she appeared, from this distance at 
least (my eyes aren't so good anymore), to be wearing a l i ttle si lver 
crown.  Miss A merica, circa 1 952? I d idn't ask. 

"Tol lhouse!"  M rs. Hale said proud ly, hold ing one of her finer 
specimens up to the l ight. "Made them myself, M r. Miller." 

'They're wonderful," I said, wolfing down a fourth. 
"Another?" 
"If you don't mind . . . .  " 
"Oh, there's plenty more where that came from!" she said. 
A creaking sound came from the darkened hallway to my left. It 

lasted several seconds and stopped. I d idn't know what it was. 
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"Every body needs milk," Mr. Hale said. 
"A-men!" h is wife said. 
I heard the sound again, a l i ttle louder this time. 
"Excuse me, but-" 
"Is that enough milk, Mr. Miller?" 
"That's fine, thank you, but-" 
"Builds strong bodies," Mr. Hale said. 
"Excuse me-" but before I could say anyth ing more we all 

heard the sound in the silence between our words; and for a whi le 
we j ust sat there and looked at one another. 

"What was that?" 
"What was what?" 
"That sound?" 
"What sound?" 
"That sound from the hallway there?" 
"Oh, that!" M r. Hale said, rubbing h is bald spot. 
His wife and he exchanged glances. She placed her cookie on 

the napkin in  front of her. "You tell him, dear." 
"That," Mr. Hale said, a l ight coming into his eyes; "that-is our 

only child, Marjorie." 
"Does she creak when she walks?" I asked. 
The wife flinched a l ittle when [ said this .  
"Not exactly, Mr. Miller. You see . . .  she doesn't walk."  
""Oh . . . .  ,, 

"It's her chair that makes the noise," Mrs. Hale said. 
"Her chair?" 
"What my wife means to say is-her wheelchair." 
"Our only child . . .  confined to a . . . .  " 
"She's shy," the father said. 
"She likes visitors," the mother said. 
"Very fond of music," the husband said. 
"Used to play t he flute in the high school band." 
I looked across the room at t he picture on the mantle. 
"That her?" 
"Yes, yes, that's our Marjorie. Isn't she lovely?" 
"Yes," I said, and I meant i t .  
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For maybe l h i r ly seconds no one said a n y t h i ng. T he re was no 
sound from the hal lway.  

"Al l  day long she's s i l t ing  i n  thai  hal lway l isten i ng to people 
t a l k ." M r. Hale said .  

·· A n  i n te l l ige n t  c h i ld." h is wife added. 
· · Loves people ." 
"A wonde rfu l ch i ld ."  M rs .  Hale said. 
· ·our precious jewel ."  
"The Queen of t he Prom." M rs. H a le sa id d rea m i l y .  
I rdused m y  fift h Tol l h ouse and took a s ip  or m i lk i ns tead . M r. 

H a le looked down at h is hands in h is  lap. " M u l t iple Sclerosis i� not 
a pre t t y  s ight .  M r. M i l ler . . . .  " 

rhcrc was a pause. 
"Wouldn" t  you l i ke to come t >U l .  M a rj or ie'!" M rs. Ha le sa id .  

"Wouldn' t  you l i ke to meet  a young man'!" 
No sound . 
.. A very handsoml! young man.  A most ha ndsome young m a n �  

.
. 

"She' l l  come o u t  soo n enough." M r. Hale sait.l .  "She a lways 
doc� . .

. 

"Our bea u t ifu l  c h i l d ' " t hc wife sa id .  
"Ou r  wonde rful ange l � ·· 
M rs .  Hale leaned forwa rt.l and reached ac ross t he coffee table. 

ga ther ing i n t o  her hands a tat te red blue book w i t h  a faded cover 
and a broken b ind ing. She fl i pped the pages of t he book exci ted ly .  
"You s i m ply must sec t h e  pict ures of the  Prom. M r. Mi l ler." 

"Our tender dar l ing �"  
"A1usa H igh School .  l lJ68 .  You s imrly  m ust  sec. M y  daugh ter. 

my M arjorie. my l i t t le angel-Queen of the Pro m .  t he mosl 
wonderfu l c h i ld .  t he m os t  beau t ifu l  ch i ld .  t he precious. price less 
jewe l . "  She t h u m bed t h rough the book u n t i l  it j us t  fel l  open to t he 
spot . The pages were wel l  worn here. and smudged by fi ngerpr in ts. 
" He re � "  she said. "My M arjorie � "  Her hand began to shake as she 
ran it over t he pages of the book . " Look! look � "  I looked dow n t he 
length of her finger and recognized I he gir l  as the gir l  in t he pic t u re 
on t he man t le .  S he had long brown hair. very w h i t e  skin .  a playfu l .  
m ischievous smi le  w i t h  large, danci ng eyes to m a t c h .  and t he most 
beaut i fu l  face I 'd ever seen .  S he was lovely .  I swa l lowed hard to 
catch m y  brea t h .  
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"Ou r  a ngel," the h usband said.  
"And here's t he d ress," M rs. Hale said. She rose and wal ked 

across the l i v i n g  room, w h ich was, as I said, larger t h a n  you'd 
t h i n k  i t 'd be for a t ra i ler; and w hen she got to a closet on the other 
side or the room, she ope ned t he door and leaned in.  I l istened to 
t he ru�t le of plastic and fabric. "Would n ' t  d ream of t h rowing it 
away," she said; "j ust as I would n ' t  dream of le t t ing you not see i t .  
I t 's a rart o f  modern history i s  what  i t  is ." S h e  leaned furt her i n to 
t he closet ,  one leg dangl ing i n  the a ir  for what  seemed an eterni ty;  
t hen fi nal ly  t he leg came dow n and she came ou t of t he closet 
hold ing a powder-b l ue, floor- length gow n  w i t h  l i t t le p ink  flowers 
all over t he fro n t  of i t .  " I  made it myself," s he said q u ie t ly ,  "w i t h  
m y  o w n  two bare hands." She held t he dress to her a n d  looked a t  
h e r  h usband .  " I  made i t  s o  o u r  M a rjorie cou ld-so she could come 
down t he a isle and be-" 

" A n d  you succeeded, Mot her. Because she w as more bea u tiful  
than she'd ever bee n that day. Because she-" but  for some reason 
he never fi n ished t he sen tence. 

We all s tood t he re. and 1-for once-didn't  know w h a t  to say. 
Then,  w i t ho u t  any of us speak i ng, a voice fi l led the room. 
" I  was bea u t ifu l once." 
"Oh, yes, M a rjorie '" M rs. H a le said to t he hal lway.  " Y es you 

were, ange l ! "  
" I  was bea u t ifu l ."  
"Of cou rse you were, ch i ld," M r. H ale sa id .  
"Al l  t he boys chased me." 
"Oh yes t hey d id !  They cou ldn' t  keep their  eyes off you."  
" I  had a n  a t t ract ive figure." 
"That's our ange l ! "  
M rs .  Hale sat down on t he sofa, smoot hed t he dress over her 

lap, and adj usted her hair .  "Won't  you come out and meet our 
guest ,  Marjorie?" 

"Come o u t ,  M arjorie." 
"Our guest wan ts to meet you-don't you, M r. M i l ler'! 

. .  
They 

looked at  me;  I nodded my head slowly .  " He's nodd i ng his  head, 
M arjorie." 
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."Come out, come out." 
"I was the most beautiful angel," the voice from the hallway 

said. 
I looked around the room and at the picture on the mantle and 

at the pictures in the yearbook. Everything seemed to leap out at 
me. 

"I really should be going," I said. 
"Oh, stay, stay " Mrs. Hale said. "She'll come out soon 

enough-you just have to be patient." 
"Stay, son. Tell us about your life." 
"The stereo store is my life." 
"I have a stereo," the voice from the hallway said. 
"Marjorie has a hi-fi," Mr. Hale said. "With two speakers. 

Bought it for her years ago." 
"I listen to the Beatles," Marjorie said. "Do you listen to them?" 
"One of my favorites," I said. 
"Paul McCartney is such a doll." 
"A pretty good bass player, too," I said. 
I looked over at the mouth of the hallway and saw the front of 

the wheelchair and one of Marjorie's legs. Her parents saw it too. 
"Marjorie, honey . . .  Marjorie, won't you come out?" 
"Please, baby." 
"To meet such a handsome young man." 
For a moment there was no motion. Then Marjorie rolled out of 

the hallway and wheeled herself slowly to the center of the room. 
She didn't look at me. She was very large-upwards maybe of 
three hundred pounds-and her face was pale and soft, and her 
hands fluttered in her lap like wounded birds. Her hair needed a 
good scrubbing. She was not beautiful. 

"This is Mr. Miller," her mother said. "From the stereo store." 
"Call me Bill," I said. 
"H-Hello, Bill." She looked up at my eyes for a moment, then 

back down at her fluttering hands. "Nice shirt ya got." 
"Got it at Penney's," I said. 

"My boyfriend used t' have a shirt like that. I think he got his at 
Penney's too." 

"It's an old shirt," I said. 
I looked at her picture again in the yearbook. 
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"You can see that I was beautiful once," she said. "Everyone 

was envious of me when I walked down the aisle. I was perfectly 

angelic. I had many nice qualities." 
"And you still do," her mother said. "Many nice qualities." 
Marjorie looked down at the floor and put her head in her 

hands. "Only I fear I'm not attractive anymore . . . .  " 
Mrs. Hale's eyes darted to her husband and I. "Wh-why, of 

course you're attractive. Wh-why, you're the most attractive 
person in this room-isn't she, Mr. Miller?" 

"Am I?" Marjorie asked. 
"Well, 1-" 
"Of course you are," her mother said. 
"But am I, Mr. Miller?" She leaned forward in her chair. 
"You can tell her, Mr. Miller . . . .  " 
I looked down at her picture in the yearbook. "Yes, you are," I 

said. · 
"Honest?" 
I looked across the room at her picture on the mantle. 
"Honest?" 
"Yes." 
Mrs. Hale smiled. 
"There, you see!" Mr. Hale said. 
"It's what we've been trying to tell her all along . . . .  " 
Marjorie wheeled herself to the picture window and looked out 

at the fading sunset. It was almost night. The last few shadows 
were leaving the room. Marjorie looked over her shoulder at me. 

"Would you like to see my stereo, Bill?" 
She winked at me. 
"I don't think Mr. Miller has the time right now, Marjorie-" 
"He's been looking at stereos all day, dear-" 
"Mr. Miller looks tired, angel-" 
"Perhaps another time, dear-" 
She wheeled around to face us. "It's broken," she said. "My 

receiver's broken." 
"Nonsense!" her mother said. "It was working fine this mor

ning." 
"It's broken, mother. My receiver won't receive a thing. You 

know that's the truth." 
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"It's a lie!" 
"It's probably just your antenna," I said. "Have you played with 

your antenna lately?" 
"Would you show me how?" Marjorie asked. 
I waited for Mrs. Hale to say something. She didn't. 
"Would you?" 
"Marjorie . . .  child . . .  I don't think Mr. Miller-" 
"It's alright," I said. 
Marjorie wheeled maybe three inches closer to us. 
"It'd just take a minute, mother . . . .  " 
"If it's the antenna," I said. 
''I'm sure that's w hat it is." 

A look passed between her parents. 
"Well, I suppose-" 
"Donald!"  Mrs. Hale said. 
Marjorie retreated the three inches she'd moved toward us, and 

turned her chair back to the picture window again. She looked out, 
her hands fluttering in her lap. It was almost completely dark out. 
I could see her reflection on the inside of the glass. 

Mrs. Hale rose from the sofa. walkP.rl nvPr tn Mariorie. and 
placed a hand on her daughter's shoulder. She smothered Mar
jorie's filthy hair with her free hand and looked out into the night. 
Her back was to me. She looked very small. 

"Go ahead, then," she said. She leaned over and kissed Marjorie 
on the forehead. "Go on." 

Marjorie pushed off and made time for the mouth of the 
hallway. 

"Hold your head high, Princess!" Mrs. Hale said, her voice 
trembling with an emotion I thought  inappropriate to the oc
casion. 

"They're all watching!" Mr. Hale said. 
"Would you push me, Mr. Miller?" 
"Where to?'' 
"In here," she pointed. 
I wheeled her into the dark hallway. Suddenly I couldn't see a 

thing. I t  was pitch black. I squinted into the hallway. W here were 
we? I smelled Marjorie beneath me-the sour, vinegary smell fat 
people get when they don't take a shower for a long time-but I 

1 32 



Memmer/The Queen of the Prom 

couldn't see where we were going. 
"Where are we?" 
"Almost there." 
Five seconds later Marjorie opened the door to her room, and a 

stream of light fell onto the carpet i n  the hallway. "In here," she 
said. We entered the room, and she closed the door behind us. 

It  was a small room. It had one window (the shade drawn), a 
row of bookshelves on the far wall; and on the nearer wall several 
starving artists' religious paintings and two or three Charles 
Schultz posters. The whole place stank. Already I wanted out. 
Next to the bed, below the bookshelves, on a little end table, sat 
the stereo. Marjorie wheeled out of my way and let me get past her 
to the stereo. 

I turned it on. It was the old type, the kind that needs a few 
seconds to warm up. I turned the volume to three and waited for 
the sucker to kick in. After a moment it began to hum. I twirled 
the tuning knob until-surprised the hell out of me-l got sound! 
"Hey, there's nothing wrong with-!" 

"You have a very nice ass, Bill." 
"What the hell-!" 
"It's so tight and firm�" 
Realizing too late what was happening, I spun around and tried 

to escape, but Marjorie ran her chair up against my shins and 
pinned them against her bed. Her face was inches from my crotch. 
I heard a click, looked down,  and saw that she'd set the brakes on 
the wheels of her chair. She looked up at me and licked her lips. " I  
used to  be pretty good at this sort of  thing," she said, going for m y  
crotch. 

Christ! I tried to wriggle free, but it was no use. "You've got the 
wrong guy, Marge." 

"Do you have any idea how long it's been?" she asked. 
"I don't really care." I struggled some more. 
She leaned forward and encircled my hips, burying her face in 

my crotch. Her hands came up and she began to fumble with my 
zipper. "Tell me I 'm beautiful." 

"Let me go, Marge." 
"I'll do anything, if only you'll tell me I 'm beautiful." 
"I don't want to hurt you . . . .  " 
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She clawed at my zipper and gnawed at my d ick through my 
jeans, which had begun to stiffen almost against my wi l l, maybe 
oul of fear. 

"Let me go! "  
"Oh tell me  l 'm beautiful, tel l me l 'm beautifu l !"  
"Get away from me." 
'Tel l  me I 'm the precious angel !"  
I was fight ing wi th her now, pushing her head back every few 

seconds and try ing to slide sideways out of my entrapment, but 
sL i l l  i t  was no use. 

"Tel l  me I'm the precious, precious jewel!" 
"Jesus Christ !" 
"Make love to me." 
She got my zipper  down about halfway and reached m ,  

Louching sk in .  
"Tel l  me you love me,  B i l l . "  
" I  don't love you ! "  I said. "You're repulsive." 
I t  was then that I smelled her body again,  that horribly rank 

odor which remi nded me of one of those garbage dumps in  North 
Hollywood. "Get away from me," I said. 

"Don't push me away. I' l l die if you push me away." 
'Tm warning you . . . .  " 
"Just let me please suck on you. I t's not for you. Please. " 
'Tm warning you . . . .  " 
"At least tell me I 'm beautifu l ."  
"You're not beautiful ," I said . With my last ounce of strength I 

shoved her wheelchair aside and lunged past her. "You're ugly and 
fat and you smell l ike shit and I wouldn't touch you if they 
threatened to take my dick away tomorrow!" I stumbled to the 
door, threw it open,  zipped up my zipper, and ran into the l iv ing 
room. Mrs. Hale sat there with t he prom dress on her lap, her 
husband beside her. Marjorie wheeled in after me. 

"Why, whatever is wrong, Mr Mi l ler?" 
'Til tel l  you what's wrong: that goddam crippled daughter of 

yours tried to rape me!" 
"Oh, Mr.  Mi l ler!" the wife gasped. She buried her face in her 

husband's neck and clu tched his shirt with both her hands. "Please 
. . .  please don't use that word." 
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"Why not? That's w hat she is, isn't she-a cripple?" 
"Oh, that horrible word! "  
"She's a goddam ugly cripple and  you keep tel l ing he r  how 

beautiful she is." 
"Make him stop, Donald. Please make him stop." 
"Tell her the truth. She deserves to know the truth." 
I looked over at Marjorie. She sat in her chair with her hands 

over her ears, her eyes closed, rocking back and forth, back and 
forth.  Her parents clung to one another on the sofa. 

Mr .  Hale stood and walked over to the man tle. He pic:ked up 
Marjorie's picture and looked at i t .  "I wan t  you to leave, M r. 
Mi l ler." 

''I'm leavi ng," I said. 
Marjorie rolled halfway across the room to him, and stopped. 
"Am I beautiful ,  Daddy?" 
"Don't l isten to him, Princess. He's lying." 
"But am I beautiful ! "  
For a moment he  said nothing. Then he  turned around and 

looked at Marjorie, a look of incredible sadness in h is eyes, the 
saddest eyes I'd ever seen.  He turned back to the mantle and stared 
at her p icture. 

"Daddy?" 
"To us," he said , "you're the most beautiful person on the face 

of the planet." His body shook. 
"Mommy?" 
"It's true," her mother said. She held the prom dress in her lap 

and stroked i t  l ike an angry cat .  "You're our precious chi ld." 
"The Queen of the Prom," her father said. He stared a t  me. 

"Now you m ust go, Mr. M iller." 
I picked up my tools and left. 

* 

Afterward, I stood in the driveway of the trai ler park for the 
longest time and j ust looked up at the stars. I don't know why, but 
I've never learned to keep my mouth shut at the proper time. I fel t 
l ike a fool. I looked up at the Mi lky Way and though t long and 
hard about what'd j ust happened; I couldn't come to any con
c lusions. I' l l tel l  you one th ing, I felt i ncredibly stupid. 

I walked down the driveway and turned onto the sidestreet 
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where I'd parked. I crossed the street and walked in the dirt on the 
far side of the road. I wanted to kick myself. 

When I got to t he car, I opened the door, got in, and for a few 
minutes just  sat t here. I rolled the window down, took a few deep 
brea ths. Of a l l  the times of the day, the nigh t asks the most 
quest ions. Right now I had so many quest ions running through 
my brain and heart-wel l ,  it was all I could do j ust to keep my 
eyes closed and brea the. I don't know what physical beauty has to 
do with love, but  I w ish  I did. Maybe i t'd make me feel better now. 

I started the car, shifted it into first ,  flicked on my l igh ts, and 
made a U-turn.  W hen I passed their t railer I saw her image on the 
shade in her room, rocking slowly back and forth, and I thought 
maybe she could forgive what I said. Probably nol. I drove to the 
end of the block, s topped, and turned left onto Grand. 

I drove down Grand for a mi le or so, then turned righ t onto the 
2 1 0  Freeway head ing west towards Pasadena. Accelerat ing up the 
onramp, I saw the l ights of the city al l  around me, t he head ligh ts 
and the tai l l ights of the cars ahead and behind-al l  sorts of 
ligh ts-and I fel t  comforted somehow, sh ielded. Tomorrow was 
another day, another dol lar-maybe two. I'd set my goal ex tra 
h igh, sel l  a lot of h i-fi . 

St i l l ,  something gnawed at me, I couldn't te l l  you exactly whal. 
There were a mi l l ion people on the road. They al l  seemed to be 

going somewhere-home, away, the beach, the mountains. I sped 
up a l i t t le, shifted in to  fourth, flicked on my turn-signal indicator, 
and merged wi th  the traffic. A mi l l ion voiceless faces, maybe 
more. I put  m y  foot to the floor and became one of them. 
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