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MY DRUNKARD, MY NAVIGATOR

for Anne Sexton
In your voice I hear a mother
reading, each letter a soft ushering,

a happy goodnight whispered in the dark.
And yet somehow it stopped, like the sea

would stop if the wind stopped
blowing, like small stones falling,

dropping into that dead sea: a soft splash
then nothing. You, stopped.

Your neck bathed in French perfume,
your fingers, long and elegant

as a white dress, your eyes thick
as wood, stopped; curls of hair

full up with smoke clung to your face
as you cried, I imagine, and your cheek

fell against your own shoulder,
having nowhere else to turn.

And your heart, tired of being brave,
crawled down alone into that death,

that dark, pretty blanket you wanted
so badly and for so long.

Ellyn Lichvar



Deborah DeNicola

THE GOSPEL OF MARY

My brother Peter, Do you think that I thought this up myself or that I am lying about the Savior?
— The Gospel of Mary, The Nag Hammadi Library

I was not alarmed when the doves continued to coo
though their wings were burning. [ was on fire

too. It was morning. I was there
with the eleven, gathered in the vestibule

of the upper room. Our breath thickened,
colors deepened. For just one instant I saw

the root of love staked through the ceiling.
But so few of them received the vision

at its core. They tried to think it through.
It was not for thought. It was more

for holding and becoming. Light
brandished from our fingertips

like swords of warrior angels.
When it extinguished,

I flashed my ordinary hands
and we all laughed.

Because they asked, I told them
what he said to me in private,

I didn't say he'd kissed me
on the mouth. I told them how

I met the savior inside my head.
How our thoughts entwined

like bean stalks
through swatches of clouds.

He said "Thought" created matter, and fear



is ingenious for damaging the world.

He said Here is the soul, here the Spirit —
the mind—a naive child between them.

In the air I drew a diagram of the soul's
escalation, my fingers sparking

the seven heavens. I tried to show
what rushes naked, leaving the body

like a town one no longer cares to visit.
How the soul, small and homeless,

remembers then, and rejoins Spirit.
How, in the aftermath, oblivion

is transient, and darkness is illusion,
both habits to be broken.

Peter and Andrew debunked
my "strange ideas" and woman that I was,

[ wept. Levi stepped in and calmed the others
the way the savior woke in the rocking

boat and calmed the sea. They all looked
at me in wonder. I spent the rest of life

on earth infused with his apparition
because I thought

that I was worthy.

Deborah DeNicola



DALl RAGE

At the foot of Christ of Saint John of the Cross
a man in a Seventies Soviet top

with CCCP in big white type

goes mad as he tries to photograph

the icon oil on his Virgin Phone.

Excuse me he tuts to pensioner gangs
who shuffle his arty field of fire.
Worshippers keep on barging across
with buggies, crisps and Somerfield bags.

He turns an atheist shade of red.
He feels as if he’s about to burst.

A small boy with a Roman helmet
squeezes and weaves his way to the front,
determined to get a place

at the crucifixion, Jesus without a face,

hanging in sky above the sea.

Everyone loves a surrealist with taste.
Forgive them Sal, they know not what
they do. Messiahs bring out the worst.

Graham Fulton



[ USED TO BE IN A BAND

He was the crack
and I was the pipe

and these strings would act
like the flint in a light. Oh,

how fast those fingered
nights would fly.

In the old place, these nylons sang a tingle
every time the train rolled by,

but we’ve moved since then
and now it’s so cold in this case

that I can’t even swindle a shiver
from these hand sanded sinews.

This fretless neck leads to a head fat with frets
that I've plumb played my last set.

How long have I laid
un-played in this velvet lined case?

The man who made me
used to leave a kiss on my bridge

and then whip out a cotton wipe
to wisp the lip-prints away.

The longer I lay here, the more I feel like
the ass that never got a goodbye.

Christian Anton Gerard



Alex Stolis

BOYS AND GIRLS IN AMERICA HAVE SUCH A SAD TIME TOGETHER

I'm mostly unaware but know I can count on you to catch a lie
before it dims the edges of a room—you are a woman
the sun can’t shake. You are a woman who knows

there are two north stars, one is pale fire the other silent
and only comes out when the night has ripened.
In this town nothing ever really falls down—

the music we dance to is too slow to last. I want you
to tell me a story—how two places can be so alike,
how no one loses faith more than twice in a lifetime.

You tell me birds won’t hear leaves on the trees speak to me—
but they’ll know which light to follow. You tell me nothing
breaks but silence—its sound, the same as falling out of love.



THE THIRD SOURCE

In the first source,
an angel bashfully
hands a dirty guy
two stone tablets,
and it feels sorry
human beings have

to be told what to do.

In the second, the
devil proudly slips

a picture of an idol,
face like a TV set
left on XXX movies,
to a man who thinks
he's smarter than
everyone else, and

much more handsome.

But maybe it's

all in the third,

a laboratory coat—
enameled with

test tubes, a halo
of stardust and void
inside its sleeves,

a pitchfork of earth,
water, and air

in the pockets—
ready to dress you
in the cold, dead
facts, just those
and nothing more.

Donald Illich
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Zac Thompson

GLOSSY LIFE MEETS THE MUTANT COW WAITRESS

I watched a rum commercial the night before—you know the one with the
tanned, toned woman in a silver sequin-tube top twirling like a dervish through
a sea of glitterball glitter-light, while a dozen silk-shirt wearing, Viggo
Mortenson-looking motherfuckers ogle her. You know the commercial. It's the
one where the impossibly beautiful girl refuses to dance with the impossibly
beautiful men because, she points to the bar, and there's some double-chinned
dude in a Hawaiian shirt there with her drink. Then the dude looks at you
through the TV, smiles, and cheers with a Bacardi rum and coke. So, I don't
know, I thought the commercial was bullshit, but still bought a fifth of Bacardi.
My night didn't turn out like the commercial—I got blown off (not literally) by
some ancient skank (defiantly not the Bacardi commercial chick), went home,
blacked out, and woke two hours later—twitching, writhing, sweating, you
know, hung-the fuck-over.

My head wasn’t the only thing throbbing. My truck-driving neighbors
were expressing their love against our shared wall. After one particularly
powerful thrust and a loud, eye-brow raising, super-Freudian interjection, the
wall bounced my nightstand, sending my alarm clock aloft. Motionless, I
watched as the clock reached its apex, curled downward, and shattered on the
floor, where blinked 12:00.

After chugging a Taco Bell cup of water, I crawled to the couch, laid
down, and chewed over some serious existential questions—you know, those
what-is-life, what-is-death questions. Then I went in search of a sharp blade to
slash my wrists. I only found a plastic Wendy's butter knife melted against my
hotplate.

Giving up, I clicked on the TV. Ninety-nine channels and they were all
infomercials. And, hey look, there was a steak knife cutting through a combat
boot. Holy shit, huh? What a coincidence.

I dialed the number (1-800-TUFFCUT). Some Malaysian kid answered,
and, speaking better English than me, asked for my credit card number. "What
set do you want, sir?" she said, sounding cute and impoverished.

I said the Razor Deluxe Pack. "The OJ Pack."

She didn't chuckle, but I did, so then she did. And so the knives are in
the mail. They'll be here in six to eight weeks.

Flipping the channel, I spied Hulk Hogan crossing his veiny forearms.
His skin was the color of a "Roadwork Ahead" sign. "Hey, punk," Hulk said,
pointing his florescent finger at me, "you are what you eat."

I'm an Enchilada Deluxe-o Grande smothered in 80 proof.

"These patented Fat Finders," the Hulk said, "locate and dissolve
grotesque, glutinous fat. In just three months you could go from pudgy pig to—
“every one of his muscle flexed—“freaking big!" Lightening bolts zapped around
the Hulk, segueing into testimonials from born-again Hulks and Hulkettes.
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"I've never been so happy," one fat fat-ass turned ass-kicker said.

I squeezed my gut. A microscopic blurb appeared randomly at the
screen's bottom, informing me Fat Finder wasn't really, actually, as-of-the-
present, reviewed by the FDA. But, what do those guys know, I figured, dialed
the number (1-800-BTHEHULK), and bought a three-month supply. They'll be
here in six to eight weeks.

Click went the channel, and there was Bob Dole with his arm around his
lovely, antiquated wife. They walked on the beach and smiled and jumped on
the bed and threw pillows (come on). Down feather snowed onscreen.

I thought my ED was alcohol-related—I couldn't get wood in a forest—
but the Kansas Senator said otherwise, so I bought a three-month supply of
pills. Anyway, they'll be here in six to eight weeks.

Then I flipped the channel for my next life-saving purchase....

Eventually the History Channel started showing Nazis again, thus ending
my spending spree. "The few, the proud, the Marines," a commercial said, as
knobby, muscley badass rode a bicycle uphill in the rain, teeth-clenched. Off
went the TV.

Sunlight bled through my closed blinds, coloring my apartment puke
green. Except for mumbling cars and muted neighbors' living noises, I sat in
silence feeling sick and lonely.

Then someone knocked on the door.

Wrenching it open, I drenched myself in morning sun. A lanky,
immaculate, blond-haired young man dressed in some weird maroon
paramilitary uniform stood before me holding my keys. "Found these in your
door."

[ grabbed them away, threw them into my cave, and scratched my head.
A Cheerio fell loose. "So." I coughed. "You selling cookies or something?"

"No, sir, I'm here from the Brotherhood of the Arcadian Knights."

"What's that, like some Dungeons and Dragons shit?"

"No, sir. First off," he said, opening his hands in front, "let me dispel an
atrocious misconception propagated by the deceitful media."

"Those bastards."

"Y-yes. Those bastards, indeed." He stared into my soul or something.
"We are not a cult."

"Come again, kid?"

"We, the Brotherhood of the Arcadian Knights, are not a cult."

"Dude, hate to tell ya, but once you start saying you're not a cult, you
probably are."

"But we're not," he said.

"You got membership cards?"

"We have a loyalty card."

"You got,”—I sniffed—*“like, secret rituals and shit?"

"They're, they're not rituals, per-se."

"Someone with a funny hat tell you what to do?"

12
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"The Grand Vizer is—"

"He a pumpkin or something?" My big toe stepped in a wad of chew.
Fuckin' hick neighbors.

"We're not a cult."

"Dude, hate to diagnose it—" I smeared my toe clean on my welcome
mat—"but when ya say shit like that, leads me to believe...."

The cult guy looked at his merit badges, then up at me, grinning, shit-
eating-like. "Mind if I ask you a question?"

I leaned against my doorframe and crossed my arms. "Fire away, kid."

He took his time, cupped his hands bowl-like, pursed his lips, and said,
"Is your life fulfilling?"

"Whose is?" I shrugged.

He smiled, not shit-eating-like or anything. Like happy smiling. That
fuck.

I stood behind my door. "Hey, I gotta go to church or something."

"Life," he said, far-off and airy, "it doesn't need to be like this." His eyes
were soupy.

My eyes were soupy.

It could be so much better. So much easier. So much happier." That look
he gave me—watery eyes, sloping eyebrows, lips parting—I wanted to ruin it.

I slammed the door in his face hoping to split his nose. Guess not; he
knocked again. "Fuck off," I growled. A pamphlet crept under my door. In my
gloomy, puke green apartment, it radiated hope—glossy, reflective, big bubble-
lettered H-O-P-E. "The Brotherhood of Arcadian Knights," it said, in ornate
royal red. I picked it off the shag and opened it. It could have been a college
brochure. Everyone was young, attractive, and bright-eyed. Climbing, hiking,
singing, playing baseball, painting, smiling, smiling, smiling, they were all
glossy and slippery in my hands. Everyone was smiling, grinning straight white
teeth. "Join Today," the pamphlet said, big, black, and bold. There was a phone
number.

Next door my neighbors had sex again.

Rubbing the glossy pamphlet, I dialed. "The Knights of Arcadia," a
prerecorded angel said from my phone. I hung up, redialed, and hung up
again. Reaching for the phone once more, I instead grabbed the remote and
fired up my TV.

Onscreen a blond waitress with dimpled smile and perfect cantaloupe
breasts delivered food to a table of smiling, ethnically indeterminate patrons,
turned, and addressed the camera. "Denny's Grand Slam Breakfast comes with
your choice of eggs, bacon or sausage, and Denny's delicious buttermilk
pancakes." Luscious maple syrup cascaded across perfectly porous pancakes
in vibrant Technicolor.

Wrapped in a giveaway corporate windbreaker, I ventured into the
concrete jungle. The hike was all split slate, naked deciduous trees, thick
asphalt air, and thin empty sky. After a mile of grey, the sign caught my eye:
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Denny's, home of the Grand Slam Breakfast. But even my Mecca's garish
orange and yellow sign seemed somehow de-saturated and alone in a plot of
crabgrass and plywood "Coming Soon" signs.

Inside, I ordered the Denny's Grand Slam Breakfast. My waitress was a
bra-less, sweat-stained ogre, with an unlit cigarette locked between her lips all
prepped for break. She brought me a greasy plate, featuring the avant-food-art
of whatever imbecile-Picasso was working grill.

"What's this, a pancake omelet?" I said to my mutant-cow waitress.

She shrugged and coughed into her elbow. A string of mucus briefly
bound her lips to her blouse as she pulled away. Her cigarette fell, so she bent
over to retrieve it, revealing C-pocked thighs and veiny shanks. I grimaced but
gnarled it into a pity smile when she looked back at me. Her expression
mirrored mine. "Need anything else, hon?"

"No, thanks. I'm good. This is more than enough." My sunny-side eggs
ran like snot into my pancake sponge. I looked at my meal on the menu. It was
glossy.

On my way home, | saw a dog tear into my neighbor’s garbage bag,
spilling its guts: Skol cans, empty bologna plastic, allergenic condoms, various
rimes, and shiny fragments of Arcadian Brotherhood literature.

Inside, I crumpled the glossy Arcadia pamphlet and flushed it away with
the second-coming of my Denny's Grand Slam Breakfast.
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Gretchen Van Lente

THE SCHOOL FOR BULLIES

Most people know his real name, the name emblazoned across his mother's
incestuous heart. But everyone calls him Butch.

Butch is an antiquated name, a name from the fifties. If you knew your
son would grow up to be a bully, if you counted on it, Butch was the name you
gave him during that famous decade of conformity. But at The School for
Bullies you can't tell Butch he is old fashion. You can't tell him he is any part
of antiquated. You can't tell him anything.

"Lesson number one," Butch begins. "Don't ask questions." He has not
introduced himself other than to scratch his name across the entire
blackboard. In a bowling shirt and shaved head, he looks like a gang leader
from a farm economy. I notice his dirty running shoes have Velcro. He makes
each of his students wear a stupid nametag because it belittles them. He
comes prepared with no syllabus. He simply glares at each one of his five
students. The class continues to sit at attention, so far. From what I can see,
he hasn't managed to intimidate anyone yet.

"You are a bully from birth," Butch continues. "Don't let anyone try to
shrink you on that issue. You're the real thing. And when you graduate today
from The School for Bullies, I guarantee this or your money back: you'll never
hurt for anyone again."

I suppose I should confess here that I am one of the bullies, and that I
am breaking my vow of silence "upon punishment of death," which is a quote
from our confidentiality clause. But five minutes into this class I hate Butch
and I can't stand the other four students.

For instance Lyle, who is small and rodent, raises his hand right after
Butch finishes saying 'no questions.' Lyle keeps his hand raised over his head
like an arm on the Statue of Liberty. When Butch won't acknowledge him, he
butts in anyway.

"I think," says Lyle, "that the teacher should use bullets to clarify each
point. A real teacher would use bullets. You look completely bogus up there."

"Case in point," says Butch, for Lyle has said all that in the time it took
Butch to exhale. "You have your Nit-Pick-Bullies, often smallish people.
They're not clever, but don't tell them that. They pretend to be helpers, but it's
a con job, calculated to make you look stupid. It's like the way my mother
asks me every day if ['ve changed my underpants. They're trivial, yes,
irrelevant, certainly, but don't let that fool you. By sheer force of persistence,
they can and will reduce you to a speck of dust."

Here is where I should confess the type of bully [ am. I'm a silent bully.
Everyone thinks I'm shy. The fact is, I have a secret diary of all the stupid
things you've ever done in your life.

"Lesson number two," says Butch "is to shut your mouth before I shove it
down your pie hole. You signed the confidentiality clause, Lyle."

15



Gretchen Van Lente

"Lesson number three," continues Butch," is about the Hair-Trigger-
Bully. If you think they're gender specific, you just flunked the class."

"I'm not gay," says Magnus in a matter of fact voice, as if to correct a
misunderstanding of a misunderstanding. He looks just like one of those swell
headed, sweaty, rubberized wrestling champs from The Friday Night Smack
Down. I suddenly realize he is not wearing pants. He has come to class in
those Calvin Klein briefs, like an underwear model. I'm thinking his agent
signed him up for this. Each leg is the size of a tree trunk.

Thomas, sitting behind Magnus, mutters sarcastically. Thomas has
scarecrow hair, and he's probably a homeless drunk. We know nothing about
him, but a guess would tell you he lunges at strangers. When he pretends to
fall forward in his chair, no one is fooled; it's an excuse to butt heads with
Magnus, who is too dumb for subterfuge.

So Magnus stands up, glistening, and smashes a chair over Thomas'
head just as if he is smacking Thomas down on TV.

Thomas floats onto his back, unconscious, and the blood oozes like a
blossom around his ragged crest of hair.

"Here is a fine example of your Kick and Run Bully," says Butch as he
cracks his knuckles over his head. "When Magnus gets incarcerated for this,
Thomas will jack off like a marathon sex offender. He'll probably do it in
public. There is an anti-social element to your Kick and Run Bully."

"But what kind of bully is Magnus?" I dare to ask.

"He's just a bully," says Butch

"Is that true, Magnus?" I ask.

"What the fuck are you talking about?" says Magnus.

"As [ was saying," says Butch, "Your Kick and Run Bully is very specific
about what he does. Later he'll beg forgiveness, claiming some chemical
imbalance. In addition, if you're not a bully, if you don't pass my class, you'll
be dumb enough to forgive him, and he'll stick it to you harder the next time.
And that, people, is worth the price of admission, so don't even think of
walking out of here with a full refund."

"But shouldn't we call the paramedics?" I ask to make Butch look stupid.

"Already done. They're on standby for this class. Don't interrupt again.
Listen. You have your humiliation bullies, your psychotic bullies, your mother
fucking bullies—they're complicated. You have your mind-fuck bullies, a lot of
them are woman. Then you have your ecclesiastical bullies—always primping
in the mirror, those ones. Their Cadillacs are paid for by a bogus account of
your sins. No one even believes them anymore. Still, they make you feel like
shit. You pay through your teeth."

"What kind of bully are you?" sounds the accusing voice of a woman,
plain looking. Her voice rips into our frontal lobes like a psychic intruder. She
looks up at Butch over her bifocals, her eyes like raisons scrunched into
dough. She appears to be knitting something patriotic. She knits electricity.
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The electricity reaches out like the arm of an octopus and slaps each one of us
across the face with a zinger. She sits in the corner with a look of granite
judgment on her face, like if Abe Lincoln had an evil sister, or like Andrew
Johnson who, succeeding Abe, ruled out of spite and ignorance, thus becoming
a model for many presidents to come. Everyone is surprised to see her. No
one expected the town librarian. Everyone is scared, even Butch.
"My mother calls me Rex," Butch begins to blubber. "Like a dog. A stud

dog."

"Sometimes I'm almost sorry," says Lyle.
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Eli Hastings

FOR WHICH I STAND

On the sidewalk, I hesitate in the lazy drizzle, pedestrians bustling past me like
I'm a ghost. Then the revolving door, with its suction of warmth, tugs me in. I
step into the quiet, dry lobby, along with a trapped gust of the loud street.

The sight is an unremarkable financial district bore: men in tailored
suits, legs crossed just so, peer at the stock pages. A gray haired Mexican
janitor mopes around, checking the trash in stainless steel little cans.
Businesswomen stomp briskly across the marble floors, staccato ringing in
their wake.

No one even glances at me; the security guard is mired in a Maxim
magazine. Besides, I've dressed for the part: long, gray wool skirt, a pressed
blouse, large leather shoulder bag. I walk towards the stairwell, back past the
elevator shafts. I’'m not in a hurry today.

The stairwell is empty and smells like metal and recycled air. I begin the
climb at a steady pace, keeping in mind the long haul. But I need to distract
myself by more than watching my feet. This has already been thought out, all
the kinks and frills cut away. I don’t intend to let my mind monkey around
with my convictions, not today.

The landing of each floor hosts a double-paned window on alternating
sides of the staircase so I have views of the south and west of Seattle: gray,
cluttered vistas that have been the theater for my life. However, catapulting
back in time is not what I need; I need to stay steady. But at the fifth floor I've
climbed high enough to catch sight of the Federal Building, the orange brick
phallus rising amid the mix-and-match courts, offices, and low-income
apartments on its periphery. And I can’t stop the memories from flooding
anymore than I can stop my abused lungs from sucking air, already winded.

The rain comes in wind-divided waves. Hard, large drops, like handfuls of
pebbles. The compact crowd is prepared, in multi-colored slickers, a rainbow
of bobbing hoods. The cops are prepared too, donning black ponchos that
conceal their bodies and their badges. They’re monochrome and uniform and
big, a swath of black stitched together with the dark brown of nightsticks, held
sideways in front of them. Traffic hisses by in the rain slowly, gawkers,
supporters, and opponents of my mother’s cause behind streaky windshields.
There is a horn in solidarity, then the beginning of a heckle from a SUV, erased
by a bus pulling away.

Itis 1991. I am eleven. I look up, blinking into the sky. Leaping and
shaking signage breaks my view, phrases bleeding their ink in the rain, crying
their messages: No More Blood For Oil; Bombs Don’t Recognize Children; Peace
Is Patriotic; US—NOT World Police.
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My mother seizes my slippery hand and pulls me close. We hunker down
behind a row of women with joined arms, crowing with rubbery old voices that
they’ll go to jail for justice.

“Kayla, can you tell what’s going to happen here?” she asks from beneath
her hood, the amber eyes I inherited turning like dials. I nod, but I'm not sure
what the answer is supposed to be.

“Ok, well I want you to back up to the sidewalk. Do you know where the
bus stop is?”

I nod again, this time sure.

“If they take me away, don’t worry. Your father will be home by seven.”

I nod again, because I’'m on a roll, but I find rain and tears are mixing in
my eyes. To conceal it, I flip my hood back and bare my face to the
downpour—I don’t want her to see that I'm afraid because I know that courage,
like responsibility, is very important to my mother. Though she’s blurry, she is
smiling, and her kiss comes down on me like I’'m just beneath the surface of a
swimming pool. She squeezes my hand and pushes me gently away.

From the sidewalk I hear the warning come, static and rain-distorted
through bullhorns. My mother and the ranks around her link arms and sink
to their knees. Maybe a third of the crowd splits off, drifting backward. The
police fan out, their nightsticks drumming against riot shields, a sinister,
martial tempo.

By the time I see my mother carried to a paddy wagon by two of the
robotic cops, still shouting Peace! No War! Peace, peace! No War! I'm no
longer crying. I feel a stab of love instead, like I do when she comes back from
a long trip, and I turn to find the bus home, to a dinner alone with pop.

I notice by the tenth floor that the rain has mostly choked off and the sky is
brightening tentatively in the west—just a flat, nascent glow. It’s keeping pace
with my ascension: not terribly fast.

The last time I had dinner with my folks was a week ago, a couple of
hours before their red-eye flight to Amsterdam for some academic conference.
The meal was comfortable and bustling, a bit manic, like dinners always have
been for us. Everyone trying to cram every bit of news into a half hour that
also has to suffice for consuming and digesting dinner. But that night I'd felt a
bit dazed and didn’t say much—wished afterward I'd been more present. CNN
unrolled its gory script of the day in the corner, and NPR competed with other
statistics of war from the kitchen, the mournful Jewish intellectuals droning
on, much like my father will do when he’s feeling expansive. The atmosphere
was just too full and I ignored the feeling in my gut.

With hurried smiles, my parents said goodbye on the cold curb of Seatac
airport. Maybe mom caught something in my gaze, because she turned
around once and met my eyes again, as if looking for something—looking for a
promise that I'd be okay. So I smiled, too, giving her the lie through my teeth.
She’d worried enough over the last six months.
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But I had a terribly cynical thought there as I watched them recede
against the mélange of passengers. I thought mom’s gonna read her one anti-
war poem and dad’s going to explain the coming fall of the American empire
between cocktails. It is true that my folks have become a bit left wing
bourgeois in these last few years, that their vitriol has quieted and refined, but
we’re still on the same side. Mom once told me that eventually almost all
leftists slide toward the center, burn out and become apolitical, or swoon into
cynicism and embrace the right. That was years ago; I don’t know what she’d
predicted for herself. It’s clear to me that by leaving behind the bold actions of
the past, she’s slid center, even if her views haven’t changed. Being progressive
in a ferociously right wing time demands action it seems to me. But I still
respect my parents, even if the academy has cooled the fire in their veins.

But now, marching up the dank, echoing staircase, I know it’s not okay
with me on some deep level. I find that I'm scowling at them on the inside.

The sun has shot one tentative ray straight out from the northwest and it
splinters on the glass and steel towers that mark the “progress” of my city. In
the swank top-story restaurant of one skyscraper, not even a year ago, Andre
put the spell over me. Had a bouquet already at the table when we arrived.
Had the champagne chilled and had made some sideways deal with the pastry
chef to ensure a supply of créme brulé, even though it wasn’t on the week’s
menu.

“It makes me feel resentful to have to thank you for all this,” I tell him, letting
my eyes dance. He winks, reaches for the bottle.

“Oh, just let your thanks come natural, hon, you’ll figure something out.”

“What if I'd expected you to propose tonight, bozo? You weren’t that
prepared.” I see the shadow of hurt blow through his features, but he shakes it
off and grins. The candle on the table is guttering in a red bowl and it throws
the hue up into his green eyes. The effect is somewhat frightening, sexy in a
dark way, and he seems to see the sudden desire in me.

“When I propose, it'll surprise you right out of your fucking wits.” And
he leans forward, winks again and tosses the blonde bangs out of his eyes. I
swallow champagne and the evening eases into a sweet blur.

Later, in the bluing hour just before dawn, in the bed warm and damp
from hours of lovemaking, he sighs once and something horrible in me
awakens. His dumb half-grin, his boyish evasiveness are enraging. He sees
this, but he’s just him, just Andre, and this is his way. So he dodges my eyes
as he tells me what he’s hoped to never have to: that he’s a full-fledged
National Guard Reservist and probably due in the blood-soaked desert in a
matter of weeks. It seems so absurd, combined with the dreaminess of the
previous evening (and the booze), that I almost laugh; Andre might not be the
liberal arts graduate my parents would prefer, but he’s a ecologically
conscious, northwest outdoor enthusiast—he was a goddam vegetarian for
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while, for Christ’s sake. He’s going to war? Andre picks at the comforter,
looking anywhere but at me, as if he’s admitting to some practical joke gone
awry, as if just smiling and living his wild and whimsy way will make it all
come off ok.

In my memory, this is where Andre goes gray—I can’t remember very
many distinctive images after that. It did turn out to be weeks before he left,
but it’s as if a pencil whipped through my mind in that awful moment, erasing
the outline of my lover. I clung to him every spare moment we had; I tried to
force him so deeply inside of me that he’d linger even when his body didn’t. I
wept through our lovemaking, hardest after orgasms. God, he was so helpless
and confused at that. I punished him with my sorrow and poisoned the last of
our time.

The sunrays have swung further south, and my last glance of the restaurant is
from the thirteenth floor. The tinted black glass conceals any similar scenes of
love that might be unfolding at the very table he and I occupied all those
months ago. It’s on the next landing that I can suddenly see the dive bar, the
twisted, red neon crown of it, pulsing on a corner.

The phone call from Andre’s stepmother yanked down a partition inside of me.
She didn’t have to actually deliver the words, which I hope made it easier on
her. All she had to do was dial and breath, whisper Kayla, it’s, it’s.....

The mail came one hour later. His uncanny script looped my name, my
address, a little heart sailing off the end of Kayla like a flourish.

I barely recall the bus ride, but I know it happened because the nineteen
has a stop right in front of my house and another in front of that seedy
watering hole. I found a crinkled vinyl booth and managed to order vodka
before I opened the letter.

Now, remembering, it’s as if I had ripped it up and given the shreds to
the winds inside my head instead of the salty wind off an Oregon coast cliff. As
I climb upward step by step, these snatches of the gone words return to me.

I have to tell you, baby....worse than you said it would be... I wasn’t ready
before to concede that this was a bad idea...... you’ve always been quicker than
me on that political stage...... I won’t paint the worst of the pictures for you....the
butcher shop that was hit, confusion between human and slabs of cow.....some
AWOL fantasy, to tell you the truth.....never again..... I think I see you in a
crowd....... losing my focus....... home for good.

Between those lines I fall apart. I'm also under the hammer of an
unknown number of vodkas. There is a strange moment along the trajectory of
a bender, when it is as if you awaken and look around yourself, like the long
drunk has been a dream. I see myself leaned over the counter like a cliche,
talking at the bartender, a small man who is drying a glass and smiling
uncomfortably at me. I recognize the slur on the ends of my words, the blur in
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the edge of my sight, but it only prods me on in the sloppy determination to
break this hurt out of my chest.

“It’s absofuckinglutely not just. He didn’t know any better—he never
fucking signed on for this war, he just wanted to help people. Goddamit....”

The bartender is now splitting his glances between me and a figure a few
stools down—outside of my present universe. That is, until the figure coughs
and says something short and sharp. I notice him then. But I'm still on my
roll with the bartender.

“I fought hard to stop this war—shit, my mother fought hard against the
real beginning of this war, ten fucking years ago—and then it wins, the fucking
bloody war wins and takes. Takes, like the world does. Takes your love,
destroys love.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself, little girl.”

The comment floats down the bar and I see it register on the face of the
bartender, who blanches a bit and then smiles more severely. I turn and try to
focus—I'm short sighted and petite, but I've been told that my darker
expressions can maim. The man is fat and has a ball cap tilted way back on
his fat head. He doesn’t bother to face me, kills his mug of beer instead,
rummages for his keys as if he’s getting ready to leave.

“What did you say to me?” I ask him, the murder racing into my veins as
I make it real by voicing it. “Would you repeat what you just said?” I'm talking
to this guy like I’'m out looking for a fistfight.

“Damn shame your boyfriend got killed—and too bad he sounds like a bit
of a coward, but you really spit on his grave coming down here and
disrespecting all the brave people over there fighting for your freedom.”

Now he deigns to turn his torso toward me, a bland and infuriatingly
calm nothingness on his face.

“Not to mention the Iragis—you go whining about how your boyfriend’s
life was ‘wasted’ to some of those Arabian mothers who don’t have to hide their
kids from Saddam any longer.” He stands now, tossing his keys up and down
casually. I'm so flabbergasted and my mind is lurching along at such alcohol
saturation that I can’t yet speak.

“So,” he concludes, “you should go home and sleep this off—then wake
up and rethink your silly little hippie ideas.” He gives me a mock smile with
his small mouth and turns to go. I feel the tangled strand of rebuttal implode
in my head and the pathetic consolation of “Fuck you—fuck you! Who are
you? Huh? Fuck you!” is puny indeed. I spit after him, too, but the saliva
never detaches from my lip and swings back onto my blouse as I half-fall off my
stool. The man is out there in the night now, cloaked by the anonymity of the
city. That bartender must be an ally, however quiet, because he puts me in a
cab, props my head out the window for the imminent vomiting, and sends me
home with a whisper of his condolences.
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The numerals 4 O swim into my vision as I pant to the landing. I feel absurd at
my poor physical condition, as if I ought to have trained physically for this
instead of spending the last weeks in bars and bookstores, bus stops and beds.
I've always been a little hard on myself, truth be told, and I know that if there
were ever a time to be kind to myself, it’s now. So as I wipe the sweat out of my
eyes, I turn to the window to allow myself to witness the skyline, broken with
reminders of who I am and what I've done.

I stand again and find that the endorphins have calmed me some. I hold
my palm up and it’s not shaking, at least not perceptibly. The sun spills
ribbons of crimson now, finally freed from the clouds, just in time for the last
moments of day, and the foothills of the mountains awaken in the light. For a
moment I try to fight it, instinctively, because recalling will bring pain. But
then I let it go because pain I can handle today—pain can’t even hurt me
anymore. Itis, in fact, probably necessary. Suddenly I can breathe deeper and
I even find a smile trying to curl my mouth as I let memory storm out of its
cage.

In a corner of my Capitol Hill apartment, I'm lying in an easy chair, literally.
I've been sinking toward this unnatural position for the past two hours. On the
screen there is an incomprehensible scrambling of green, red, and black. If it
weren’t for the pinwheels of explosions hurling shards of light, and the CNN
caption that tells me this is war, I could be watching an abstract art film—or
some surgical procedure. Excitedly, Wolf Blitzer is repeating as often as
possible that this spectacle is called “Shock & Awe.” I feel neither, just very
sick and very tired. All the tatters of peacenik pride—marching downtown with
mom, winning a debate contest in eight grade over the first gulf war, perfecting
my critique of this current one, now being launched before my eyes—go the
way of snowballs on a woodstove. All the fight and years seem puny and
wasted, even the champagne moments when I'd felt that wondrous and fleeting
thing: righteous. This shit on the screen now looks like the newest Sega II
video game—it’s going to sell like crazy. Then the door swings open and Andre
bursts through, calling out my name with elongated, mournful vowels as he
staggers toward me.

“Kaaaaaayyllaaaaaaaa! Noooooooo! Not the neeeewwwssss! God,
anything but the neeewws!”

He sneaks his hands into my armpits from behind and wiggles his
fingers just enough to show me what he could do. In a matter of thirty seconds
I have gone from a deep malaise to a giggle. Within the next ten minutes he
has me up and dressed and out the door, to the mountains for an afternoon of
fun, he says.

The trail runs along the spine of a ridge just minutes east of Seattle
above a waterfall absurdly called Denny Creek. Our path rises and falling with
innumerable saddles, knifing deeper and deeper into national forest. It’s thin,
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so we can’t walk side by side. Andre’s at my back, smacking my ass with the
Frisbee and holding forth on whatever jumps into his mind.

“Yeah, so, we should totally think about buying this van. If we can
scrape up even just a few hundred I could get Jerry to detail it and I bet he’d
even throw in some extra TLC, you know how he likes to make people smile,
prince of a guy, yeah?” Smack, the disc hits my ass. [ nod, expressively so
that he can see it from behind. “So, anyway, if we get her up and running, fill
her with some canned goods and candles and the whole nine, we’ll always be
ready to hit the road, flee the cities, subsist for a spell. I like the idea of that, I
do, and not because | share your doomsday predictions about this society”—
Smack—“but because I just don’t know, I think I might have to just go wild and
flee at some point—with you, of course.”

The charm of the hike has become monotonous and I have slipped back
into melancholy—when we pulled in at the trailhead there was a Chevy parked
and the driver, his crew cut barely grown out, was thrashing in a nightmare in
his seat. My eyes flew to a National Guard sticker on his window and the sight
somehow half-poisoned me. I know this road is not a happy one and that I
could wind up very low by the end of the night, notwithstanding Andre’s valiant
efforts to distract me. I stop at a high point underneath an Evergreen, which is
shedding its jigsaw bark and offers a large loop of shadow. Tenuous Balsam
Root, Indian Paintbrush, and one tiny hook of a Tiger Lily peek up at me out of
the grass. I look in Andre’s dancing eyes while I fish the water bottle out of his
pack. After a sip, I kiss him, tender but firm, and I feel the gooseflesh rise on
his skin. There is a still moment when I feel like anything might happen; there
is a tension, a density rising as surely as the gooseflesh. There is something to
be said—or done—to respect it properly. Andre just holds my eyes.

“Hey, you’re making me tingle,” he whispers. Then, quarterback-quick,
he lances the pressure of the moment by pushing the Frisbee into my chest
and dashing ahead down the trail. “I’'m going long!” he calls back over his
shoulder.

We are at a particularly narrow segment of the ridge; the slopes that fall
away on either side of the trail are rather severe. The wind is gusting, too. I
shake my head at him.

“Andre, there’s no way. I’'d have to be good at this, to say the least. I
don’t want to lose your Frisbee.”

But he’s waving at me to bring it on, let it fly. “Don’t be such a girl!”

He knows that will do it, and it does. I hurl the red disc and it flies true
about three feet before tilting left and veering off down the near-cliff, bouncing
a hundred yards or more, vanishing at last in a thicket. I spread my arms in I-
told-you-so exasperation. But Andre keeps his eyes on the long red-dirt and
shale covered incline, as if calculating. Then he looks up and gives me the
exact same look that he will give me again, just three months later, when he
tells me he’s on his way to war. It’s a sheepish but still mischievous kind of
look. Andre shrugs and leaps off the trail as if to do a cannonball into a
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swimming pool—indeed, when he touches down, his legs sink to the knee in
rock and soil, toppling him head first into the long downward trip. I wince with
each clumsy somersault and cart wheel that gravity hurls him through,
bouncing at times off half-buried boulders and baby Pines.

I literally have to wait several long seconds for the human avalanche dust
to settle; I wave it out of the air in front of me. Finally I can see the bottom of
the canyon, but all that’s visible of Andre is one foot—the rest of his body
concealed by the thicket. And then he backs out of it, spindly branches lifting
his tee shirt to reveal welts and scrapes along his side and back. He turns
back to me and stands up, blood running freely down one cheek. With that
huge grin of his breaking his handsome face, he hoists the Frisbee with both
hands above his head, a red circle, like he’s captured the dying sun.

I'm at the 60t floor before my friends start flashing in my head. I've spent the
last week house-sitting for my parents, the very place that had been the theatre
to the formative moments of my friendships. In that house, I’d had sex for the
first time (on the downstairs bathroom floor, the farthest possible point from
my father); I'd weathered my first ecstasy trip, my first breakup, and my first
tastes of political outrage, courtesy of my mother’s documentaries, newsletters,
and wine-fueled spiels in the cozy living room. But recently I just haven’t felt
home there. I spent the days doing odd jobs for dad, trying to straighten out
the messes that I knew he never would get around to. Then, evening would roll
around and I'd take out my list of friends To Call: at least a half dozen that I
hadn’t even seen since returning from my long, grieving road trip. They’d all
been so concerned when I packed my Subaru and disappeared. I'd thought
about them—Sally, Derek, Gita, Lillian, Mamie—a great deal while I haunted
the northern California and Oregon coast. But when I found my peace, made
my decision, while sitting on a driftwood tree trunk in the dregs of a February
sunset, they’d all vanished from my mind’s eye, as if they’d joined my blood,
and flown into my heart to stay—silently.

So over the last week I never dialed any phone numbers, just listened,
sometimes until the off-the-hook buzzing started. Just a fucking drink, I'd say
to myself, trying to picture it: a martini at a dive bar with Gita, a bottle of
Merlot on my roof with Mamie, like we used to do. But like it used to be is a
stupid dream shattered on the bright, booming lie of the war. My friends don’t
know how to talk about the war, to say nothing of Andre. All the college
activist fervor ran dry, apparently, not long after college did.

And my parents have felt just as closed, just as impenetrable and
insulated from this hurt that sometimes bends me fetal in my empty bed. They
try their best to make talk about the war—rote dining room choir-preaching—
stand in for both action and any real discussion of the horrid irony that I've
lost my love to that madness. I think that they were uncomfortable with me
dating someone as simple as Andre in the first place; to their scholarly senses,
I should always be intellectually challenged—but also comfortably settled into a
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union of shared, left-of-center ideology. The actual soldiers are abstract,
unfortunate fodder. For all their lives of anti-war rhetoric they had no idea
how to react when the war actually reached out and slapped their daughter.

But now I find that my friends and parents are all clear and crisp in my
mind. And now I find my pulse is lurching a little, and there’s the first hint of
tears in my throat, and I try to smile at the faces as they float free of my dark
heart, wheel through my head.

The last city view I get is at the 80t floor: the sun is starting to riot its
finale. The Space Needle stands like a bowlegged alien, the red beacon flashing
slowly at its tip, a drop of blood blooming. Swords of orange light are dancing
and thrusting over the city, which is thickening with rush hour, metro buses
like big purple and yellow caterpillars, orange taxi carapaces, the indistinct
blur of the interstate. Everyone going home. Me too.

The door to the roof is just ahead now, and I stop, breathe, and say a
silent prayer. This is the part I worried most about, this is what could whisper
my house of cards into disarray. With caught breath in my chest and cold
sweat on my brow, I try the handle. It clicks open. The wind is fierce, though,
and I have to lean hard to slip outside. I'm in the grasp of the sky now, and
the wind doesn’t have a direction any longer, it’s just whipping madly about,
ballooning my blouse and skirt, spinning my head in my own hair. Ilean into
it and am grateful for the sound and the fury because it muffles my mind and I
can’t hear the sabers of doubt rattling.

I can see the edge, though my eyes water. This might only be the second
tallest skyscraper in town, but from here it feels like the top of the world. I'm
above all the lesser buildings, staggered heights, the streets just canyons of the
city. I slip my bag from my shoulder, kneel behind a big vent and pull out the
musty old flag, the only gift that my grandfather ever gave me. His WWII flag,
his only tangible reminder that the travails of a distant blood-soaked land were
his, also.

There is some warmth in it as I wrap it tightly around me. With safety
pins, I fasten this uniform to me, pushing and hooking them through my
clothing to the fabric of Old Glory. Then, finally, as I'd watched myself do so
many times in my mind’s eye, I pin the envelope securely to my chest. It
contains my last protest, my condemnation of empire, of slaughter for oil,
contains the ostensible reason for my dramatic exit, which in the end might be
something like placing a daisy in a soldier’s rifle—just as silly, nothing more.
But that’s ok by me. [ want to.

Now there can only be inertia, doubt, and fear, but I've mentally trained
for it. I allow the gusts to shove me toward the edge. My city yawns up at me.
The sidewalk below is empty. I close my eyes and tilt forward. Then there is
just the empty whistle and roar of brief air, the grid of the hard world imprinted
on my retina like only a sketch.
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I can see my parents, tomorrow, crowding each other on the front stairs.
They’re bickering about some perceived slight: mom thinks that a colleague
tried to upstage her in some cocktail hour match of intellects. Dad, foolishly, is
taking up for the woman. They all but spill through the door then split away
from each other. Mom drags herself to the kitchen table, slaps down the
newspaper and sighs. After a piss, dad marches to the bedroom and,
exhausted, falls face first onto the mattress. My letter—the truth of my
heartbreak, not political at all, just broken—flutters up off the pillows and into
the dead air. He unfolds it, brows knitting.

In the kitchen, mom unfurls the paper with another sigh, kicks off her
shoes under the table. The article seizes her eye because suicide and protest
always do. As she reads, she’s pinning the paper to the table like it’s fighting
back, her eyes are scanning faster, then going wild. She makes a broken
sound every few seconds, like words are climbing her chest but dying in her
throat. She knows for sure when she reaches the text of my manifesto,
reprinted faithfully, thank God.

My parents encounter each other in the skinny hallway between the
kitchen and the bedroom. The lighting is bad, the walls yellow from decades of
living. But they can see one another’s eyes well enough, both of them
clutching crumpled paper to their chests, pallor flooding their worn faces, the
slow wound of comprehension opening.

And that is the part that hurts.

But the pavement might as well have been cloud. I like to believe I was

smiling, that it wasn’t just the fierceness of the air pushing back my lips,
baring my teeth at the end.
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THE SIGNING

It is just before five on a Saturday afternoon. The author is scheduled for the
five to six o’clock slot. A fantasy writer had four to five so there is a gaggle of
pierced and tattooed teenagers milling around who will soon disperse over to
the music section looking for Indie and Goth bands. A lady who wrote An
Herbal Guide to Menopause will round out the signing session.

Liz Slocum is the assistant manager. She welcomes the first time
novelist and offers advice. “You might want to make small talk with folks until
quarter past and then do a reading or discussion. IfI see a mad rush, I'll send
someone over to help organize the chaos.”

Liz asks if the author needs water and wonders if Poland Spring is
acceptable. He is grateful. She is a short, squat woman with several lanyards
around her neck to signify her status in the store’s hierarchy. She strikes him
as a take-charge person. If anything happened to the manager, she would call
a brief staff meeting, praise her predecessor, then offer up a few changes in the
way things are to be done around here from here on in.

For his outfit he has chosen what his wife calls “early Dan Brown” of Da
Vinci Code fame—tan slacks, a black turtleneck and a muted gold, Harris
Tweed jacket. He arranges a dozen copies of his novel on the signing desk. It
would be too imposing to sit behind it so he chooses informality and leans
against the side. The so-called writer’s nook is really a box canyon of shelves,
the desk at the dead end and a few dozen folding chairs blocking any forward
escape.

At ten after five there are still no visitors. He studies the large poster
advertising the signing. His portrait is stilted, posed. It is the same one used
for the book jacket. He looks too professorial. All that is lacking is an ascot
and pipe. He cringes momentarily because he is wearing the same jacket and
turtleneck as the photo. But then he sees that this has a good side. He will
never have to waste time figuring out what to wear.

An elderly man with a ten year-old in tow comes up.

“My grandson reads this fantasy stuff and wants to know where he can
get the first two books, right Anthony.”

Anthony has already recognized the error of the situation and tries to
pull away.

“He’s as smart as a whip but shy about meeting you. Once you get him
going on Yoda or Lord of the Rings there’s no stopping.”

The author explains the obvious, advises checking with the assistant
manager for any leftover, signed copies. The grandfather is apologetic; he
should have read the poster and there was traffic on 101 by the overpass. He
starts to leave.

“You anybody famous?’
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The author explains that this is his first book but some short stories
have appeared in literary reviews. He thinks about mentioning an O’Henry and
Pushcart award but catches himself. The grandfather picks up the novel and
reads the back cover.

“So you’re from Vermont. When they were younger we took our kids up
to a marble quarry in Proctor; Townshend anywhere near there?”

The author explains that Townshend is northwest of Brattleboro. The
grandfather puts the book down.

“I'm partial to history myself. Kenneth Roberts’ Northwest Passage was
terrific. They even made it into a movie. You get your money’s worth with
history writers. To shell out $21.95 for just under three hundred pages in soft
bound is too rich for my blood. Nice cover though.”

There is a handshake and good luck on selling the book. The interlude
killed ten minutes and, more importantly, attracted two customers who sit on
opposite ends of the last row. He walks back to them and asks if they have any
questions about the novel he can answer. Both shake their heads no. He
wonders if they write. Each nods “yes” and the one nearest him slips a
manuscript out of a tote bag emblazoned with a public television logo

“I was wondering if you could give this to your agent and publisher.
There are two copies and my name’s on the title page. If you have any
questions, I’'m local.” She thanks him and bustles away.

Her twin remains seated so he walks over to her.

“Do you have a book also?”

“l write but keep it strictly to myself. My husband has seen me naked
upside down to sideways, but I never show him what I write. That was Laura
Hopkins. She gives everybody who comes here a copy of the drivel she grinds
out. They have a writer’s group at the library that meets on Tuesdays. I never
go, but Kelly Sizemore tells me what goes on; Queen of the slush pile is what
they call her. Are you going to read a passage?”

The question takes him by surprise. It is ludicrous to stand thirty feet
from a person and read his book. But, if he doesn’t do it, what would become
of his reputation. While he considers how ridiculous the book-selling process
is, she speaks up.

“Does the library have your book?”

“It just came out so I don’t think so. Maybe if you requested a copy
they’d order it for their collection.”

She gets up, goes up to the small desk and takes down the publishing
information she needs. She puts the notebook back in her purse and walks
back to him.

“What does ‘picaresque’ mean?”

“It’s a literary style. Huck Finn and Don Quixote use it. A character just
has a series of adventures with no real thread to the plot.”

“I take it from the blurbs there’s lots of sex, crude language and
violence.”
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“It’s not for all readers. There are plenty of literary references but it
would never be assigned in a high school classroom. Any movie would have an
“R” rating.”

She doesn’t respond, but there is enough judgment in her body language
to let him know that he would be in a circle of hell just above Laura Hopkins.
He makes his way back to the desk, drinks some water, grabs a copy of his
own book and opens it. He re-reads the opening paragraph he’d slaved over for
days. He reads the next four pages from the moral prospective of the woman
who just left. He gives up and starts leafing through the book. He pauses on
page 139 and reads a few lines until something jumps out at him. A sentence
makes no sense. There is a comma missing and possibly a word. He is sure he
found every typing mistake. Christ! Errors like this were like cockroaches; if
you spot one there are certain to be more. Patting his pockets for a pen, he
marks the spot and decides to spend the rest of the time looking for other
gaffes.

“Excuse me.”

Her voice startles him.

“Excuse me. [ see you’re not busy and was wondering if you’d watch my
little boy while I use the ladies room?”

Before he can answer the boy is standing by his side. “Eric, I want you
to stay with this nice young man. Mommy will be right back.” She addresses
the writer over her shoulder as she trots off. “He is very bright for five.”

The boy picks up the author’s novel and looks at the front cover. He
takes two more and compares them.

“How come you have all these books the same?”

“l wrote it. I'm here because some people might want to buy it, and they
like to have the writer sign it.”

“That’s stupid. My friend Kevin’s dad knew a guy from his work that got
Tom Brady to sign a football.” As he speaks he picks up a copy of the novel,
grips the pen childishly in his fist and starts scribbling on the inside of front
cover. “That’s how I write my name. I can block print it too.” He makes an
oversized “E” before the writer yanks the pen and book from him. The boy
looks shocked and begins to wrinkle up, tears at the ready. The writer reaches
over to the shelf behind him and pulls an oversized book from several. It is
Jacques Pepin’s Food and Wine of Province. He gives the pen back.

“If you want to draw, sit over there and use this book.”

Eric cradles the oversized book with both hands, goes to a folding chair,
barely able to hold the tome on his knees as he begins “autographing” each
page. In a few minutes his mother comes back, thanking the writer from
twenty feet away. She asks a few polite questions, offers up that her sister is
the reader in the family before she notices what her son is up to.

“Eric! What are you doing?”

She sprints over to him. “Oh my god, that’s a ninety dollar book. What
got into you?” She rescues the book from a surprised Eric who had evidently
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been expecting praise for his handiwork. She looks back at the writer still
leaning against the desk.

“You were supposed to watch him! What’s wrong with you? Didn’t you
see what he was doing? I'm not paying for this. And whose pen is this?”

She holds his pen out as if it were a flaccid penis. “You gave a five year
old an expensive book and a pen! Are you nuts?”

Her voice is raised. He spies Liz over at customer service, lifting her head
to see what the fuss was about. He gives her a friendly wave. Like a grazing
animal she returns to the placid world behind the counter. Eric is dragged by
the arm down the aisle straight towards the exit. The writer utters a sigh of
relief, picks up “Jacques” and neatly replaces him on the shelf. He swings
around to find a young girl leafing through his book. She is very tall and has
developed a slouch to make her look shorter. She is thin, gangly, wears braces
that seem to make it difficult for her to swallow and has glasses that only her
grandmother would think stylish.

“Hi, I'm Sandy Mossburg. I'm going to be a sophomore, but they are
letting me be editor of the school paper. We don’t really do much creative
writing, but I did stuff for Mr. Burnside’s class. Do you write poetry?”

“I'm strictly literary fiction.”

“l was over there shopping for my summer reading list and felt sorry for
you. No one seems to show up at these things. I don’t know why the store
even has them. How much do they pay you?”

“My publisher sends me a list of places to go. This is my first one, and
I'm not looking forward to the next one.”

“You should have friends come. I read where politicians do that all the
time. They even know the questions before-hand. I can’t drive, but, if I could,
I’'d get some of the people on the paper or in the band at my school to fill up the
seats. I play the French horn. If you want I could be your audience stooge. ”

“This really isn’t a book for teens; a bit too much sex, Dostoyevsky and
violence.”

She blushes a little at sex and is puzzled by the Russian reference.
“Where are you going next?”

“There’s a Toadstool Bookstore outlet in Keene. I think that’s my next
stop, middle of next week some time.”

It is nearing six. She is nice. He thinks about giving her a copy of the
novel to review for her paper, but, if her parents or teachers got hold of it, there
might be hell to pay. Three older women come in and occupy the first row,
getting a jump on the herbal lady crowd. Two more are in a holding pattern
down range waiting to pounce.

“I wish you well on your writing, Sandy. I'm tempted to say that sticking
with the French horn is a more lucrative career option.”

“Do you have an e-mail address? Maybe I could write you sometimes,
like pen pals.”
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He grabs a book from the pile, turns to page 139, rips it out and writes
his e-mail address on it. Her jaw drops as he hands her the paper.

“There’s a mistake on this page. You'll see it right off. I don’t know what
I can do about it.”

“But you ruined a perfectly good book!” She is almost in tears. It is as if
he drowned a kitten in front of her.

“I'm really not crazy about this novel. There are errors which render it
senseless. I'm working on something else that will be better. This whole book
publicity and signing deal is asinine.”

“l save everything I write. I would kill to be where you are. When I get to
be famous, some university will get my notes and study them. You should
respect your creations more.”

A woman with enormous hips covered in brightly flowered material and
loaded down with two shopping bags has moved to his right. Something leafy
peeks out of one bag. He sees Liz pushing a dolly filled with the herbal lady’s
books as she threads her way through the aisles towards him. He picks up the
dozen or so copies of his book, stacks them neatly and holds the sacrificial
offering out to the young maid.

“Here, they are yours to do with as you wish.”

The girl is stunned, loses her grip on the slippery cover surfaces and an
avalanche begins. He helps her round up the strays.

“But I thought this was an adult book.’

“l don’t know what anything is anymore. Tell the people at the front desk
to bill my publisher.” As he weaves his way through the chairs, he nods to the
menopause audience, wondering if there are any herbs that could counteract
his malaise at this stage of life.
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THE ART OF SEPARATION, OR, NUMERIC MYTHS OF ASSEMBLY

ATMOSPHERE

Air cannot confine itself to one thing. Inclined to filigree, a multitude of dust
and infinite particles of breath, air is difficult to substantiate through a
singularity of number. Numbers are congruent and systematically arranged,
the way words are by dictionaries. Numbers are clustered by common
denominators. What scintillates in dust and water drops is damp around the
edges, more complicated than finger prints, and defies individuation.

COMING UNGLUED

Long Island Sound is 90 miles of waves extending the length of Connecticut.
When I was five, I almost drowned in it. Going under was pure miscalculation
on my part. I had been doggy paddling from shore to a rock on a sand bar,
stopping mid-way to rest on the way out and on the return trip. The sand bar
had two rocks. One on its shallow end, the other, much further out. I lost the
pattern, started for the wrong rock, stopped to rest, and couldn't. Itis a
strange thing to realize when the world falls away, nothing beneath to support
standing up, and only waves above. A summer camp counselor saved my life.
The moment her arms reached me through the water, I discovered what it was
to be rescued, and then, to be lifted toward breath. That day, I became an
anomaly. Many who start to drowned never make it back into the air

alive. Decades later, now, when I swim, I know how, and I intentionally go far
past the point where my feet can touch.

SEPARATION

Maybe a side effect of growing up alongside water is a life-long fascination with
waves. The human eye sees color waves as separate things, like the on-going
yellows of street lights, the bright blue of the air. Atmosphere's quick change,
separation is the optical illusion, not the singularity of a separate color. More
than meets the eye, any color has to make its way through the invisible,
become separated, bend its waves from the rest of light, to appear.

ATMOSPHERE

Weather is a question of heat. Like color, weather is made of the meeting of
unlike things. Cold air tends to pass toward the tropics, warm air toward the
north. Water is a consummate traveler; it tags along with both of them.
Invisible boundaries, even hot and cold are designated by front and back. Like
deferring convictions, place these unlike things together, and there will be
conflict.

COMING UNGLUED
Studying this Wednesday rain, today doesn't feel like Wednesday, doesn't feel
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like any day, really. It feels cut away. I'm told this discombobulating of a
calendar page is a symptom of a Post-Katrina Syndrome. Listening to the
sound of the seagull across the street, it could be any day I grew up along the
water, hundreds of miles from here, from this edge of the Mississippi known as
Memphis. A storm has disconnected the middle of me, sent it floating from
New Orleans to here. Now the beginning's over, my home is a memory and who
knows where I'll end up.

SEPARATION

Raindrops equalize. Raindrops bend sunlight, separate it until it scatters out
its secrets. It isn't easy to fathom what is in the air. Sunlight is deceiving. It
only appears to be one color. Raindrops are preoccupied with diversity. They
hold a mirror to light until it lets go of convention and becomes spectrum,
becomes rainbow. Rainbows bend the rules—are always in opposition with the
sun. They claim multiple ancestry, many waves moving together, and then,
they display all of them. They don't care who's watching. Rainbows are
reckless. Let the chips fall where they may, like the goddess named after them,
Iris, they let reflection spill everything.

ATMOSPHERE

How do we measure water? The same way we search attitudes, by fathoming.
At some point, waves became an instrument, a way to measure. We fathom
our way through water the way we follow attitude, sounding it for depth. Filled
with the distinct imprints of single-celled organisms, bodies of water are like
people's attitudes, their tear drops, or their laughter; no two are the same.
Now, as always, there have never been boarders for tears or barricades for
laughter; nothing stops the water in them from traveling to the sky. Tears,
when they travel, also carry lysozyme DNA. Air is invisible, and yet still carries
all these sequences, and a multitude of waves as well.

COMING UNGLUED

Pull water into pieces, and it goes back to invisible. The quicker vapor cools,
the faster it becomes something clustered, seen, as rain or dew or fog. A new
body with transplanted parts, each drop carries its own signature. To go from
single to double is a big adjustment. Water readjusts all the time; all it requires
is an exchange of heat.

SEPARATION

Enter the land of the molecule, and limited conclusions. In order for the
molecules of an individual color to be seen, in order for it to step out of the
crowd, a water drop or a solid object must absorb all the tiny contortions to
single out a color. Solid objects are about segregation. They hold a color still,
stand it out from the crowd. Solid objects are like numbers, they bend colors
to give them singular definitions, singular designations air with its anatomy
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built from diversity will just let go. Segregation is an absurdity the sky has no
time for.

ATMOSPHERE

Air can be measured. Atmosphere has identity; the quantities of drops and
dust accumulated in cubic centimeters amass like family members. The closer
to sea level, the more crowded the air. In New Orleans, people have long
survived in this crowd, carrying the weight of the ocean on their bodies.

COMING UNGLUED

New England is land of altitude and ocean. It can be undone by ice or snow. I
grew up along its edge. Not gulf but link, aligning the big body of the Atlantic
back to itself, this edge was longer and wider than a channel. When I relocated
to New Orleans, I went from the edge I knew all the way into the water. I came
into a crowd of water, a foreign subject, with an understanding of storms—
nor'easters, power outages in the winter, ice, how to layer clothes, and how to
boil snow on a gas stove, because, without electricity, there is no way water will
follow pipes to the end of a faucet.

SEPARATION

The sky is prone to mixture. It is made up of many drops and more than two
colors. New Orleans is prone, too. Water drops are permanent residents.
They display color differently than in other parts of the south. New Orleans
knows how to decorate. New Orleans' subtropical climate brings many rainy
afternoons. Afternoon rains often give way to rainbows.

ATMOSPHERE

What is warmer will continue to rise, making a space for itself, spreading
across the atmosphere's upper edge. Warmer air makes colder air move out of
the way. Displaced and unequal, segregation is the cause of storms. Itis a
classic case of instability. This disagreement between heat and cold, can be
the beginning of a hurricane.

COMING UNGLUED

Once the move is made, the trouble with transplanting, is that you don't know
if the transplant will take or not. There is a waiting period for the newly
relocated when things adjust, a moment where the body will either embrace or
reject the foreign, new arrival. Sometimes, the transplanted becomes a
biohazard in the eye of the beholder, an

unsatisfactory shift, viewed as an abscess by locals, rather than something to
be held onto.

SEPARATION
A rainbows is the sky's tally sheet for all the clandestine comings and
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goings. We are always sharing sky with things vibrating through it. Light. A
rainbow is a revelation. It unravels light like a DNA test exposes ancestry.
Light is made of all colors. In order to understand blue sky, it is important to
understand appearance. Large drops of water let more light through, smaller
ones hold it. We normally see the world through large drops. And air is often
made of drops too small to see. Small or not, there they are. These smaller
drops, billions of them, bend air at about the same rate of vibration as

blue. Looking at blue is like attempting to unravel ancestry using only
surnames, certificates or licenses. How we picture color leaves a lot to be
desired.

ATMOSPHERE

Hurricanes cannot exist without water. When there is no wind, there is
nowhere for heat and water it carries to go but up. The higher up you go, the
colder it gets. Hot and cold do not sit well together. They circle themselves
into a knot, and the still air becomes a quarrel. Maybe it's the dead, carrying
their convictions into the afterlife. Passing from flesh into vapor, the exhaled
breath of many opinions might become a crucible, a turmoil of opposites
turning round and round. Hurricanes let go the Latent Heat of Condensation,
and the water it carried. The eye of any hurricane is the most heated spot of
the storm.

COMING UNGLUED

At one point in history, we attempted to transplant water into the sky. The
National Hurricane Center sent planes to scatter ice particles in the hopes that
they would grow new eye walls, and reduce the intensity of hurricanes. The
transplants were not successful. The National Hurricane Center found that
there was already plenty of ice spinning around inside, no need for any more.
There is so much we still do not understand about the fury of opposing
convictions, or about storms.

SEPARATION

Only when colors lay side by side are they given the identity of rainbow. What
if we could unbuttoned the sky's identity, the same way we sequence
chromosomes? We could sequester air's constant chemistry, cluster its stirred
together particles. Then the sky would show us all the diversity that has
always been there, apparent to waves, if not to our eyes. We could label what
the sky has been gathering, label it like blood's table of contents. Then we
would know the identity of Texas dust from Louisiana dust, the identity of rain
drops evaporated from Florida water from those evaporated in Mississippi, or
water evaporated from the drops belonging to each person's tears, all these
risings going unnoticed, except for these brief times when we made time to take
things apart.
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ATMOSPHERE

There is a little sky inside of all of us. We are made of the stuff of storms. Air
forced out a mouth moves faster, a rapid flow beyond the body. Reproaching
the air with pointed fingers, exhale an angry word and create a tiny downburst.
Rush out a not well-thought out plan, and watch how rapid the damage of a
careless impulse. It is only by careful inspection of pattern that the wind can
be understood. Downbursts can often be mistaken for what they are not. One
downburst in Wisconsin, July, 4th, 1977, was so powerful it pushed thousands
of forest acres to the ground and then scattered them like matchsticks. The
rapid cascade of the air inside thunderstorms can often be confused with a
tornado. Both leave behind debris. One goes in all directions from a single
point, the other spins things around. One of the levees in New Orleans, the
17th Street Canal, was built on faulty interpretation. National Science
Foundation investigators report an engineer misread a chart. The engineer
then recommended construction of a barricade at a spot 17.5 feet below sea
level, instead of the necessary 30. No one noticed, until the barricade broke at
that particular spot.

COMING UNGLUED

Hurricanes transplant heat and humans to higher ground. Latitude and
longitude have everything to do with transportation. On August 29, 2005,
wind and water uncurved the crescent that was city, turned that particular
bend of water into a scythe that unhinged histories, unhinged a multitude of
all the little things that fill out a life, unhinged them like things no longer
wanted. Many a human being has been unbent by the moon, undone by a
curve. Severed things, those that have been separated, can carry on for a long
time, residual electrochemical activity. Birds and snakes will continue to
scramble for reattachment for hours, as if somehow they could escape the
loss. No longer able to see or smell or taste, with the mouth gone, it is difficult
to carry on a conversation. Lost is the piece that carries a conscience, that
carries the source of thoughts, that carries conscious identity. Hearts, too, can
beat long after separation. Divide a heart further, down to its smallest parts,
and each cell itself will continue to vibrate a pulse. Life has force that desires
to regenerate. New Orleans is now Diaspora, tiny pieces of culture scattered
across the United States. New Orleans is re-membering, struggling to adhere
itself back together, to regain what the water took, and, adjust to the
transplants, what is replacing the absent.

SEPARATION

Last summer, waves unpiled the levees of New Orleans. The thousands of
swollen, agitated, newly visible bits of water that made the waves of Lake
Pontchartrain and the Mississippi River "ungated" levees like unwanted
relatives barging in the door. The weight of so many small things surging at
once over took story after story, and scattered them everywhere. Even though
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water has long been a city resident, there hasn't been a place to swim. Lake
Pontchartrain has been unsafe for decades. The churning curve of the
Mississippi is more than risky because the cross-currents can pull a person
under. Many of the public pools have not been open for years. Swimming
wasn't something people learned how to do. Lakeview, Lower Nine, Gentilly,
the East, many residents were like wayward scrabble pieces, and powerlessly in
over their heads. It only takes a few inches to go under. Arms that did come to
rescue those who made it to the roof tops often came too late to rescue those
whose feet could no longer touch. The drowned. The world fallen away and
water above, they had never learned how to lift themselves as waves tumbled
the dominoes of front doors and emancipated furniture, silverware,

dishes. Nowhere was safe. Never balanced to begin with, house frames

came apart like candy hearts. Some places were under 20 feet. Waves argued
all the way, the act of moving and the curves themselves unhooking telephone
poles, front porches, back stairs, power lines, mementos, and roots from the
dirt beneath. Waves are of more than one mind. They question definition.
Waves unhooked the divide that still existed in the city, a divide that has been
in place since when it was still illegal for people to touch each other or sit
together or share the same toilet. Waves unhooked that divide and left behind
color lines of their own that crossed building after building in neighborhood
after neighborhood. They scattered colors—scattered clothing from closets
across the trees, scattered streets with houses pushed off their foundations,
scattered people by the car load across state lines. This was not apocalypse
because waves didn't lay bare. They pulled everything under instead, waves
the color of brewed tea, the color of oil rainbows, the colors of all the things
accumulated, a dark version of a river over running to fertilize the bank. Water
has no color because it bends, or scatters, every wave passing through it. It
links all visible light, and, like visible light, only appears to be empty, a uniform
clear. The water after the levees broke was full because of all the colors it
collected. The water recognized mixed ancestry. Separation is not water's first
tongue. Water knows many languages, sleight of hand and connection among
them. That next dawn, the day after the levee breaks, the edge of morning
lifted itself out of the Mississippi in long red lines, lifted itself out of levee holes
big enough to be birthed through. Water has a way of letting you look at the
world upside down. It pictures the opposite. Water's surface is reflection. Like
the rainbows it creates, it is reflection's instrument, offering a view in waves, a
view that is more than just one sided.

REASSEMBLY OF THE MASSES

Water in the sky owes its mixed ancestry to the Earth. Atmosphere transplants
color, stashes their secrets like family skeletons, and those skeletons do not
always rest easy. Atmosphere only seems to be an open space. Dust and
water drops are common place as postage stamps. What the body releases—
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plot twists, like nucleotides and short tandem repeats revealing their stash of
relatives—our laughter, our tear drops, our dust, all the little pieces of “us” will
eventually share sky. Skin makes its own waves out of many small pieces.
Chromosomes are assembled like comic strips, one sequence at a time. If we
could list sky, one drop at a time, the same way we chase percentages of
heritage, maybe then we could re-picture each other. Maybe the tangle of
astronomy that is air would offer color a chance for reconciliation. Before
categories were color coded and the colors coded into names, before forty acres
and a mule, before the “three fifths” amendment, before the “one drop” rule,
before Brown vs. the Board of Education, hurricanes were born, unharnessed
by numbers. Single digits cannot sum them up. “Extensive,” “extreme” and
“catastrophe” have no meaning when attempting to rate all that has been
scattered into vapor. The loss will not be neatly parceled. Loss does not
restrain itself into digits, into two or three syllable statements for damage, into
names, or into the inscriptions of dictionaries. This is after, math. Multiply
the lost by all of them. Multiply loss by every window, every echo of laughter,
every floor board, every flood-damaged photo album (my own included,) every
family heirloom, every piece of clothing, every sleepless night, every tear, every
unaccounted for person. Millions have gone to a place damp around the edges,
a place that I cannot reach, or a place that will be contained, by anything as
common place as counting.
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Spalding University MFA Alumni
Mini-Issue
In celebration of BL editors Teneice (Durrant) Delgado and Stacia M. Fleegal

graduating from Spalding in November 2006, we present poems and fiction
from friends and fellow “Pelican” alumni. Enjoy!

Brown Pelican

by Melanie Neer
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LAMENT. FOR NEIL MEGSON.

There is no shred left of Neil Megson anymore. Genesis P-Orridge, his artistic creation,

has taken over his body like a pod person . .. maybe he killed Neil, and if Neil had it

all to do over again, he wouldn’t choose tocreate his eventual interloper. Maybe he still would.
— Rebecca Schoenkopf

No—he favors me. My frights. My wigs
and leggings. No—my shards and shades. My memes.
My mattresses. My squares of sleep. He wore me.
Night of teeth, of leopards. Dreams and half-
dreams. Half awake. Half human. Fund of teeth
and fronded eyes. Fund of fronted eyelets. Post-
and-beam. And eyehook. Hard hooked half-a-life. Skilled
unkilled suburban person. No—a mouth of teeth.
All gold. The transreformed. The panformation. Split
along the perineum. Half a fist. A half-fish. Fished
and spit.

And split. If language hove a raft, it rifted.
Lifted hard. Sparred on sky. Drove October
through its post of pine. Until the mittens. No—
I miss him. Mittened. Muttered. Mutt
of little matter. Little mister. Sistered. Sorry.
Sinewed sad.

No. That stops the pass, that syl-
lable. Labile. Then the pass is passed, and passes—
on. The mirrored no. Language hove.
A raft. I carried on. I clung. I listed. Same as all.
A gifted clang—a doorbell. Ping and chime.
A student buzzer. In the hall. Was everyone.
I ever saw. I ever.

Graves and grafts and endings.
Buts and anys. Half a fever. Dread and very. Dead.
I would have. Made an either me. A careful set.
A scene. All past and post. All pine. All mittened. Dressed.
An open question. Open flesh. Unregulations. Heft
of dressings. Ungulations. Flesh worn well. Worn
relative. Is what its garment kisses. Misses me.
Too well diminished.

Underneath. The craft of tongues.
Grooved words. The continuity. The graft. The pureling
root. Rose-root, dark-root. Stone root. Tap
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of absence. Simple draft. Then silence. Mesh
and measure. Hush—and hesitation. Hard on earth.
A genesis. A graduation. Grew in me. Became me.
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NARCISSIONE

Driven—all this desperate green.
Headless (a man without a head).
An image in the window-sheen

(the left one). Another’s life instead.

I found this Iwho saw the bright

ash living in the ash above

the Shawsheen strip mall. Damaged light.
One breath. What’s he remember of

that time when—what? I loved? I learned?
I don’t know who that is. He’s here

in instances. He might return

and bring his solstice with him. Near

the lake that burned (the lovely one),
my house of sticks. No one who knows
me knows about that place. I've gone,
sometimes, mid-sentence. I'm so close

my face is faceless in that water.
Half in love. And half unwanted.

Jonathan Weinert
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Amy Watkins Copeland

ODE TO THE MOSAIC

Praise the pieces as well as the whole.
Praise what the artist sees in them, the scattered
tiles or the sorted, each color in its own plastic quarantine.

Praise the unity of the shattered.

Praise the glass and ceramic, the glue and the grout.

Praise tools that score, clip, press and polish.

Praise the clean break and the shards, the grout dust’s sting,

the artist who fears no hurt.

Praise the mosaic, the quilt, the collage,
every whole greater than its parts.

Praise the pieces that will not be fit.
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CONDEMNED

At a ranch in the dark hills outside of Las Vegas
girls lined-up in their tattoos and laces—

one whispered between giggles, I always get the short ones.

Later at the $4.99 buffet of the Seven Deadlies
we drank gasoline and smoked fat cigars

all for one and one for all musketeers

we called that years-ago night our Original.

Tonight Kentucky wives kick off their shoes
and wiggle their painted toes.

I sing Dr. John’s prescription
for love and happiness

and me tokin’ from a glass pipe
drinkin’ warm bourbon—

It’s a good thing we didn’t have one more
she says, leave the lights on

I've never seen you before.

Enjoy my magic carpet ride little one, you
with your thumb up.

Albert DeGenova
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ORION

Mitchell was the latest “daddy” to sit across from me over a late summer dinner
in 1968, quiet except for the clinking of silverware against china, the passing of
bowls, pouring of tea and clearing of throats. I pushed speckled butter beans
around my plate and into a mountain of mashed potatoes. Momma got the
plates from my grandmomma when she died, and each plate had a different
scene of a family from long ago. On one plate the children would be around the
fireplace and the father in a big chair smoking a pipe while the mother sat on
the couch knitting or sewing. Another had a scene of the family in a horse and
buggy out for a ride, the dogs chasing close behind the wheels. My favorite was
a picnic where the mother and little girl sat under a tree on a blanket while the
father, his long sleeves rolled up, stood next to a lake, smiling, looking at the
fish the little boy had just pulled from the water. On this Friday night I moved
the beans around enough to uncover the father, beaming, with his hands on
his hips. Although Momma put out the plates however they came out of the
cabinet, she and I always had the same seats at the table. For the most part,
she served the same things for dinner, fried chicken or fried pork chops,
whipped or fried potatoes and some kind of beans, or peas. Maybe some dark
turnip greens. There was always tea, sweet as syrup, in a clear pitcher on the
corner of the table.

There had been others who’d sat in the daddy chair—Steve (a plumber
who wore stained, holey t-shirts), Randall (a carpenter who Momma made go
outside to smoke), two Johns (first and second John as Momma later recalled
them) and Michael (the car mechanic who kept our Buick going). They all sat
there pretty much the same, arms on the table protecting their plates, heads
down. Although I didn’t like it, in a way, calling all of them “Daddy” made it
easier on me. At least I didn’t worry about slipping up and calling them the
wrong name because they all had a lot in common. None of them lasted very
long. They all worked hard for Momma while they were here, doing what they
were good at around the house. All of them eventually left me and my dogs,
Chief and Major, alone. And none of those daddies ever told me good-bye.

I looked outside the kitchen window and watched Major and Chief jump
and play. Major had been with us for a long time and was my best friend. He
was a black lab and hung with me no matter where I went. Chief was not much
more than a puppy. Mom says that he was a mutt, but probably had some
Golden in him. He was wild and tore up things, which made Momma furious.
She threatened to have him put down more than once, but never did. Mitchell
and my dogs took right to each other. He said that dogs had the right idea.
Sleep, eat and play. Said we could learn a lot from them.

Mitchell put down sod, and Momma said that meant he made good
money most of the year even if he couldn’t fix things around the house. He was
about as tall as Momma, his arms and chest thick, like two hams sticking out
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from a barrel. His fingers always looked dark and dirty, no matter how many
times he washed them, and he always smelled like a freshly mowed yard.
Sometimes I’d walk by him just to get a smell of outside. He was good to
Momma even when she wasn’t good to him. But when she mouthed off to him,
he gave as good as he got. He got home late in the evenings, about the time I
headed to bed, and so I often laid there, curled up with my earplug to my radio
tuned to the Braves game. I'd turn it up, trying to drown out their arguing. And
they’d be yelling over the sound of the television news. I’d been better off
listening to music because baseball is a slow game, especially on the radio. A
pitch and then a strike or a ball. Sometimes a hit would cause the announcers
to talk for a bit, but then they’d settle down waiting for the next batter.

It’s a perfect night for baseball here in L. A. and the Braves will send
Jackson, Millan and Aaron to the plate against Drysdale.

“Why can’t you get home at a decent hour? What exactly are you doing at
ten o’clock at night?” Momma would yell.

And the first pitch is a fastball, right down the middle, and this game is
underway.

“Maybe if you were a little less of a bitch, I might just be in a bigger hurry
to come home.” That made her madder.

Their arguments were punctuated that spring and summer by the late
night news the television brought into the house and into my bedroom. Martin
Luther King, Jr. was killed a week before opening day and people marched and
burned cities. Bobby Kennedy was killed in San Francisco while the Braves
were on a road trip to Cincinnati. There was gunfire from Vietnam and beatings
from Chicago, and I kept the radio turned up as loud as I could. But like
bounding balls between short and third the world kept coming at me.

And there’s a drive, way back. Willie Davis gives it a look but this one
ISeuiiinininnnns outta here!

She complained that Mitchell looked like a slob. He reminded her he
spent his time making money she used to help keep her house. He also
reminded her that at least he was still there, which was more than he could
say for her real husband. As best as I could tell my real daddy was what
Momma called a “rounder.” She said he made the rounds, at home some, in
and out of jail. He’d take off and come back a few weeks later with no
explanation. One day when he started out, she told him not to come back, and
he never did.

My real daddy was kinda like the tooth fairy. I never remembered seeing
him, but every now and then a little money would appear that let us know he
existed. I didn’t think about it too much, like the leather baseball glove or the
new bike I didn’t have. You just put them out of your mind so you don’t miss
them so much.

Sometimes it was hard, like when I wanted to learn to shoot a BB gun or
try-out for a ball team. Momma didn’t like me growing up, didn’t want me
venturing out too much. I imagined that if my real daddy was around, he’d let
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me ride my bike where [ wanted or he’d take me to Atlanta to see the Braves
play, or maybe she’d just be a little nicer. Would cut me some slack.

I picked my times when I asked Momma about doing something and over
dinner seemed right. When Mitchell asked for more chicken, I grabbed the
platter, scooted it across the tablecloth to him and cleared my throat.

“So,” I said. Momma looked up at me. My eyes went down to my plate as
I piddled with the beans. “It’s almost time to go back to school, and I was
thinking.” I glanced up to see that she had a smirk on her face.

“You was thinking,” she said.

I nodded. “Yes ma’am. | was thinking that [ hadn’t done anything this
summer that I can write about.”

She dropped her head a bit and looked up at me, almost through her
eyelids. “What are you talking about?”

“You know. When I get back to school, the teacher will ask us to write a
paper on what we did this summer. Well, I haven’t done anything. So to help
me with my schooling, I thought that me and Chief and Major might camp out.
Maybe tomorrow night. Maybe out in the back lot. And that would give me
something to write about.”

“You'll have a good time,” Mitchell said.

“No,” Momma said.

“But -~

“Absolutely not, Matty,” she said. “You’re not old enough.”

Mitchell looked up at her and smirked. “Goddamn, the boy’s eleven. I's
practically out on my own by then.”

“Matty’s my boy. I decide when he’s old enough.” She forked her turnip
greens so hard that I thought she’d poked a hole in the plate.

Mitchell put his elbows on the table and poked around at his beans.
“What if [ went with him?”

Momma and me both jerked our heads up and stared at him. I didn’t
want to go with any grown-up, let alone a daddy. My stomach soured.

She stared hard. “What business have you got taking Matty out in the
woods?”

I tried to take it back. “It’s...” But Mitchell ignored me and forged ahead.

“Well, you’re sure as hell not gonna take him, and you’re not gonna let
him go alone. Let me take the boy camping.” He straightened up in his chair
and looked at her head on.

Momma spoke slowly as if to make us understand. “I just don’t think it’s
a good idea.”

“Peggy, I'm just going camping with him.”

At the first pause, I spat the words across the table. “It’s okay. I don’t
have to go.”

“It’d be good for me and the boy to get to know each other.” Mitchell
looked at me and winked.
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We were all quiet for a bit, and I could hear Major and Chief barking
excitedly. Maybe they’d treed a squirrel or a raccoon.

Momma finally spoke. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“I really don’t have to go,” I said.

Her fists held fork and knife missile-like on the table. “Shut up, Matty.”
She stared hard into me until I felt my face get red and hot. I looked back down
at the happy family on my plate. “Don’t you screw this up, Mitch, you hear
me?”

“Hell no, honey. Me and the boy’ll just have a nice camping trip. You'll
see.”

Things got quiet again. Every now and then I glanced up at Mitchell and

tried to figure out what had just happened.

The next day being Saturday, Momma made me go with her to the grocery store
and the beauty shop. I wanted to stay home. We got the groceries, took them
home and put them away and headed to get Momma’s hair done. The
beautician, Marlene, ran the shop from the basement of her home. I got to
watch cartoons on her television and tried to sort out the sounds of the Road
Runner and the Coyote from the hair dryers and the talk.

Marlene had a Coke machine in her shop that opened from the top, like a
treasure chest, and I so wanted a cold Coke. But every week Momma had a
reason why I couldn’t have one.

“It’s too close to lunchtime.”

“They’re not good for you.”

“I don’t have any change, Matty.”

“You don’t need it.”

“You just had something to drink.” (Which I hadn’t.)

I never argued. I knew better.

Every now and then I lifted the top of the machine and looked at the rows
of red bottle caps, the Coca Cola in white script across each, imagined the icy
sweetness underneath. [ wondered what would happen if I just took one, just
one.

The basement had a speckled linoleum floor and pink walls. Four beauty
chairs lined the wall, hair dryers mounted on each jutted out like electric
chairs, which I guess they were. Marlene swept the cut hair into little piles that
looked like toupees whose owners had just sunk through the floor. The air was
heavy with the stuff Marlene put on the women’s hair, shampoos and sprays
and colors. It smelled like a candy store for ladies.

Momma was different at Marlene’s. She laughed. A lot. She tossed her
head back when she laughed and waved her hands as she talked. And pointed
and nodded when she agreed with another woman. And she always agreed with
the other women, not like at home where me and the daddys couldn’t seem to
get her to agree with anything. Every now and again, the women would all lean
over and talk low, and nod. One would lean back, her eyes wide open, and put
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her hand against her chest and breathe a “no!” and the others would nod and
say things like “oh yes” or “he did.” Then they’d either shake their heads, or
laugh or both.

She looked different, too. Younger. Prettier, I thought. Maybe she felt
prettier there. Maybe it was because she smiled when she was there. Her smile
reminded me of the black and white photos she kept in the albums under the
bed. The photos of her and my real daddy, back before I was born. She smiled
in all those photos and most of the time he was next to her, his arm slung
around her neck or wrapped around her then-thin waist. There weren’t many
photos of her after I was born, mostly because she was the only one left to take
them.

I looked around the beauty shop at the posters of the perfect women and
men. All beautiful, just like on television. Not like me. They always smiled, and
[ imagined they drank Cokes whenever they wanted, did whatever they wanted.
Beside the posters was a mirror, and I stood just the right distance so that my
reflection was the same size as the other people on the wall. And I turned and
smiled at them, trying to mimic their happiness. As long as I looked at them
and away from my reflection, I could imagine that I was also beautiful. But
when I caught a glimpse of myself I wondered how we could all have the same
number of holes in our head and how all of mine could be so ugly.

Momma went to that beauty shop every week, but she didn’t look like any of
those posters either. But she never stopped trying. She pointed to a poster of a
girl with red hair, her head tilted back, smiling as if she knew all of life’s
secrets. Marlene looked back between the poster and Momma, nodded and
went to work. I didn’t want Momma to look like that poster, or any of them. I
wanted to bring in that photo from home. I wanted Marlene to make Momma
look like that again. But maybe even Marlene’s magic couldn’t do that. I don’t
think that Momma and my real Daddy cared how they looked back then. They
didn’t seem to care about anything but being in those photos together.

Marlene finished her washing and cutting, squirting and rolling and put
Momma under the hair dryer. She closed her eyes, like she was praying and I
wondered if her prayers were ever like mine. They never came true and real,
but I prayed anyway. We never went to church, but Momma was as faithful to
Marlene as any Baptist or Methodist was to their services.

As the dryer blowed hot air onto her head, I slipped over to the Coke
chest and lifted the lid. Right then I decided to quit praying for a Coke. Marlene
was busy shampooing another woman. I lifted out a bottle, slowly, and put my
hand over the opener to muffle the hiss. The cap released, then dropped and
clanked against the others. I inhaled and held it. Marlene never looked up,
never stopped talking. I fished around my pocket for a quarter and eased it in
the payment cup beside the chest. I drank the Coke as fast as I could, but even
so, that cold drink tasted every bit as good as I'd dreamed. And nothing
happened to me, at least nothing I knew about.
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After Marlene styled and sprayed and Momma paid, we left, and Momma’s
smile left. The two of us rode home in the faded blue Buick, mostly in quiet. I
counted the splits in the old dashboard that got wider every summer. I could
see the foam inside the cracks and wondered how it looked when it was whole,
and dark blue. After a few miles the car filled up with the smell of hairspray
and whatever else Marlene used, and it started getting to me. A beauty shop
smell in a room is one thing, but being cooped up in a car with it is another. I
cranked down the window and stuck my head out like Major or Chief wouldve
done. The wind blew hard into my mouth and took my breath. I struggled to
keep my eyes open, and they filled with tears.

“Roll that window up now!” she yelled, protecting her hair, now the color
of Ann Margaret’s, with her right hand. “I didn’t pay six dollars on this hair just
so you can tear it down on the way home.”

I didn’t mind quick enough, so she threw her arm across me and rolled it
up herself. The car swerved and she and straightened us up, then finished the
window. I stared straight ahead.

“Just for that, you can’t go camping tonight. You hear me?” She had both
hands on the wheel, but she was looking at me. I could feel it.

“Answer me.”

My ears burned with anger and before I thought, I shouted at her,
“You were just looking for an excuse to keep me from going anyway. You
weren’t ever going to let me go.” I turned and looked at the road ahead.

Suddenly my head felt as if it had exploded. As my senses returned, I
realized she had reached over and shoved my head against the window.

“Hey!” I screamed. “You’re gonna kill us!” I gritted my teeth.

“I’'d rather kill us both than have a child talk to me that way. I didn’t put
up with it from your daddy, and I'm not gonna start with you. You hear me?”

I nodded, but I didn’t rub my head.

Momma adjusted the rearview mirror so she could see herself. She
reached up and patted her head, smoothing everything into place. Her fingers
looked wrinkled against the colored and lacquered hair.

The rest of the way home, I wondered which daddy she meant. Maybe
she meant all of them. I looked over at the door handle and remembered
pulling the Coke out of the chest, how easy it was. I wondered how easy it
would be to pull the door handle up and leap out at a stop sign and run away.
Run far away, like all the daddies eventually did. I looked at the door handle
hard and thought of the sweetness of the Coke.

Mitchell got home from work a little early that afternoon. Momma was away
doing bookkeeping down at Simpson’s Paving Company. They were closed on
Saturday afternoon, and she went in every week and got them caught up. I
stretched out across my bed about the time he ripped open the front door of
the small house and the air pressure in the house changed, causing the
curtains around me to sway. He slammed the door and yelled my name.
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[ wasn’t supposed to go, and I didn’t want to go with him anyway. He got
to my doorway and the smell reminded me of Chief and Major and I rolling
around on the grass, them pouncing all over me, legs and paws flailing away.
He smelled like freedom.

“Ready to go?”

“Yeah. I'm ready.” I walked down the hallway and took a note Momma
left Mitchell on the kitchen table, folded it and put it in my jeans.

We piled up in his truck, put the dogs in the back along with the gear and
drove out highway 52 away from town, and west, into the sinking sun. Mitchell
said he knew a great place just up the road a bit, up in the hills where it’d be
quiet. I plugged in the earpiece to my transistor radio, extended the antenna
and found the Braves game. He reached over and fiddled with the truck radio
until he found a station that came in pretty good, then became scratchy and
faded as we drove along. In between pitches of the game I heard a woman
singing as if she was crying, louder as the station came in, softer as it went
out. Called strike three and that’ll do it as we go to the bottom of the first. I took
out my earplug.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“That, my man, is Bessie Smith. Listen.” He reached over and turned the
radio up. We went over the top of a hill and the station cleared up, and I could
make out what she was singing.

“She sounds sad,” I said.

“That’s the St. Louis Blues. Nobody does the blues like Bessie.” He
cocked out his chin and stretched the word “bluuuuuues.” Then he started
singing along and nodding. He’d stop every little bit and say, “That’s right” and
“Listen, listen to this.” And he’d turn it up just a little louder. I could hear a
horn and the woman get louder and then fade to where you thought she was
gone, but then she’d be right back, like she was right there with us. He rolled
down his window and lit up a brown cigarette, a cigarillo, he called it. I was
used to some of the daddies smoking but this was different. It was small and
smelled sweet. And it looked cool. He sang the smoke from his mouth, and I
watched it sail out the window.

He's got a heart like a rock cast in the sea
Or else he wouldn't have gone so far from me

I listened hard and watched Mitchell while he drove and smoked and
sang, as if he was crying. | wanted to reach over and pat him or something, but
I kept to myself and just listened. When the song ended, he turned down the
volume a bit. | watched the sun as it slid down behind the trees and gave up
for the day. I thought about Momma and felt it settle in my stomach, sliding
farther and farther down until it pressed to bottom and sat there and burned.
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In the back of the truck Chief and Major sat with their heads in the wind,
tongues hanging out, eyes squinted, and seeing them made me feel better.

We arrived just in time to get the tent set up, unpack, and eat the
bologna and cheese sandwiches he’d bought for us at the bait shop on the way
home from work. Mitchell built a campfire, and I sat across the flames from
him as he walked over to the bed of his truck and plunged his hand into the icy
cooler and pulled out two bottles.

“Want a Coke to wash that down?” He held them up like a magician
who’d just pulled a rabbit out of a top hat, ice and cold water dripping and
running down his arm. I wondered if it would taste as sweet as the one at the
beauty shop.

“Yeah. That’d be great.”

He popped off the tops and handed me one. Mitch watched Chief and
Major chase each other around the fire and duck in and out of the tall grass,
then held his Coke up for a toast.

“To sleeping, eating and playing,” he said, taking a long pull off the
bottle.

“Yeah,” I answered, holding it up and watching the fire flames flicker off
the glass, like it had come from the devil himself. I took a mouthful and felt the
bubbles expand and push against my cheeks until I swallowed. It was even
better than the beauty shop Coke. I didn’t have to hide it or chug it. Mitch and
I sat there and drank our Cokes just as slow as we pleased. He lit up another
cigarillo and the smell made the Coke taste even sweeter. His smoke blended
with that of the campfire, all rising toward the heavens. I leaned back and
watched until it disappeared into the stars.

When Mitchell finished his Coke, he let out a burp that made Major and
Chief stop and turn around. I laughed, and then he laughed. I tried to make
myself burp, but it was nothing like his. Then he went back to the ice chest
and pulled out a beer, a Pabst, he said. He angled the neck of the bottle against
the tailgate and slammed his palm down onto the top of the cap, sending it
bouncing, rattling up into the bed. He leaned his head way back and finished it
off in a few long gulps, then got another and finished most of it, then turned
and motioned to me. I didn’t understand. He held it out and motioned again,
nodded and said, “C’'mon. It’s okay.” I looked around and it was just me and
him and the dogs. “Just between us,” he said. I slowly got up and took the
bottle, feeling scared and excited at the same time, like I was stealing
something really good. I shouldve felt bad, but I didn’t. I held it like he did with
my top fingers around the neck and the bottom two where the bottle got wider.
It took everything I had to keep from dropping it. Leaning back against the
truck, I tilted the bottle up to my mouth until the cold beer crossed my lips and
hit my tongue but it wasn’t sweet at all and I forced down a swallow and
coughed. Mitchell laughed and got himself another beer. I felt like Adam when
he ate the apple.
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“Whaddya think?” he asked between drinks. He leaned back on his
elbows against the bed of the truck, his head facing forward, and he watched
me out of the corner of his eyes.

“It’s all right,” I lied. It smelled like the bathroom in the school’s gym,
and [ was amazed that he was working on his third and not slowing down.

Mitchell looked up at the sky and pointed the neck of his bottle up to the
night, first one place, then another, and nodded. The droning of the crickets
absorbed every sound except Major and Chief chasing about through the tall
grass around our campsite. Major growled, low and angry. Chief jumped all
about him yipping and barking. Major lurched forward and threw himself into
his barking. A hiss and scream came back, like a cat, but louder. Both dogs
tore into something and Mitchell went running toward them, but stopped just
short. He held his arm out to make sure I didn’t try to get in the middle of it.
All T could see were the dogs with their tails high as they shook their heads
wild from side to side, jaws clenched. The hissing stopped, and the dogs
quieted a bit. They snorted their breaths as the teeth and mouths were busy
tearing their kill apart so they could eat it.

“A raccoon,” Mitchell said as he eased closer and looked over the top of
them. The two dogs growled a bit at each other and then reluctantly shared
their catch.

Mitchell came back to the campsite and looked up at the sky. His
normally hard face seemed softer in the unsettled campfire light.

“You know where Orion is?”

I didn’t know what he was talking about but it felt like Momma’s
accusations. “I swear, I haven’t seen it.”

He laughed. “Naw. The stars. A constellation. Orion.”

I shook my head no.

“Look.” He motioned me over with the neck of his bottle. “See those three
stars there in a row? They’re always the easiest to find. That’s his belt. See?”

He traced an imaginary line that connected real stars; each one jumped
out of the blackness after his bottle crossed it. I saw the stars but couldn’t
make a belt out of them. But he could, so I nodded anyway.

“Those stars look so close together, don’t they? They’re not. See, the star
on the left. It’s a lot closer to us than the other two.” He shook his head.
“Fooled the ancient Egyptians. Did you know they used those belt stars to
decide where to build the pyramids?”

I squinted and tried to imagine the belt, maybe a thin one like Mitchell’s,
or maybe a wide leather belt like the second John used to whip me with before
Momma ran him off. Those three little stars didn’t amount to much of a belt, let
alone anything having to do with the pyramids.

He smiled and retraced them, not taking his eyes from the sky. Then he
pointed out the stars that made Orion’s shoulders, legs and head. His sword.
And I began to see the man in the sky surrounded by the clouds. A full moon
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sat off to his side, and he looked like a batter, shoulders cocked, waiting for a
fat fastball heading high and inside.

Mitchell leaned back on his elbows against the bed of the truck. “My old
man used to take me and my brother out in the backyard every now and again.
He’d point up to Orion. Told us that everyone else looked for the dippers, but
he always looked for Orion cause it was easier to find. Those three stars, you
know.” He took another pull on his beer and shook the tip of the bottle back at
the sky. “He said that no matter where we were, no matter how far apart the
three of us were, we could all be looking up at the same thing.”

Mitchell finished the last swallow of his beer and tossed the brown bottle
up into the bed of the truck with the other ones and walked about ten feet
away from the campsite. I finished the bit that was left in my bottle. Then I
heard the zipper of his pants and watched him fish around until he became
still. It was quiet until I heard the sound of his pee hitting the ground, then
splashing onto itself. And yet that scene, something so embarrassing to me,
watching him pee out on to the ground, seemed familiar. The sight comforted
me and then confused me as to why. My head spun, and I hated myself for
feeling anything but sick. But watching him made me remember another time,
another man peeing, but that time, off the side of a road. I remembered only
the back of the man. Dark hair, and he wore a blue shirt. It was a long time
ago. I remembered that [ had been sitting in a car, watching out the window.
We’d gone for a ride, just the two of us.

I closed my eyes. In my mind, I saw the sky, and the man, and we were
pulled off on the side of the road. The car was blocking the people in other cars
that drove by from seeing him. And somehow I knew that man was my daddy,
my real daddy. I had never had a memory of my father before, and I opened my
eyes and tried to make them focus on Mitchell, tried to hold on to that memory
as long as I could. But he finished peeing and pulled his shoulders up, tucked
himself back in and zipped his jeans. I turned my head away as he came back
to the campsite and grabbed another beer and popped the cap into the truck. I
looked back over to that spot away from the campsite and squinted and
strained to make the image return, but my real daddy was gone again.

“You okay? You’re not going to get sick on me or anything?” Mitchell
turned up the bottle but didn’t take his eyes off of me.

“No, I'm okay.”

“Okay. If you get sick you come and get me. And this beer is our secret,
y’hear? I don’t want your mother all over my ass in the morning.”

I thought about the condition of my ass in the morning just for going.

He grinned and winked as if we were a team and we were for that
moment. “I’'m going to finish this one and turn in, but you yell if you need
anything.”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

“Hey. Call me Mitch. You still gotta call me Daddy around the house, for
your Momma, [ mean. But out here, you can call me Mitch. Got it?”

55



Terry Price

“Yeah, I got it. Mitch.”

“Great, Matt.” He reached out, and we shook hands on it.

My head felt light, as light as the clouds that surrounded Orion, and I lay
back against a log and pointed my bottle up to the man in the sky like Mitch
had done. Clouds moved across and encircled Orion and the stars were harder
and harder to make out. I strained more and more to make sure he was okay.

We would get back the next day, and Momma would show me a belt of
her own. But it wouldn’t hurt as bad as I'd feared. I would keep Mitchell’s
secret about drinking the beer. He would hang around the rest of that summer
until just before school started and then leave one evening when I was in the
backyard playing with the dogs, the porch light flipping on, my cue to get in the
house for dinner. He came out with the screen door slapping shut behind him,
his face solemn and weary as he walked toward me, like a manager taking a
pitcher out the game, only I knew it was Mitch who was leaving, not me. He
kneeled and hugged Major, then Chief, rubbed his face in their fur, scratched
their ears, before standing up and sticking out his hand. I shook it. It was firm
and strong, and I would never forget it.

But all that was still in the future. For that one late summer night, after
Mitchell fell sleep, I lay with my head poking out of my tent in a field, the
Braves singing in my ear. Major and Chief chased and wrestled themselves out
and came over and nuzzled up against me, one on each side. The grass on their
fur smelled like Mitch, and almost as sweet as that last cigarillo he smoked
before turning in. And as long as I could, I kept my eyes open and watched
Orion poised, at the plate, every muscle tensed. A fastball bearing in.

56



David Carren

FOUNDLINGS

It is cold; I am very cold. A young woman with long, brown hair is carrying me
in her arms as she runs down a dark, snow covered street; black buildings
rising into the night on both sides of us. Her feet crunch through the frozen
snow as she runs. I want to ask her who she is and where we are going, but
something is wrapped tightly around my mouth. I try to remove it, but I'm not
strong enough.

We run onto a bridge with stone railings hand-carved out of marble like
in an old church. White eagles, their wings spread wide, stand guard every few
feet. I can see the entire bridge and the icy white glow of a full moon reflected
on the black river flowing far below us. I can also see the fear in the woman's
eyes as she staggers, exhausted, against one of the white eagles, her breath
ragged and harsh.

And then we are bathed in a bright light. I am blinded by it; all I can see
is a world of white, burning silver. The woman says something I can not
understand; it sounds like "forget me." And then there is a loud noise, an
explosion. Her head snaps back, blood splashes across her cheek, and she
screams in pain. I fall out of her arms and tumble over the railing. I catch just
a glimpse of the eagle's cold, empty eyes as I fall.

I fall a very long time. I fall forever. I never hit the water. I just fall and
fall.

And then I wake up.

I have had this dream all my life. I've had it so long and so many times I
no longer wake up in a sweat. It is a normal part of my existence -- like my
work, my wife, and my dog. I have it when I'm happy or sad; when I'm tense or
relaxed; when life is difficult or easy. Therefore, it's not surprising that when I
dreamed of the woman and the bridge the night before we went to LAX to get
Mora and Troy I saw no connection between one and the other. It was just a
coincidence to me at the time. Now I'm not so sure.

The British Skyways terminal was unusually quiet that day. Only a few
people seated here or there; a janitor sweeping the floor; one or two parked
planes visible past the big windows. Janice was very quiet, even for her. She
sat beside me, her hands in her lap; body tense and rigid. I tried to make small
talk, but the silence triumphed. There was really nothing to say. We had made
the decision; or rather Janice had made the decision, months ago. I had gone
along passively, as I often did, which was one of the many reasons our
marriage was in trouble. Which is why Janice felt the adoption was our last
chance. I didn't tell her I was certain that this would only make things more
complicated and painful.

We didn't wait very long before a big French Airbus appeared in the wide
windows and taxied up to the gate. Janice started to pace as the passengers
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began to deplane. I watched her as she moved— elegant and graceful—and
thought sadly of the attraction we had once had for each other.

Then Mr. Valdemar, trim and fit in a gray cotton suit that matched his
white hair and silver eyes, stepped through the gate. He had one hand on the
shoulder of each child. Both of them had pale skin, green eyes, and red hair.
The boy was three, the girl barely a year older. They stood quietly as Valdemar
introduced them to their new parents; two people in their late thirties with a
barely functioning relationship and no experience with children beyond saying
hello to their neighbor's kids. I knew this wasn't going to work; the two silent
children seemed to know it would not work. Only Janice, smiling like she
hadn't smiled since our wedding, appeared oblivious to reality.

As she gave Mora and Troy hard candies and battled vainly to make
them feel welcome, Mr. Valdemar took me aside and said that I should expect a
difficult transition. These children had lost their parents in Chechnya only
recently. They had seen terrible things that no adult should be forced to
endure. They spoke little English. They were frightened and lost. But love and
patience can accomplish wonders.

I clearly did not accept anything he was saying, but Mr. Valdemar didn't
seem affronted. He simply fastened his silver eyes on me and smiled. "You will
be the perfect father. You can't help but understand."

I frowned at this strange statement. While it was true I was an orphan
myself and adoptive parents had raised me, I didn't see this as relevant. My
childhood had been boringly normal and I had never felt compelled to seek out
my birth parents.

In any case, my parentage, or lack of it, had not been listed on any of the
adoption documents. Valdemar knew almost nothing about me beyond my
bank balance and my address. We had met with him at his office only twice
before today. We were less than strangers. How could he possibly know what I
was capable of understanding?

But before I could request a clarification he reached into his pocket and
pulled out a thick wad of official looking papers. We laboriously signed each of
them in three different places, then he said goodbye, and then he was gone.
And we had two children to take home.

I'd prefer to say the transition was like Mr. Valdemar said it would be—
tantrums on the part of Mora and Troy; coldness and distance for me,
confusion and pain for Janice. This would all certainly sound more believable
and dramatic than what actually happened. We drove to our house in Santa
Monica. We showed them our black lab, Bucky. We fed them. We gave them the
toys Janice had picked out. We showed them their rooms. They were very quiet
and well mannered. They made no demands save one. In her limited English,
Mora carefully indicated that she and her brother wished to sleep together in
one room.

That night, Troy woke up soaked in sweat and screaming. With horrific
visions of the ruins of Chechnya coursing through her head, Janice
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immediately insisted the boy should sleep with us. Of course, Mora didn't want
to be alone, so we all crowded into a single bed.

I had the dream that night, like I always do, and woke up before dawn,
as I often do. But this time I found myself staring into Mora's eyes. Huge eyes.
Green as emeralds. While the girl lay at my side, she watched me for a long
moment, and then she wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me
tight.

And that was all we needed. By the end of the month, we were going to
McDonald's, seeing the latest Disney movie at the local multiplex, and watching
Barney DVDs together. The children learned English very quickly, although
they still spoke to each other in their native tongue for a while. But that quickly
faded away, and they were both as American as Mousketeers in less than a
year.

Three moments stand out for me. One occurred when I took Mora and
Troy to a video store in Santa Monica Place one Sunday. It was an airy
establishment on the third floor overlooking the vast canyon of the mall. The
children were still speaking to each other in their secret language then. As they
babbled excitedly over a Spongebob Squarepants DVD, an old man came up to
us with a strange smile on his face. He said a few words to the kids, and they
jabbered at him as if he were long lost family. The old man was astonished. He
said this wasn't possible; no one spoke the Old Tongue any more—certainly not
in America at least. Had the children just arrived from Ireland? I told him he
had to be mistaken. Mora and Troy were from Chechyna. The old man stared at
me for a long time, as if deciding whether or not this was worth an argument.
He finally walked away, shaking his head in disbelief.

And then there was the morning we drove to Long Beach. An auto show
was being held in the huge, white dome of the old Spruce Goose hangar. It
should have been a pleasant day. For Janice and I this was a practical
excursion; we had decided a station wagon or SUV was necessary for our new
family. And the kids both loved looking at shiny vehicles.

But after we parked near the hangar and we got out of the car, the
children suddenly began to scream. Not with excitement or surprise but with
unmitigated, wide-eyed, pulse pounding fear. Never before or since have they
ever exhibited such complete and utter terror. Troy was all but incoherent, and
Mora could barely beg us to take them away from the "big ship."

Baffled, Janice and I stared up at the three huge, red funnels of the
Queen Mary looming over us. We quickly drove home, and that was the end of
our only visit to that part of Long Beach.

And then there was the third thing—the one that changed everything. Or
at least explained everything. It was sheer luck—the kind that awards a twenty
million dollar lotto prize to a poor couple living in a trailer—or places a farmer
working his fields in the one spot that lightning is about to strike.

I was in the library, gathering research for my latest book, a historical
romance set in the early part of the century with elegant people in fine clothes
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cruising through richly decorated salons and apartments. It was the kind of
thing I write to pay the bills in between those rare pieces I really care about. At
one point, my lovers travel across the Atlantic from England to America in a
large ocean liner. For verisimilitude's sake, I was reading everything I could
find on the ships of that period—the Mauritania, the Aquitania, the Bremen,
etc.

And then I found a picture of some passengers; an Irish family—mother,
father, little girl, and boy—who had booked passage on the last voyage of the
Lusitania. None of them had survived her sinking.

It would have been obvious to a blind man. The girl and boy—dead the
better part of a century—were Mora and Troy.

I never told Janice; she would have refused to believe it. And God knows
what the effect would have been on her if she had. We had too much to lose
now; I would not risk her happiness or the children's. But that didn't mean I
wasn't full of questions, and, somehow, I felt it was safe to go to the one man
who might answer them.

I found Mr. Valdemar in his Century City office during his lunch hour.
He was alone and eating a sandwich at his desk, secretary and clerks all gone.
I didn't confront him with anger or suspicion. I simply showed him the book
and the picture of the Irish family. He looked at it for a long time and then he
slowly nodded; silver eyes empty of concern.

"I told them the Lusitania was too notable; that there was too much
documentation. But they couldn't resist. So many children lost; so many
bodies never recovered. But I suppose I shouldn't complain. They pulled me off
the Titanic just as she was going down."

"They?" I said.

"They are whoever you want. Aliens from outer space. Travelers from the
future. Mad scientists from Cleveland. Be free to make your own guess. I see no
need to identify my employers for you. Does it really matter anyway?"

I just waited for him to go on. He took another bite of his sandwich,
washing it down with cold coffee. "Simply be assured that they are well-
intentioned, and they are providing a kind service."

"By borrowing a few of the young from the dark side of history," I said.
"But why not borrow their parents along with them?"

"Very young children can make the adjustment. The world they leave
behind becomes a dream or a fairy story. Adults would not be so fortunate or
flexible."

"Will your employers be flexible, now that | know what they're doing?"

"You have nothing to fear from them, considering that proving what you
know to any legitimate authority would be next to impossible." He indicated the
book I had brought to his office. "Your documentation is limited and debatable;
your story beyond any rational belief. And in any case you have little to gain
and everything to lose."
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I could see his point. A distant relative back in Ireland might press for
the custody of our children. The media would make our lives a living hell.
There was nowhere to go with this, no one to tell.

As if reading my mind, Valdemar smiled. "I think we're finished here."

I shook my head, and he raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow over one of
those silver eyes. "Or is there something else you need to know?"

"Why?" I asked quietly. "People die in accidents, wars, and other such
tragedies every moment of every day. Present history is soaked in blood; why
look to the past to heal the damage?"

"Because the past doesn't notice when a child is borrowed, and the
present isn't ready for what my employers have to offer. In any case, your
question doesn't matter. But a child's life, quite a few lives in fact, certainly do.
Would you disagree?"

As I made a gesture of agreement, he nodded, pleased. "Go home. Enjoy
your family. And try to forget what you know."

The logic of his advice was unassailable. I rose to leave, but then I
suddenly remembered the odd statement Valdemar had made at the airport. It
was no longer odd. It was suddenly very clear.

"Where did they borrow me?" I asked.

Janice easily accepted my explanation for the trip—a second honeymoon slash
family vacation to an exotic, little traveled part of the world. It was a long, tiring
flight, but the children handled it much better than they would have coped
with the QE II. Warsaw was a city vaguely familiar, yet totally alien. We rented
a car and drove far out into the countryside to a decent sized village nestled in
the heart of the Plain along the polluted banks of the Vistula River. With
surprisingly little difficulty I found the address Valdemar had given me. It was
a small hotel run by a very old, even ancient woman with long white hair and a
distinctive scar on her cheek.

We took a third floor room above the river. It was the kind of place where
you shared your meals with the owner. We became friendly with her very
quickly; she was a decent, kind person who spoke fair English. And she clearly
found it amusing and touching the way Janice and I held hands like
newlyweds.

I bided my time until I could arrange to walk alone with our landlady
through the streets of the town one night. Somehow, by some instinct we both
understood, we headed for the bridge that crossed over the Vistula—a beautiful
span with large, hand-carved marble eagles perched on its railings. One in
particular stared at me with cold, hard eyes I had seen thousands of times.

As we stopped in the middle of the bridge, the old woman stared out at
the black heart of the river for a very long time. No doubt thinking of another
night many years ago when the SS had chased a frightened young Jewess and
her tiny son through the streets of the village. She had gagged his mouth to
make him silent, but this had failed to make a difference. She had still lost him
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to the icy dark waters of the Vistula—or so she had thought. And then,
wounded in both body and heart, she had managed to survive the camps, the
wars, the occupations and the decades, but she could never forget the boy she
gave to the river.

While that boy was raised by adoptive parents in a far different time and
place, only to return to his mother's city many years later. Not as an old man in
his sixties as by rights and nature he should be, but as a being at the height of
his powers with a family and a future. It made no sense, the way the universe
rarely does, but at least it was just.

I took her hand in mine. She stared at me for a long time. And she
believed and accepted who I was without words being exchanged. Her relief
overshadowed any sense of shock or amazement she might have harbored, and
tears flowed across the white scar on her cheek.

"Forgeben mir," she said.

But I told her there was nothing to forgive.
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