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FOR THE DEAD

Kevin Prufer

The fact that I still imagine your descent

as that of a white nightgown

falling through the laundry chute

between the walls of this empty house

is evidence enough for the primacy of the image
when the specific memory has gone.

For now, the beetles are waking in the twisted branches,
and now the traffic quickens its pulse

beneath the window. Is that your many-bladed heart
slicing up the grass on the neighbor’s lawn?

I pull down the pouch beneath my eye

and lean into the bathroom mirror.

My iris’ black lines
stretch through the blue like a stopped fan.
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FOR THE DEAD

Kevin Prufer

Are you smooth as the curve where the leaf stems out?
are you blush and clinging to the twig that fell

where the mailbox sprouts from its weed thicket?

no, no—you are underexposed, a photo snapped

with the sun too low and subtle over the grass.

Oh, inscrutable as math in the too-wide yard—TI’ll wait
at the screen door, fingers curved to the metalwork.

And when the sun ticks so heavy over the house
that the shingles fight their nails to curl,

and the bees’ nest drones and sways above the door,
how can I not expect a sign or unclick the latch?
The bees are heat-swelled and dangerous, dripping
from the gutter, all trickery and words that sound
like yours—_Love, my season of too much

light, of heat on twigs where the wind has felled them,
[ was almost dead when the great moon cut the trees.
1 was gone when the dust moths shed their wings.



FOR THE DEAD

Kevin Prufer

A gray wind gutters the fireflies
to the edge of the yard where tomatoes
hang like droop-headed lanterns,

wired and sweet. Engineered
to skitter, many legged and cased in husks—
each firefly is the sum of its engineering,

a flare I can’t put my finger on. When I was young
I loved them for this reason: the tension
of wings as they arced over, their veins

essential as wires and invisible, the mystery
of their spark. Each mechanical thing is more intricate
than the dead, who hide in our gardens

and finger our plants, more tangible than God
who, when he breathes, clears the yard of complications.
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FOR THE DEAD: ADORATION

Kevin Prufer

Then I died, so they laid me in a room pierced by streetlamps.
Go on, go on 1 said to the cutting of tires on the rain-slick
street. Go on

to the click on black windows, to the indefatigable
poise of friends.

*

The multitude of wrong ways to see death:
a closing in the eyes,
a final heave of the breath—a crowd,
wet-in-the-eyes, carrying the gone, after dark,
to the edge of the city. A wailing.

*

The dead are not sad portraits in oils. The mourning
can't blot their cheeks
with thumbprints.

The dead can’t be kept or held,
can't be carried off, can’t turn
in their bedclothes.
My clothes were painted to my skin.
I had no weight.

*

It is not that God doesn’t speak when the dying
stop, but that he can’t be found in the room:
A quiet breath

in every tree-top, a stirring below the window—



KEVIN PRUFER

So the city woke as a newborn, with a twitch and a wail.
The sun came up like a long cry.
I counted back the seconds
as the sky grayed and the first doors slammed.
There and there 1 said.
Five four three—the streetlamps died
as the sun warmed the breaths of the waking.
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THE OTHER SIDE

Karen 1. Jaquish

How comfortable the dark feels
nestling against me like a cellar after midnight.

A mural of hieroglyphics traces a cacophony
of figures moving in all four directions.

Rising from the marble, 7 know because I feel

coolness and texture, are complex figures

set against woven strands. One woman

is carved Egyptian style, profiled head, body forward

elbows and knees akimbo. A position of
frenzied joy. I suspect that woman is me.

I've returned from another place to rejoin myself.
I need to tell me something but I can't

get her attention. Even as my hand imprints itself
over her form, my throat is mute, like a wooden sparrow

and words are hidden from sound. I'm compelled
to gather, like a tourist, against the long staircase.

My skin has gone all taut and papery as if I've
been dying for a long time. And though it’s months

later, I still remember the way my fingers tried
to pull life, as if it were a souvenir, from that silky stone.



DISTANCE

Sandra Kobler

What distant music wakes me, shimmers into sound?
The pines outside throw themselves before the wind,
the mesh of sunlight on the wall glitters, fractured,
mosaic shade and brilliance. I think, “what if I knew?”
then, “I know nothing.” This morning I taste a woman’s
kindness, a man’s impatience. The kindness feels like a blow,
the impatience a cold wall. I erected the wall, I struck
the blow. I rest on these ungrounded assumptions

the way I lie on my bed mornings, drinking my coffee,
spilling these words. What I practice is a craft based

on questions that have not been asked. Where does it
come from — matrix, small hard nub that forms slowly,
densely, a growth under the skin? A web of thread
patterns the cotton shade, thick here, thinner there,

a lattice the sun blooms through. Memory is a lattice;
time a shaft of sunlight. The sudden concerto

of birdsong in sunfilled pines says food, says seed,

says joy, says discovery. If I kept going now where
would I come out? On that stony coast where black rocks
are shattered by white water? Or at the ravine, the river
that leads only down, the mouth of the rocks opening,
cave’s cry that cannot be uttered, a music beyond need?
A need beyond music shows me the third way, built

of the dazzling white clay of mountains in the distance
that fade into sky: white clay, white sky, white sun.
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MAP
Sandra Kobler
1.

Nothing ties us to the past

like the longing for what wasn’t there.

We want to sit down to dinner

at the table where we ate disappointment,
anguish, petty misery. A new room
cannot do it, a new table, a new meal.
The heavy food, the sweetened milk

have to be found again, the rough bread.

il.

How do you know which map
to pull out, from the stack
in that drawer where you've kept them
for decades, folded, refolded
until the oldest most often used
are split along the folds, wrinkling
away from wholeness like the skin
of your hands?

And if you find the right
map, open it, spread its fine skein
of departures over the kitchen table,
how do you find that corner, the set
of roads leading to the small village,
the house in which you were
immured?

The remembered curve of a road —
you recognize a red line’s shape, follow it
through green fields of loss until you are on
the street you once skipped down, counting
cracks, past the fenced yard with the cruel
white dog, the neighbor houses each speaking

10



SANDRA KOHLER

a different family, and you come to the house
you've lived in since you constructed
its story from your terror, your desire.

Your back aches when you walk through
the door. The muscles of your arms strain
at the boxes you pack and cart to the curb,
the backs of your thighs ache with lifting,
your knees stiffen, fingers grow raw
from too much water, acrid soap, the steel
wool you need to scrub the grease of years
from every surface. Excavating, the oldest
labour, how deep you must dig, what layers
of rot leavings scraps of clothing skin you
scrape away, buttons that terrified you
as a child; china, crystal, pottery, shells
skulls.

All this is not enough: does not sort
through the attic, tell what to keep, what
to trash; mend the leg of the best chair, reweave
the seat, refinish the scarred oak chest, chisel
out wax glutting brass candlesticks, polish
the silver bowl. Your head aches, your body
shivers. The ground beneath your feet buckles,
reforms, dissolving kaleidoscope, map.

1ii.

Who will take charge, start

auctioning all that has been left to me,
inheritrice? The dead mother of a dead
child willed me what has not yet been
unpacked, assessed: an old name, a scene
I walked through yesterday, last year,

last decade. The world is plaited,

its strands fine as the hair my mother
braided every morning, pulling, hurting.
Memory itself is plaited: I am the child
whose mother insisted on braiding her hair
and forty years later, the mother, braiding

11
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a recalcitrant child’s hair, angry, irritated.
Within the clock’s minutes, a world

opens, I enter, live it through again, anew —
both, plaited. I am a set of real points

on an imagined line.

iv.

There is a time to bury the dead,

there is a time to shake them off like rain
and walk away from all graveyards.

Mow the grass, shovel the snow, fold away
the maps. Enter the minutes cell by cell
until every one is used, not one

is left, wasted, slack, empty.

12



RIVER VERSIONS

Brian Henry
1.

When I say her look lacerated me
I am using hyperbole to describe
how the emotional felt physical to me

the physical her house to dwell in
a lurch behind the eyes
distinguishable flush in a world of
2.
Tired of chronology I broke
her fear snapped

cold and wet in my hand

Four layers of ice between us
and the ground

Not the mud at the bottom
but the mud beneath
the third layer pocks the ice
though only near the river

3.

Rain will fall tonight into snow
the river swell and freeze

and freeze to add a fifth layer

to the insistent wetness

we refuse to recall

13
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More than the fear of dying
brings two people to pieces
together

The cost of giving and the cost of being
brought to a place as a pair

The end of something

not (she said)

the start of something

14



BROKEN TOOTH

Brian Henry
forgotten in the precipice of snag,

bury yourself before forces
marshal new growth into wagons
married to twigs and stones,

try darkness on against the odds
of gain, and turn in your hole
for each promise made, and buried.

The adherence to rules as such
augurs well for you, fallen sparrow
burning on a wave. Unbuckle

yourself from your deeper truth,
consider the hypotenuse drawn
as Tomaz sweeps into the room

bursting with light and remorse
for the living god shipped home
undone by bliss.

He would have blessed your pain
with an ardor more often reserved
for sicker creatures,

would have pulled the hurt

stirring at the root, sent the throbbing
packing. Forget the wit that swells

with wine and cross yourself, unblessed one,
for the air says it’s time to dress

for starker days. All else breaks

in the balance. All else hangs.

15
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WHAT WE WERE AFRAID OF

Alice Elman
7 September 1997

St. Francis Hospital, 6 AM. I hold your hand, close my eyes and lean
my head against your arm. Though we were up at 4:00 and I'm tired, I'm
too anxious to sleep while we wait for your name to be called. Other glum-
looking couples, most in their early sixties, sit side by side. Suddenly, I'm
aware of the fourteen year age difference between us. A TV hanging up in
the air in a corner is on. I keep thinking about the chance of a stroke or a
heart attack when they do an angiogram, and even though it’s a remote
chance, I'm frightened and a little superstitious. You insisted on doing this
procedure. You were doing OK on the medication, but you didn’t like what
it was doing to your sex drive. “I don’t want to live like this,” you keep
saying. 'm superstitious enough to think you might be punished with a
stroke or heart attack if, at sixty-three, considering the way you eat, drink,
and smoke, your only complaint is that you get tired and feel less sexy. I
mean, we could work on that.

Your name is called and I forget to ask how long the angiogram will
take. I find a short pink form on a counter that says out-patient procedures
are finished by 9 AM. Three hours is a long time to sit in the lobby. I go to
the car and change into sneakers and decide to jog around the hospital.

The sky is still an early morning gray. I am struck by the cleanliness of the
pavement behind where delivery trucks unload. A sign, “Danger Biowaste,”
hangs on a fence surrounding large stainless steel tanks. By the time I return
to a bench in front of the chapel the sun is a hazy yellow on the dew-soaked
sod. There are benches and beds of impatiens on the border of an immacu-
late brick path near a small chapel with a sign by the door announcing
Vespers at 7:00. I sit down and close my eyes. I want to doze but I can't.
My mind drifts to the time sixteen years ago when we brought our newborn
Lila here to see a pediatric cardiologist. I still had pain sitting and walking
because my episiotomy had not yet healed, and my breasts were heavy from
nursing. The doctor took out a diagram of the heart and pointed to a
ventricle. The last time I'd seen such a diagram was in ninth grade biology
and I struggled to remember the little I knew. The doctor said it could be a
functional heart murmur, which would turn out to be fine— but right now

16



ALICE ELMAN

her heart was beating too fast. “We need to slow it down,” he said. “We can
do that with medication. But we need to observe her for a few days so she
needs to be hospitalized. You can stay with her Mrs. Elman.” I looked at
you and saw your lips tremble until your face cracked open. I walked over to
comfort you. My fingers wet from your tears was more than I could bear
but I fought back the urge to let go completely.

It is just past 7 AM and I decide to enter the chapel. It is long and
narrow with light coming through windows near the top. Ten or twelve
nuns in short habits are scattered on their knees in the rows ahead of me,
their voices rising in an aimless Latin that is mesmerizing. I make a modest
prayer about your making it through the angiogram. Then I wonder what it
would be like to believe in Jesus.

A blue-haired lady in the peach-colored smock of the volunteers
reproaches me when I ask if you are out of the operating room, “I've paged
you a number of times.” I find you lying on a gurney on the back wall in
the out-patient area. “I told them you probably went for a walk,” you said,
and I'm grateful that you aren’t reproachful too.

I ask the nurse if you can get dressed soon and she assents, adding that
Dr. Schloffnitz wants to speak to us and that she would page him. By the
time Schloffnitz comes we are antsy and ready to leave. Schloffnitz is in his
forties, boyish, with tortoise-shell glasses and skin that flushes easily. He
starts talking about blockage in three arteries and then, when we look
confused, he goes to get a diagram of the heart. There’s an air of distraction
about him when he speaks about doing by-pass surgery and not wanting to
wait too long because the blockage in one artery is about 97%. Finally he
says, “There was a density on the chest x-ray they took earlier. I'd like to
have a cat-scan done which we can do right now in the hospital before you
leave. That way it will be done and you won't have to come back.”

“No. I'm not doing this now.” I can feel your panic and temper flare.
But Schloftnitz is persistent. “This way it'll save you time and it'll all be
covered under the insurance,” he adds.

“Let me have a break, go out for twenty minutes,” and the nurse is
agreeable about giving you some time.

Outside, you light one of your little cigars, fumbling with the match. I
know you're frightened but I can’t help saying something about the cigar.

“Please, what is it going to take to get you to stop?”

“Why do they want to do this now?”

17
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“I have this all the time with my mammography. They see a density and
want to get a closer look. Then it’s nothing.” But I don’t really believe it is
nothing.

We get something at the cafeteria, and sit outside amid hospital workers
clustered at metal picnic tables. I go inside to get coffee. When I come back
you don't seem to see me; your eyes stare open as if you've just awakened
from a nightmare, and you cry out, voice booming into the air. “He thinks I
have cancer. I know it.” I look around me but no one looks up from their
plates or conversation. I put my coffee down and stand behind your chair,
embracing you from behind, feeling your back close to my chest, pressing
my face next to yours.

8 September

It is one of those warm soft days of Indian summer, and in the after-
noon after work I suggest we change to bathing suits and walk down to the
water for a swim. We change and grab towels. We are both quiet, content to
be together. You stand by the edge of the water and I walk further in up to
my knees and turn to look at you standing there as I have looked at you
hundreds of times before, your extra long legs, your belly pushing over the
waist of your swim trunks, and I can’t believe this is happening to us. The
sun is soft and glaring over the windless water, the green gamecock’s boat-
house stands just beyond you, and by the quiet between us I know we are
both conscious that this may be the last time we will be here like this.

12 September

You call me at work. Your voice is breathy, as if you've been gulping air.
“Schloffnitz sent the results to Bernstein. He’s going to call you right now.”

“Is it what we were afraid of?” I can't say the word.

“Call me right back after he speaks to you.” You hang up in your
familiar abrupt way, and before I have a chance to call you back the phone
rings.

Dr. Bernstein’s voice is loud. “This is terrible Mrs. Elman. Terrible. I'm
very sorry. You know I've known your husband and you, your family, a long
time, and I'm very very sorry. This is awful.” I hang up the phone and feel
as if I've been the recipient of a condolence call.

18



ALICE ELMAN

When you phone back and ask what Bernstein told me, I don’t know
what to say, exactly. I don’t want to be frightened. I don't want to be sad. I
don’t want our lives to change. “He quoted the cat scan report. Said it
looked like metastasized lung cancer. There’s a tumor in each lung. But they
don’t know for absolute certain. You'll need a biopsy.” I'm holding my
breath, anticipating an explosion.

“I don't want you to tell anyone about this. I don’t want Lila to know,
or anyone.”

“All right, Richard.” I'm surprised by your reserve. “We can withhold
this, but I don’t want to lie. Lila’s not a baby, she’ll need to know. And
Margaret, t0o.“T’ll talk to her. I don’t want her to worry. And Margaret has
her play to worry about. I'll talk to her when I'm ready. I don’t want you to
tell anyone.”

I am oddly relieved by this conspiracy of silence. It’s so unlike you. I
expected you to ask your daughters for sympathy. But I know you need time
to absorb this. I need time, too. Still, it seems possible that if we don’t talk
about it, it will go away.

“And we'll still have company tomorrow night?” I have already done the
food shopping,.

“Yes.”

I’'m glad that you want to go ahead with it.

13 September

You are a charming host and I can see Udo is pleased that you are
appreciative of the unusual wine he brought. I am a little worried that his
politics will clash with the Phelps’ when they begin to discuss Africa, but I
can see Helen is holding herself in check, and instead of getting into a
disagreement with Helen, Udo and I, with Laura and you pitching in, get
involved in a friendly disagreement over sexual harassment policies.

In the kitchen, we bicker over the tuna cooking under the broiler.
You've marinated it, so you have a proprietary interest in it and begin to
panic about turning it over, accusing me of putting too many pieces on the
broiler tray. I beg you to let me do it, and then I insist upon doing it
because you are clumsy with a spatula. You relent, but even before you do I
feel a sudden surge of happiness being next to you in this tight kitchen
space, knowing this is precious, this standing next to your large flailing form
intent upon the tuna.

19
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14 September

You stand by the book case in our bedroom offering me Sandra
Gilbert’s new book of poems about her dead husband, Ghost Volcano. 1
cannot see your face in the semidarkness, but your manner is tentative. “I
thought you might like to have this.” I know you mean it as a gift, some-
thing to console me, but you aren’t a memory yet and I don’t want it,
though I take it from you and put it on my night table. Angry, not wanting
to think about grieving, I accuse you: “Why are you giving me this?” I lay in
bed staring at the book jacket, the figure of the ghost husband projected in
white on black as in a photo negative. Then I feel competitive, as if you are
comparing me with Gilbert and my grief won’t measure up. She is a poet
after all, and my words may fall flat, my grief, pedestrian. Anyway, you are
alive. I dont want to think about life without you. Therell be time for that.
You look sad and I want to say something to cheer you up, but what can I
possibly say? I don’t want to talk about your dying. You go back to the book
case and rearrange some papers in a book.

“Look at it this way. At least your troubles will be over. Mine will just be
beginning,” I laugh. That shut you up.

“Please look at these books.” I point to the books I took home from the
library that my therapist recommended had helped her when she had
cancer. They are stories about people who beat the odds. “Now that you
quit smoking your body has a chance to fight this disease. All things
considered, I think you have a very strong constitution.”

“Yes, and I have a very strong Declaration of Independence too.” 1
laugh and move up close, kissing your cheek.

“I can't read those books. They’re so poorly written. Besides, I don’t
believe in miracles.”

“I'll read them for you. Try to do the imaging. I'm doing it too. Today,
when I played tennis, every time I swung and my racket hit the ball, I
imagined I was blowing the tumor to smithereens.”

You smile faintly. “I'll try.” You hold up your hand and the skin is
white, translucent, your long fingers even more elegant-looking. “My hands
are changing.”

You still have a big barrel chest, but I notice that your arms and legs are
thinner, and when you lay on your side with your back facing me, I see how
the joints of your collarbone and shoulders are more pronounced.

20



ALICE ELMAN

15 September

You bring back the mail from the post office, open a familiar-looking
brown padded envelope filled with the latest draft of Margaret’s play. Every
time she makes a change she prints up the whole thing and sends it to you.
Every three days an envelope arrives. There must be at least a dozen enve-
lopes stacked in the basement. “Are the changes she makes so great that she
needs to send you a whole new printout each time?”

You shrug. Smiling, you say, “She really wants something from me,”
delighted to be able to give unstintingly to your thirty-three year old
daughter after all those painful years— Emily deciding she didn’t want to be
a mother to four-year old Margaret, and then, sending Margaret to boarding
school at seven, because, among other things, you were in no shape to take
on full-time parenthood.

You are so gentle with Margaret, and so quick to lose your temper with
Lila. Now, I am jealous. Margaret is the rising star of your solicitous care.

16 September

You sit in the wingback chair and I sit next to you while Lem is at the
dining room table going over the proofs of your literary memoir one more
time. You have gone through it twice. 'm too distracted to concentrate on
typos. Lem complains that he keeps finding mistakes. No matter how
meticulous he is, he finds something each time he goes through it. Publica-
tion is scheduled for June. We stare at his back, and say nothing about the
real anxiety. You may not live to see the book in print.

18 September

You went to see Dr. Yen, your cardiologist. It is evening and I've come
home from a late class. 'm tired and the house is dark and empty. I turn
on the light in the bedroom and on my night table a letter folded in thirds,
stapled shut, and addressed to me in your handwriting, reads “Alice Elman/
urgent.” I sit on the bed afraid to open it. Why use my last name unless
this is some kind of formal note. Could you have gotten some additional
nightmarish news that says your death is imminent? Finally, I open the
letter. It is a typewritten poem, though you have printed my name on

the top.
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Even dying men need to fuck.

The mortally threatened have a shmuck
they must appease and provide some ease
to their lovers, however they can.

Sick as I am I'm still a man

and with a scrotum full of Norvasc

I still yearn for you, O gosh,

and I love you very much,

and I revel in your touch.

...See you after Yen, love Richie.

For a moment I am angry that you have frightened me, but then my
eyes fill with tears and I am laughing and crying at the same time.

19 September

“What have you told Lila?” T ask.

“I told her I have cancer and that I need more tests.”

Lila comes into the bedroom while we're discussing tomorrow’s doctor’s
appointment. “I want you to tell me what the doctor says,” she says. She
seems angry, suspicious.

“We will tell you,” I reassure her.

“You do what you need to do for yourself, and I'll do what I need to
do,” Richard tells her.

“Promise you'll tell me.”

We promise. She seems relieved, and goes back to her bedroom. I am
grateful that she seems able to concentrate on school work.

“It’s strange,” you say. “I have no desire to smoke. A little late, I guess.”

“Not at all. 'm very glad.”

20 September

I meet you at Dr. B’s office, the pulmonary specialist we've never met
before. The man is in his forties and he is wearing loafers with tassels. In the
examining room he tells you not to bother when you begin to open your
shirt and places the stethoscope over the fabric.

We sit across from him in his office and he shakes his head when you tell
him you smoked cigarettes since you were five years old.

“Let’s say ten,” he smiles.
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“But I smoked since I was five.”

“There’s a density in the kidney area also. It’s probably in the kidney
too. Bummer. This is a real bummer.”

Suddenly I want to smack him.

Your face is tight and the corners of your mouth are pointing downward
as if you are about to cry. “How do you know it’s in the kidney. You don't
know do you?”

“No. No. You would have to do a biopsy to know for certain,” he backs
off. “But we'll set up an appointment for the lung biopsy first. I'll want to
check with your cardiologist to make sure your heart can stand the proce-
dure. Wouldn't want to lose you on the table.”

“What about treatment?” I ask. “Would you be involved with that?”

“No. I can recommend an oncologist out here. I don’t know if you have
your own doctor. But you realize there is no cure.”

“But there’s remission,” I add. I look at you and you seem lost in the
land of the terminally ill. Outside, you say, “That prick gave me cancer of
the kidney, too.”

I go to a pay phone and telephone Margaret as I promised. “How’s Dad
holding up?” she asks, and adds, “I just want you to know how great I think
you are.”

My step-daughter’s praise makes me feel like crying.

“I wish I could be out there with you, but this play... as soon as I get a
free day....

“Don’t worry. We understand. Of course you need to focus on your play
right now.”

21 September

Dr. B keeps postponing the pulmonary biopsy. First an emergency, then
something else, and you are furious. You want to begin treatment, and this
must be done before treatment can begin. You show me a fax you have sent
to him.

“Dr. B,

Since you have already amply demonstrated to me through your
body language and your tone of bored insouciance (and all the delays)
that you already know what the outcome will be, in what grave I'll be
planted etc., perhaps we don't need to go through with this scoping of
me on Monday afternoon. Perhaps you need to scope yourself, to reach
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the very center of all your certainties. ... But that really wouldn’t make
much sense if, as you so kindly put it, my lesions were legions, lungs,
kidney, heart, and pecker, what have you, so I have taken all the blood,
breathing, and EKG tests today you prescribed, though not, I notice
another x ray (Why?), and will be at Mather Hospital between 12 and
12:30 on Monday afternoon to be scoped. I imagine it will take a
couple of days for the results to be positively ascertained, though that
should not disquiet your best wishes for me.

In Christ’s sputum,
Richard Elman.”

Ordinarily, I'd be angry with you for acting out, but now I don't care, I
even approve. B is an ass.

23 September

It is Rosh Hashanah. You write a poem, “Days of Awe,” and fax it to
Dr. B with this note appended. “I made an appointment with Dr. Liperra. I
hope he mixes a good cocktail. Thanks for all your help. We'll meet again in
gladness.”

I read your poem, “Days of Awe”:

Having so much to repent

makes repentance so much harder. So much repentance
is merely meretricious,

a mind meandering among leaf falls,

in this season of the year

when the air is suddenly crisp

like a tart bitten apple,

when mostly we admit to

being self-absorbed.

But not for me this year

who am almost mortally aware of my stark fragile mortality.
I think I shall probably die sometime in late November
with too much wine in my belly

and a bloody curse on my lips.

Or should I repudiate who I am?

I remember all the women I have loved

and I am sorry if I have offended
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their boyfriends and husbands.
At first I am shocked by the last line and find myself offended. Then I
recognize your anger. At B. At dying. And I admire your refusal to be
anyone but yourself.

25 September

In the waiting room of LePerra’s office, I notice an article about him up
on the bulletin board. There are pictures of doctors in an operating room. I
read about how LePerra made a videotape to raise money for the medical
care of children in Iraq. He was born in Rome and his father was a pediatri-
cian. He went to Adelphi where he minored in film-making. I sit down next
to you.

“I really hate doctors. He has kept us waiting for a half hour.”

I try to distract you, tell you about LePerra in Iraq. You are completely
uninterested, and I don’t blame you.

LePerra is a large man with close-cropped curly hair. In the examining
room he asks what you do for a living.

“Im a writer,” you say.

“Oh, I'm very interested in film-making,” his voice warms with interest.

“Yeah and I do a little brain surgery on the side.”

LePerra does not laugh. His feelings are hurt. Too bad. He should
realize that a patient with metastasized lung cancer wouldn’t give a shit
about his film-making hobby.

LePerra says that there are two tumors, one in each lung, and that
surgery is not indicated because the cancer has spread. He suggests chemo-
therapy treatment with Taxol.

Somehow we manage to ask him how long you can expect to live.

He crosses his arms. “On the average, a year.”

“Those are statistics,” I rush in to fill the air with words. “They don’t
mean anything. Some people live much more than a year, some less.” I cant
believe the words that are coming out of my mouth. “Some people have
been in remission for years.”

You sit looking frightened, staring ahead of you.

It’s been three weeks since we learned of the cancer and we are anxious
to begin treatment.

LePerra describes the usual routine is to come once a week for treat-
ments. They give you medication to reduce nausea.

“Will T lose my hair?” You ask.

“You might,” he says.
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“We might want to go away for a vacation between treatments, I say.
Is there any reason why we couldn’t go, assuming Richard felt up to it?”

“Well, no. But what kind of vacation? I mean you should take it easy.
You've got blockage in three arteries of your heart. I wouldn't go swimming
if I were you.”

“Why not? We go swimming all the time in a calm inlet near
our house.”

“Well, he could drown. Have a heart attack in the water.”

“He doesn’t swim that far.”

“What are you going to do, save him?” His voice is on the verge
of belligerence.

“Yes.” I am furious. Isn't it enough to worry about dying from the
cancer? Why is he making us worry about dying from a heart attack?
You are oddly passive. Perhaps, it’s because we have been talking about you
in the third person, as if you weren't there.

I ask some more questions about treatment and ask him to recommend
a doctor for a second opinion. He mentions someone at Sloan-Kettering, a
Dr. Grant. I have my pad and pencil and take down the name. At the front
desk we make an appointment for your first treatment. The nurse tells us to
bring lunch and to build up your strength with high protein liquid drinks
they sell in a can. The treatments are four hours long. You can bring
something to read or listen to tapes. I ask if you can bring a laptop and she
says you can.

6 October

While we are in Manhattan we decide to see Bruckner at Mt. Sinai. He
is the oncologist who treated my therapist. He is overweight and over-
worked in a crumpled white shirt. There are no framed medical degrees or
pictures of his wife, but propped up against the wall on a book shelf are the
stained glass Hebrew letters for the word “Ch’ai,” Life. When I see them I
am startled into feeling the hope we have come for.

“Look at him,” Bruckner addresses me, noting how you are gulping air.
I realize this is the first time a doctor has taken the time to observe how you
are feeling.

On the radiator next to you is a wooden basket filled with concord
grapes I associate with Sukkot that an orthodox Jewish patient must
have given him. Their fragrance fills the tiny office and my mouth begins
to water.
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Bruckner looks at the catscans of your chest. I mention Taxol, the drug
Le Perra wants to use, and then he mentions that this drug is used in the US
but there are other drugs used in Europe and he begins to discuss some of
these and their effectiveness in reducing the size of tumors. I take down the
names and feel soothed by the task of collecting information.

“Mr. Elman, don’t be overwhelmed by all of this. I suggest you use
Gemzar with Navilbene. Gemzar is new. There is not a lot of data on it but
I think it is very effective in shrinking the tumors and it will not give you
severe side effects.”

I mention the hardship of coming back and forth to the city to receive
the treatment, the physical exhaustion. “I work and we have a sixteen-year
old daughter. Is there a doctor near home who might agree to administer
the drugs?" Bruckner doesn’t personally know any physician in Stony Brook.
He mentions someone in Garden City, but if we go to Garden City, I think
we might as well come to Manhattan.

“My husband is a very vital man,” I begin to say, as if I need to explain
why I would do anything to save his life, and then I hesitate because I feel
my voice begin to crack.

8 October

I sit at the dining room table with Lila going over her personal essay for
her early action college application to Brown. It is a wonderful essay and,
though we discussed some ideas about what she might say, she has written it
herself with no help from us. I point to a paragraph, a place where I feel she
needs one more sentence. She considers what I have to say, listening quietly.
You come out of the bedroom when you hear my voice. I know you resent
my putting my two cents in, after all, youre the professional writer in the
family and you have already given your approval of this draft. I can feel your
anger mount as you come closer to the place where we are sitting. “Leave it
alone,” you snort. “Leave it alone,” your voice is loud and menacing, and
for a second I flinch. Then I feel my own anger well up in me. “I know
about too many cooks,” I say, “still I have a right to tell her what I think.”
Lila says nothing. She stares straight ahead, her lips are tight with resolve.
She is used to waiting out our arguments. “You'll spoil it,” you boom. I hate
you and your bullying. It is not the first time that you have taken a propri-
etary interest in Lila’s writing. “Its Lila’s essay, god-damn-it.” I scream and
my indignation mounts as I consider having to defend myself like this.
“She’ll be the final one to decide whether or not to take my suggestion. Not
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you.” I hand the essay back to Lila. She takes it and looks at you. Under her
gaze, you turn quiet before retreating to the bedroom.

9 October

At Bruckner’s office there are so many patients getting treatments that
they have run out of space and use a conference room to administer chemo-
therapy. This week there is a Hasid getting chemotherapy, an old man about
eighty sitting in the room hooked up to an IV. He is slight with a white
beard, white sidelocks and a large black hat. He holds a prayer book in the
hand that is not hooked up to the IV. Sitting near him is an attentive
attractive woman about sixty, also with a prayer book.

I sit about two chairs away from him, and I am on your other side, my
head bent low over an open folder of papers I need to grade by tomorrow.
You read the New Yorker as you get your treatment. We are all quiet,
reading, until the old man addresses you in Yiddish. I'm surprised that the
man assumes you know Yiddish, and then I am only half listening because I
only know a handful of Yiddish words and idioms.

Then I hear him say “Tochter?” It is the word for daughter; hearing it
brings me back to the Bronx where my mother spoke Yiddish to my
orthodox grandfather, who lived with us.

“He wanted to know if you were my daughter,” you respond.

“And when I told him you were my wife, he said it was good to have a
young wife.”

15 October

In bed you skim a book Prudence lent you, 7he Facts Abour Chemo-
therapy. “This stuff is poison,” you say. I see the fear on your face.

“It’s powerful, but it’s not poison. It won’t help you to think of it that
way. You need to think of it as something that will help shrink the cancer, a
potent drug that will make you better.”

You don’t disagree. You are trying to be brave and to fight the paranoia
that is your natural response to life when you are stressed.

16 October
We go for your treatment. Today, you don’t have to sit around the

conference table in a makeshift set-up with other patients getting IV’s. They
put you in a small examining room where there is a large chair, like a

28



ALICE ELMAN

recliner for you to sit in. Your 6 ft. 4 in. frame fills the chair and you look
imposing. You hold out your arm for the IV. The nurse finds a vein without
too much trouble and sets in the needle. Then she takes the IV stand and
hooks you up to the chemical which drips into your arm from a plastic
pouch she hangs above you on the stainless steel stand.

“'m GEMZAR-MAN!” You announce in a deep voice. I laugh while
you repeat, “GEMZAR-MAN, yes sir-ee” and I smile at feeling you manage
your fear of being poisoned into this superhuman infusion of power.

20 October

A friend telephones and offers to be of help. She wants me to know that
she knows what I am going through. She has some tapes her husband found
consoling at the end, and would like to offer them . I thank her but feel
uneasy. | feel as if she is rushing me into widowhood and you into the grave,
although I am certain that is not her intention, and when I relate her
message to you about the tapes, I try to be neutral without conveying any of
my own feelings.

“She gives me the creeps,” you say, and I realize you're picking up on
some of the same thing.

Then, Victoria telephones. “You need to take care of yourself, too,
Alice. Get help. Don't think you can do it all yourself. With Steve I had a
schedule set up so people could relieve me.” I hang up and am on edge
again. Steve died at 50 three years ago from pancreatic cancer.

You sit in the living room on the winged-back chair, waiting for me to
get off the phone.

“That was Victoria,” I say.

“Oh,” you say, trying to be tolerant, but you know that her
husband died and you don’t want to be lumped into the category of
“dying husband.”

25 October

We are at a going away party for the Flanagans. Your hand is burned
from the chemo backing up into the IV and spilling over onto the skin
below your wrist. But in spite of your pain from the burn and the anger you
feel over it, you are in good spirits, because we have selected a doctor you
trust, even like.

At the dinner table you relate in a bemused tone how Bruckner is an
orthodox Jew and regale Tom Flanagan with the description of Hasidim in
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long black caftans, beards, and hats who fill up the waiting room.
Marlo says something about the importance of faith for healing. You pause a
moment, then hold up your wine glass as if to make a toast. Tipping it in
my direction you say, “I believe in love.”

“Well, no one can argue with that,” Bob Demaria says.

I smile and my eyes begin to brim over.

30 October

Frank Lieberman, the neurologist Bruckner recommended, is a tall,
thin, soft-spoken man in his forties who wears a yarmulke. The examining
room is tiny and you are seated in the large leather throne-like examining
chair that takes up most of the space. After examining you Lieberman
reports that your balance is off and now I recall that you do seem a bit
unsteady when you walk. You sway a little, pulled slightly to the right.
When he checks the brain scan that we had sent from Stony Brook, he sees
something that could be an obstruction.

“An obstruction?” I ask. Your face is full of worry.

“In order to be certain you must have a high contrast MRI. You can
have that done near you or I can have it done here,” he adds. “You must do
it soon. It’s possible the cancer has spread to your brain.”

You are painfully quiet. I am too frightened to ask what I fear, that
cancer in the brain will make you lose who you are—your speech, intelli-
gence, the things that make you yourself. Instead, I ask: “And if it is cancer,
how do you treat it?”

“With radiation. You will have radiation treatments that pinpoint
the spot.”

“Is it painful? Does the treatment have side-effects?” My words come
out of my mouth mechanically, as if it is someone else talking.

“No, the treatment is not painful. You have a number of weekly
treatments. The treatment takes five minutes or so a session. The side-effect
from radiation is swelling but this is controlled by steroids which you will
take and this medication is monitored very carefully so that you will not
suffer any problems from swelling.”

2 November
We sit in the car in the parking lot outside a hightech building

in Smithtown with lots of glass and pastel colors, polished stainless
steel lettering: Nuclear Medicine. You are afraid to go in and make an
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appointment for the high contrast MRI. You are afraid of the test, you say.
But I know it is not really the test you are afraid of. It is the results. "You
don’t have to do anything now. Let’s just go in and find out if they give it.
Let’s ask questions and find out what they do and when they could do it—if
and when we want to do it.”

3 November

It is night, cold and dark outside Mt. Sinai hospital and I have the
pictures of your brain with me to show Bruckner who wanted to see them
right away. [ sit in the waiting area with one woman who is pale and ill-
looking, obviously a cancer patient. Next to her sits a sweet girl of about
nine with thick long braids, obviously the woman’s daughter. The girl is
busy with a pencil case, doing her homework. I wish the girl had a mother
who was well. I wish the mother could be well for her daughter. Finally,
Bruckner emerges from the office. I am alone, the last person waiting. “I'm
Mrs. Elman,” I say, just in case he doesn’t remember me. He nods and I
follow him into his office where we stand in semi-darkness, as he takes out
the large films and holds them up to the fluorescent light box where your
brain looks like a cross-section of a walnut. Bruckner says nothing, but he
begins to shake his head in disappointment. His lips become tight across his
mouth as if he is bracing himself. He looks at me from behind his glasses
that slip down his nose and says nothing. It is a long moment and in the
pause, the silence, I know it is not good even as I am wishing that he will
say something hopeful. He looks again at the films and then at me as if it is
possible for me to see the bad news on the x-ray myself. He points to a gray
area on the film, a white speck. “Here, and here,” he says, shaking his head
again. “The cancer has spread to a number of spots.” His shoulders are

sloped; and he looks tired and sad.
4 November

Margaret telephones. There is a nervous edge to her voice. Her play
opens on November 12. “Is everything all right?” I ask.

“It will be. Can I speak to Dad?” Your brow knots. You hang up the
phone and say, “Emily doesn't want to come to the play on opening night
when we're there. The woman can't even sit in an audience with me.”

“You'd think she'd be able to join you in feeling proud of Margaret.”
And she knows you are ill. Wouldn’t she want to bury the hatchet?

“What is Margaret going to do?”
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“She’ll tell Emily that she’ll have to go another night.”
I feel sad for Margaret. After all these years, it would have meant a lot to
have both of her parents putting her first.

5 November

At work I don’t make eye contact with the secretaries and pass by
Barbara’s and Eileen’s office without looking in. I read the same memo over
and over again. I consider canceling my Mythology class, then I realize I
should save the cut for when I absolutely need it. I don’t like this lecture hall
because it’s too large, the students are too far away, and it’s almost impos-
sible to get a discussion going. I make eye contact with two attentive faces,
the woman who has multiple sclerosis, and Mr. Romero, the widower who’s
auditing. Do these students recognize their own suffering in my face? I
check the course outline and turn to chapter eight. I've given this lecture so
many times before that I begin speaking on automatic pilot. “The myth of
Aphrodite and Adonis,” I say, “is one of a number about dying and reviving
Gods. Aphrodite, the goddess of love, cannot stop death. Death is part of
the natural world, a beast, the wild boar Adonis confronts in the forest. The
goddess warns Adonis about the beast, but he is slain. She mourns him and
the magical power of her love transforms his body into new life, an
anemone.” I look down at the text and read: “Yer the flower is of brief
enjoyment for the winds blow upon it,” my voice cracks, “with difficulty it
clings to life and falls under the blasts and buffeting.” Somehow, the awful

beauty of this language consoles me and I gather myself up and go on.
6 November

I go with you for your first appointment at University hospital with Dr.
Meek. Two floors below ground level in the hallway outside the department
of radiology is a mural, a green seascape of fish and sea weed. It is overlit by
fluorescent light and I feel submerged in a fish tank. Dr. Meek is the head of
the department, and you are pleased to have him as your doctor because he
is the same one who cured your friend Bobby White. We meet Dr. MeeK’s
nurse first, a kind woman who takes down all the information about how
you first learned you had the disease, and the details of treatment. She asks
about our family, and we learn that she has a daughter Lila’s age; we talk
about college applications. Then she says that no one knows the cause
exactly, but that people with lung cancer are subject to extreme mood shifts,
and she asks if we've noticed that you have been behaving differently. I
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smile, almost laugh, because we are so accustomed to your moodiness, we
wouldn’t think anything of it. You do seem to have a very short fuse with
Lila, pressuring her about her college applications, and I have called you on
it a number of times. The nurse goes on to explain that you will probably
have a series of radiation treatments every day for a few weeks. She tells us
about the steroids you will receive and how we will have to taper off taking
them gradually according to a schedule they will provide. You say you want
to take a vacation and ask if there is any reason why we couldn’t go away a
couple of weeks after the treatments are over in January. No, she says, by all
means go away if you like.

12 November

It is opening night of Margaret’s play. We get to the city early. It is cold
and windy. I drape the new caramel colored overcoat I bought around your
shoulders, over your double-breasted navy blazer. We decide to get a quick
bite at a Spanish restaurant near the theater. The wind catches your open
coat and the sides billow like wings. You agree to use the cane I got for you
because it is shaped like a ski pole and makes you look athletic rather than
handicapped. You do look handsome. Your balance is shaky and I worry
that a bad crack or dent in the sidewalk will send you reeling. Lila’s friend
Liz is with us and we all fit around a small round cocktail table. You order a
double espresso, as you often do. I am always struck by the contrast between
the tiny cup and your large hands as you grasp the tiny handle with thumb
and forefinger. I say, “I wonder how Margaret is holding up.” I explain to
Liz, “There’s been bad blood between her and the director. He was supposed
to finish decorating the set and he did nothing. Then some people from
Playwright's Horizons phoned up the box office for tickets and were told
they were sold out. Luckily, Margaret found out about it and got them
tickets.” You are antsy to get over to the theater and get up to go, leaving
some money on the table. I wait with the girls who are still finishing their
chicken wings.

You are standing in the lobby next to Jeff and Leslie when we arrive.
You are holding a copy of the program, “Sex in Advertising” open to the
dedication. Tears stream down your cheeks.

10 December

I am grateful that your balance seems to be the only way you are being
affected by the cancer in the brain. Still, I don’t want you to drive. You balk
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at that, and I can’t blame you, but 'm worried that your reflexes are slow. “I
can’t stop you from driving yourself around, but I don’t want you to drive
Lila to school in the morning." I try to be kind about it. "Think about how
awful you would feel if something happened and you got into an accident.
You'd never forgive yourself. Since you scheduled your radiation appoint-
ments when I'm at work and I can’t be home to take you,” I add, “You need
to begin to rely on your friends more. You have lots of friends who would be
happy to drive you to the hospital for your appointments. It’s not such an
imposition.” But you insist you are fine.

11 December

Margaret is out from the city. She brings movies on videotape she
thinks you'll enjoy. She also brings a tape of a comedy club act for me to see
by a comedy writer she admires, Julia Sweeney. Sweeney’s tape is about her
brother’s terminal cancer. You are not interested in watching it but you don’t
reproach her or me for wanting to watch it. I am touched by your consider-
ation. I expect you to say why in hell would you want to watch a show
about cancer when you've got the real thing right here?

12 December

You take Lila to school at 7:15. A half hour later you telephone from
the diner near Lila’s school. “Can you come for me? I dropped her off, but
then I felt too tired to drive home.” I am relieved that you are all right but
furious that you refused to listen to me. I pick you up, and I'm irritable the
whole way home. “I have no time now to arrange with a friend to pick up
your car at the diner. You see how you’re making more work for me? This
will have to wait until later when I come home.”

13 December

You insist you will be fine at home alone for an hour or so while I go
out to my flamenco dancing teacher’s house for her annual Christmas party.
You lie on our bed watching television, the portable phone next to you. I
kiss you good-bye and leave Maria’s phone number on your night table.

At Maria’s house I am anxious about having left you alone. I have no
holiday spirit and don’t feel like talking. The house is too small for this
gathering and I am claustrophobic, but the sight of food on the kitchen
table reminds me that I'm hungry and I take a plastic plate and fill it with
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lasagna and salad. In the living room, the Christmas tree is dripping with
tinsel and I am reminded of the trees of my Bronx girlhood in the home of
my Italian friend Joanne Calobrisi. Maria is in the tiny studio where she and
some students are dancing. One woman is a belly dancer and she is leading
the group in a gyrating step. “Hello Alice, come join us,” she calls to me.

“Perhaps in a bit.”

I am sitting on the couch near the tree when Maria hands me her
portable phone. “It’s Richard,” she says.

“Everything is all right,” you say, “but can you come home? Someone
came to deliver flowers and I was in the bedroom and somehow I ended up
on the floor. I'm not alone, the girl is still here but she cant help me get up.”

Maria said, “I feel terrible. The phone rang before and I ignored it.”

On the drive home I realize that I must never leave you alone. Inside,
the house smells of peonies. I find you with an embarrassed smile on your
face sitting on the bedroom floor, your back against a bureau. The young
woman who delivered the flowers stands next to my dresser where the vase
of the most luxuriant peonies makes the room feel oddly sensual. The white
petals tinged with pink are as thick as birdfeathers and the fragrance is
nearly overpowering. “George and Dione Booth sent them,” you say. I keep
apologizing to the curly-haired young woman. “Thank you for staying, I'm
sorry this inconvenienced you,” but she is obviously glad to be of help.

“Richie, if you can get over to the bed you can lean on it and then I'll
be able to help you on to it by lifting from behind.” You manage to get over
onto your hands and knees and make it over to the bed, and from there I
am able to help you.

On the way out the young woman introduces herself. “My name is
Heidi.” I offer her money and she absolutely refuses to take it. “I live in the
cottage, you know the rented cottage next to the blue house across the
street. Please don't hesitate to call me if you need to.”

13 December

I pick up the mail. There is a letter for Lila from Brown University. I
am tempted to open it. If she was accepted she would want to know right
away. She would want me to call her up at school. She would chastise me
for waiting to tell her. Maybe I should just telephone and tell her she has
a letter and ask her if she wants me to open it. But what if she is rejected
for early action? Then, there’s no hurry to know. I will let her open it at
her own pace in her own way. I hold the letter up to the fluorescent light.
No clues.
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From the bedroom where you lay on the bed we hear a scream from the
kitchen where Lila has opened the letter. “I got into Brown!” She gallops
into the bedroom, jumping up and down waving the letter. “I can’t believe
it! I can’t believe they accepted me!”

You laugh your slap-happy laugh. “Why of course they accepted you!”

“Read the letter!” I can't believe it either.

She bobs up and down. “Dear Lila: I hope you are as pleased to get this
letter as I am to send it to you. You have been admitted to the 235th class to
enter The College of Brown University. I congratulate you on your record of
academic and personal accomplishment, to which can now be added the
honor of being accepted as an Early Action applicant to Brown.”

“Two hundred thirty-fifth! What does that make it?”

“1762.”

“They didn’t accept girls in 1762,” I say. Lila kisses us and then heads
for the telephone. “Congratulations,” I call after her.

“I knew it,” you say.

“Ididn’t.”

“I knew they don’t get any better than Lila.”

“Maybe so. But it was still a crapshoot.” I kiss you. I love the confi-
dence you have in our child.

14 December

I hear your voice and I wake up from a heavy sleep. My clock radio
glows 3 AM. I see the light on in the bathroom and hear you call me again.
You are naked on the floor, with your underwear pulled down above your
knees. Your back is propped up against the bathtub and your head is
drooping down, your chin against your chest so I can't see your face, and
there is blood on the white tile floor and all over your stomach.

“Oh God Richie, what happened!”

“Im all right,” you say. “I can’t get up. Help me up.”

“You're bleeding,” I tell you as an excuse for not helping you up in-
stantly, and though I'm afraid, I'm relieved to hear your voice which is clear
and calm in spite of all the blood. I kneel down to look at your face and try
to figure out where the blood is coming from. For a second I'm afraid to
look. “Lift your head up,” I say, and I see your nose is swollen and cut.
There is blood leaking from the bridge and from your nostrils like a nose-
bleed. In a straight line above your nose on your forehead is a thin cut and
more blood streaming down the side of your face and over your eye. I get a
washcloth and run it under cold water and tell you to hold your chin up
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and press the washcloth against your face. Then I grab a towel and wipe the
blood from your stomach. As I maneuver, I'm afraid I might slip on the
blood on the floor and fall on top of you. I kneel down and wipe up the
blood with a towel.

“I can’t get up. Help me up.”

“First we have to see if you have any broken bones. I don’t want to
make anything worse by moving you. Are you in pain? Does anything hurt?
What happened?”

“I don’t know. I was sitting on the toilet. I must've fallen asleep, or
something. The next thing I knew I was on the floor.”

Your underpants are down around your thighs. One of your legs is bent
at the knee with your foot flat on the floor and the other is splayed out with
your knee bent inward and your leg stretched out in the narrow space
between the toilet and sink. Even under ordinary circumstances it would
take thought to figure out how to maneuver your frame out of this small
space. I take off your shorts so they won't hinder your movement and tell
you to roll over onto your knees, holding onto the rim of the bathtub. You
follow my instructions and when you raise one leg and get ready to put
weight on it, I lean over and embrace your torso, count to three and help
you to stand.

15 December

You were never a good sleeper, but now when I wake and find your side
of the bed empty, I worry, and get out of bed to find you. This is the third
night this week that I've found you sitting in the living room at 3AM eating
ice cream from the quart container. You polish off a quart at a sitting. I've
been going to the store almost daily to replenish the supply. When you were
first diagnosed, the doctor said, “Eat eggs and meat, don't worry about
cholesterol.” Yesterday, I found pancake batter sprinkled on the kitchen
counter and an empty mixing bowl with traces of pancake batter in it. You
are taking steroids and I think they may be working on your appetite. You
seem to be eating compulsively but that could also be because you are
afraid. “Don’t lose weight,” the doctor said, as if the loss of weight would be
a signal that death was near.

16 December

I am not aware that you are downstairs in your study until I walk past
the stairs and see your body sprawled over the steps and you struggling to
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climb up on hands and knees. You slide backwards for a step or two and I
imagine you breaking a leg or worse. “You can’t do this!” I scream. You
manage to reach the top and when you can’t stand up you turn over on your
back, your knees bent towards your chest. “You can't do this to me. You
can’t risk falling—do you want to crack your skull open!” My voice is hoarse
from fear. I can’t stop screaming. I'm so scared. You are huge and helpless,
lying on your back on the floor. You begin to howl heart-wrenching cries of
remorse and fear. For a few moments we both cry together, then, I pull
myself together and tend to the business of helping you get up.

17 December

The veins in your arms are shot and to make it easier for you to receive
the chemotherapy we are going to Mt. Sinai for an out-patient procedure
where they will put a Port-O-Cath in your chest, a permanent way for you
to receive the chemo. They won't have to poke you with needles looking
for a vein anymore. I have canceled my classes so that I can go with you.
And my brother will meet us there at some point. Because he’s a doctor
my brother was surprised, even a little hurt that we hadn’t consulted him
earlier on.

We wake up at 6:00 so we can get you there by eight. I am exhausted
because I haven't really slept in days.

20 December

We wait for hours at Mt. Sinai hospital for you to have the out-patient
operation done. While we wait you read the 7imes and the New Yorker. 1
grade papers. After four hours, you are finally taken in. The operating room
is in the basement. The ceilings in the hallway are low and seem even lower
because of the painted white pipes descending from them. As soon as this is
over we will return to Bruckner’s office, and Peggy, the physician’s assistant
will use the catheter to give you another chemotherapy treatment. You
undress and I wait with you again outside the operating room. You lie on a
gurney with a sheet over your chest. Your things are in a large plastic bag
beneath the gurney. You seem so relieved to be getting this done that you
forget to be anxious. They wheel you away and point me to another waiting
room, a tiny, windowless room. I grade more papers and wonder how my
brother, who is supposed to meet me here, will find me. After an hour, he
walks in and I don’t know why, but it seems a miracle that he has been able
to find me even though he is quite familiar with Mt. Sinai hospital. My
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brother has made it clear that he wants to help me through this. “Is he
incontinent yet?” he asks. “No. Does that happen?” He looks at me as if he
is not sure how much is good for me to know. “You'll have to start distanc-
ing yourself,” he adds. I feel he is trying to help but this is the last thing I
want to hear. There will be plenty of time to distance myself. I get up to
check on you and find that you are outside the operating room laying in
semi-darkness on the gurney. “How was it?”

“I don't know,” you answer. “I heard them talking over me. They kept
having to clean the area. I think they messed up somehow.”

“Can I get you anything?” “I'm thirsty,” you say. “I'd love something to
drink, and some soup.”

In the lobby is a wagon selling soup and salad. “We can get something
here,” I say, and bring it back, but my brother wants to take me to the
cafeteria. “He won't be ready for a while,” he says. “Let’s sit down.” I let him
lead the way even though I keep feeling I should be getting back to you. At
the table I ask my brother about the problems he is having with his son.
The six year old wakes in the night. He has nightmares and comes into my
brother’s bed for comfort.

A half hour goes by before we return. You are seated in a tiny dressing
room. Your shoes are on the floor and I bend down to help tie your shoe-
laces. “Where have you been?”

“I'm sorry.”

You are confused and hurt.

“It was my fault,” my brother interrupts. “I wanted her to sit down and
eat in the cafeteria.” I offer you water and the soup. You say nothing, take
the plastic spoon and eat.

21 December

You talk about going to the movies to see Titanic. Margaret has already
seen it but is willing to go again for your sake though she says it goes on way
too long. “In real life the ship sank in two hours,” she says. “The movie goes
on for three and a half.”

You give us our Christmas gifts early. This impatience of yours, this not
being able to wait until the “day,” is typical of you. You like to give birthday
gifts early, too. It used to annoy me, having to adjust to your time-table,
your need to give as opposed to my readiness to receive. But now I am
moved by your boyish urgency because time may be running out, and I am
touched by your concern for us.
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“I wasn't able to shop,” you say. This apology is so unnecessary and
sweet. The checks to each of us are much larger amounts than any you
have given before. Later, Margaret takes me aside, offering me her check.
She is concerned that I will need it, and that your impulse was well-meaning
but not one we can afford. I thank her but tell her to keep it. Though I
am worried about money, I am not feeling so desperate as to take what
may be one of your last gifts to her, and I am touched by her concern for
me and Lila.

23 December

I telephone Vicky Bellias and leave a message on her machine, asking
her if she can meet me in the village to pick up some equipment. I'm afraid
that you will fall again and I want to get some bars, some handles for
around the toilet. At tennis Nancy told me that Vicky volunteers for the
Three Village Lending Society where they lend out wheelchairs and walkers
and other surgical supplies. Vicky returns my call, and though she is in the
middle of Christmas preparations, she agrees to meet me in the village and
open the garage door where I can look around and take whatever I need.
Vicky is a nervous talker and she senses that I am slightly overwhelmed by
the sight of so much hospital equipment. She shows me a portable com-
mode. I imagine how I could put this at the side of the bed so that you
wouldn’t even have to worry about getting to the bathroom, then I think
that you probably wouldn’t want to use it unless you were really desperate,
because you would have no privacy and would worry about the smell.

“This is a chair for the shower,” Vicky says, “I got this for Gregg when
he broke his arm. What about a wheelchair?” she asks. I'm not sure what I’ll
need. Vicky keeps saying she got this or that for her husband when he broke
his arm and I wish you had a broken arm instead of lung cancer. I take some
bars with little suction cups to attach to the bathtub so you'll have some-
thing to hold onto to steady you as you enter the bathroom. I feel as if I'm
preparing for a long haul, an arduous athletic event like a marathon. I take a
walker, a commode, and a three-legged cane to keep in the living room by
the wing-back chair.

25 December
In the morning I bring you a bowl of Bulgur wheat and milk and you

eat it in bed. I put a towel under the bowl and on your stomach. You are
restless, and insist we go to the movies. I want to please you, but you seem
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to have lost your sense of what you can do, realistically. I need to help you
get up from a seated position and you can’t dress yourself, or make it to the
bathroom without help. I need to help you urinate into the bottle.

In the morning we gather around our bed and exchange gifts. Lila gives
you a sweater and Margaret has bought you a Juicer along with the book
Juicing for Life: A Guide to the Health Benefits of Fresh Fruits and Vegetable
Juicing. 1 replenish your supply of socks and underwear; I am thinking of
the nursing care you will need and I don’t want a stranger to help dress you
in socks with worn heels, holes or worn out briefs. I give you a belt and a
new down jacket. You seem slightly surprised by the gift of a coat. You
already have one. “But that one is too short. It stops at your waist. You need
a longer one,” I tell you. I don't say that I also bought this coat to be
hopeful, to invest in the future and counter my fear that you won't live to
wear it through another winter.

All day you are agitated. You need help getting up from a seated
position and you seem unable to sit anyplace for more than a few minutes.
First, you go to the dining room table, then I take you into my study where
I have cleared off a table for your computer and printer, so you don’t have to
go downstairs to your office. I show you the portable phone I bought and
hooked up to an extension upstairs next to your computer so you can get
messages from your office line downstairs. The portable phone is also an
investment in safety. You can keep it in your pocket and telephone me from
any part of the house.

You sit at your computer and look at the screen. You say you are cold
and I fetch a sweater and when I help you put it on I feel that your hands
are cold. Between preparing meals and cleaning up, and following you
around, and dressing and undressing you, and giving you your medication,
making sure I follow the schedule as you taper off the steroids, I find that I
am exhausted by bedtime and happy to lie down and get some rest.

I am submerged in sleep when your voice seems to dive down and drag
me up to the surface. “Help me, Help me,” you say, “I'm dying.” The room
is dark and I have no idea of the time. The clock flashes 3 AM. I turn on the
light and look at you, thinking you may be talking in your sleep, because
you don't call my name or say anything more, don’t complain about pain or
being unable to breathe. “Why is Herbert poisoning me?”

I’'m so tired, I just want to sleep a little before morning. I decide you are
dreaming, having a nightmare about your dearest doctor friend though your
eyes seem slightly open. We have a doctor’s appointment at 9:30 AM at
Stony Brook Hospital and it’s Christmas. I'm afraid, but 'm so tired. I
touch your brow with my hand and it is cool. I don’t want to go to the
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Emergency room and have you treated by whoever’s on call unless this is
truly an emergency. I don't know what to do and I'm so tired.

“It’s 3 o’clock in the morning,” I say. “Go back to sleep.” My voice
seems to calm you though you are still restless and over the next three hours
you wake me by trying to get out of bed. “It’s not time yet” I say each time,
and then you relent. At seven I get up to make you breakfast.

26 December

“I don’t care how you get him here, Mrs. Elman, so long as you bring
him in,” Dr. Fiorelli tells me on the telephone when I call ahead about our
appointment to explain that you are ill and I'm not sure how to get you to
the hospital. I am hoping he will say there is an ambulance he can send.
Then I am embarrassed to be taking up the doctor’s time with talk about
the mechanics of getting you to the hospital. I don’t want to call an ambu-
lance. That would mean this is an emergency and you are in worse shape
than I want to admit. I hang up and help you dress. There is a plastic bottle
on your nighttable and I help you urinate into it. Then I make you stand up
and walk. “I can’t,” you say. “Yes you can,” I insist. I telephone Lem and he
agrees to come over and help me get you into the car. Lila and Margaret are
here too, but Margaret takes me aside and says that you won't let her help
you. Maybe you feel that Margaret is too weak, or maybe you don’t want to
frighten Margaret and Lila by letting them see how sick you are. I bring the
walker over to the bed and lean into your torso, giving you a bear hug to
help you stand up. You make it into the living room and then sit down on
the piano stool in spite of the fact that I keep coaxing you to keep going.
“You can do it,” I say again and again. Lem flanks you on one side and I am
on the other and somehow we manage to get you down the two stairs to the
garage and the car.

There are wheelchairs at the Emergency room entrance and a security
guard helps Lem get you into one. We wheel you upstairs to the oncology
department and it seems within minutes of seeing you Dr. Fiorelli says you
are ill and should be admitted to the hospital. “He doesn’t show a tempera-
ture because he is taking steroids which mask the symptoms,” Dr. Fiorelli
explains. “You have an infection, Mr. Elman, we need to get you on antibi-
otics right away.” You don’t complain as Dr. Fiorelli gets behind the wheel-
chair himself and takes you back down to the Emergency room where you
are admitted right away. We are asked to leave you for awhile and I tell you I
will come in as soon as they allow it. Dr. Fiorelli takes me aside. He is a
gentle man in his late fifties, and he looks me in the eye when he speaks to
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me. Though this is only the second time we've met, I trust him. “Mrs.
Elman, you know that your husband is a very sick man. I need to make
some things very clear to you. Have you discussed with your husband what
he wants to do if he begins to fail?”

“We would like everything to be done to save him,” I tell him. “I know
there is no cure for his disease at this point, but the tumors are shrinking
and we have reason to hope for remission.” I can’t believe I am speaking so
calmly about the decision to keep you alive because by doing so I am
admitting that you might die.

Inside the emergency room I find you with an oxygen tube in your
nose. Your clothes are underneath the gurney and you tell me to take your
wallet out of your pants pocket. The woman doctor in charge says that they
would like to have a cat scan. Enraged, you say “No. You can't force me.”

“No, we can’t force you, Mr. Elman. This is not a prison. It is
a hospital.”

“Please, Richard. They want to help you. I'll go with you.”

You consent. The nurse says that you can’t wear your rings for the cat
scan. The turquoise on your index finger comes off easily now. In the past,
it was impossible to remove. Your fingers are slimmer, the skin pale, translu-
cent. You give me your marriage band and the other large Zuni ring on your
right finger. You never remove these rings. I hold them in my hand, and
want to cry, but don’t, because I'm afraid I won't be able to stop.

I follow as the orderlies wheel you along white drafty corridors to the
cat scan machine. The hospital gown is too short for your six ft. four frame
and when the orderlies lift you in a canvas sling to transfer you from the
gurney to the cat scan table, your gown opens and your pink genitals are
exposed. Tears well up. There is no place for me to sit while they run the
test. I stand in the hallway and my back begins to ache. My pocket book
feels incredibly heavy and I let it drop to the floor.

I accompany you back to the emergency room. They are waiting for a
bed in intensive care and I must continue to stand in the small curtained off
area where you lie. They start to look for a vein to hook you up to intrave-
nous antibiotics.

I go out into the waiting room where Margaret and Lila have been
sitting and making phone calls. There is a pregnant woman with bronchitis
clutching a pack of cigarettes, a little girl sitting quietly at her side. I
consider telling her that my husband is lying inside with lung cancer, but I
say nothing.

Dr. Fiorelli takes me aside to tell me that he will be leaving now and
that he will not be coming in to see you over the weekend. A Dr. Sugarman
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who also practices in the oncology group is on call and he knows about your
illness and will be the one to oversee your care over the week-end. I wish I
didn’t have to meet another strange doctor but 'm too tired to protest.
Besides, there’s nothing I can do about it. 'm about to say good-bye to
Fiorelli when Sugarman appears. He is tall and dark, in his early forties,
with thick black hair and a broad chest like a quarterback’s. He takes my
hand and looks me in the eye when Fiorelli introduces him. I am strangely
unnerved by his warmth and am glad that Lila is standing next to me so I
can make small talk, say she’s a senior who's just been accepted early deci-
sion to Brown University.

You are finally transferred to a private room on the intensive care unit
where you are hooked up to oxygen, IV’s filled with antibiotics, and a
catheter to catch your urine. Monitors hang over each side of your bed
beeping and flashing vital signs. It is close to eight at night, and you seem to
be resting comfortably; a nurse comes in every minute or so to check you
out and insert what look like hypodermics into your IV tubes. I'm feeling
punch drunk. We've been indoors for so long and the chairs in the room are
hard. A dark blue curtain covers a large plate glass window but I can still feel
a draft if I sit too close to the window. There’s a TV perched high on the
wall opposite your bed but none of us have thought to watch it. ’'m getting
hungry and remember that the Sanders had invited us over for a Chanukah
dinner. I decide that Margaret and Lila and I should go. You seem a little
dismayed. “We have to eat,” I explain. “They will feed us. I have no food
cooked at home.” Margaret offers to come back after dinner and asks if
there is something youd like us to bring you from home. A radio, you say.
At the Sander’s everyone is delighted to see us, Ivan, Agnes and the children
Gabi and Lizzy. Ivan seems positively gay. I am a little annoyed with him
for being so exuberant when you are not able to be with us. I guess he’s just
happy to be able to give us a break and feed us. I do like being surrounded
by friends. At 10:30, Margaret stands up and bursts into tears. “I want to
go home,” she says. I rush over to her and embrace her. “Yes. Of course
you do.”

We return to the hospital and set up the radio on a shelf above your
bed. You are glad to see us. “Thank you for coming back,” you say.

27 December
It is 9 AM and my friend June, who is a social worker at the hospital, is

seated at a low desk outside your room. Dr. Sugarman stands at the foot of
your bed looking at the monitors. He steps out of the room and in the
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hallway tells me you're getting massive doses of antibiotics. “These infec-
tions often take a turn for the better or worse in the first forty-eight hours,”
he says.

When I stand next to you by the bed I have to lean over the railing to
give you a kiss. There is an IV hooked to the top of your right hand and I
slide my hand beneath it and let your open palm rest in mine. You are
sitting propped up with an oxygen tube in your nostrils. Your body slides
down the bed a little when you're in this position for any length of time and
your enormous feet stick out from the blanket and hang over the end of the
bed. I'm glad that you're wearing the warm socks I bought you so your feet
aren’t cold. Every once in a while two nurses come in and shift you up
towards the top of the bed so your feet are not sticking out over the edge.
Your color looks good. I wonder about the origin of the infection. I know
that your resistance is low because of the chemotherapy. And then there is
the Port-O-Cath. Could it be the cause? There was nothing on the outside
that ever looked infected when I checked and changed the dressing.

A nurse comes in to check the IV and change a bag on the IV stand. At the
foot of the bed is a plastic bag and she checks your urine. I brought the
newspaper, thinking I'd read it to you. I have a cup of coffee for myself.
“We didn’t know you had an infection because the steroids masked the
symptoms. You didn’t seem to have a fever.” You nod. Now I realize that
you were delirious when you spoke of Herbert trying to poison you. I had
thought you were having a nightmare. It scares me to think that you were
so very ill and I didn’t know it. I'm relieved that your care is not all my
responsibility now. I will speak to June about finding out about nurses for
you when you come home.

You watch me sipping coffee. There is a small oxygen mask over your
nose and mouth. You push it away clumsily with your left hand. “I'm
hungry,” you say.

“Can he eat anything?” I ask the nurse.

“You're getting everything you need intravenously, Mr. Elman. You need
the oxygen, please don’t push it away.” You ignore the nurse and keep
looking at me. I bite into a bagel.

“I'm hungry god damn it,” your voice is loud though muffled through
the mask.

“Mrs. Elman, maybe you shouldn't eat in the room,” the nurse says
softly. “I just didn’t want to take the time,” I say in my defense. 'm annoyed
that ’'m feeling guilty about eating in front of you. “Can’t he have some-
thing? What about Jell-O?”

“T'll check with the doctor.”
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“Thank you so much.” I put my bagel away and offer to read to you
from the Times Book Review. I arrange your glasses over the oxygen and give
you the newspaper. You sit with the book review open in front of you. Your
brother Leonard walks in while you are propped up in this healthy looking
familiar pose.

“Hello, Richard, “ he says. His body is stiff and he stands far away from
the bed. It upsets me to see him so awkward and formal. I want him to
relax. I talk about the book review I am about to read to you, but he will
not engage. “I won't stay,” he says. “Just wanted to say ‘hello.” He turns
to leave.

I am surprised that he does not try and touch you, make some real
contact. It makes me feel as if you have something contagious. You wave
with your left hand, the one that is not tied to an intravenous tube. I offer
to walk out with him. Elise is waiting in the vestibule. “We won't stay,” she
says. | am amazed that she does not plan to see you. I don’t understand how
she can come all the way from New York City and then not walk down the
hall to see you. She does not seem distraught, yet she seems to be saying that
it would be too upsetting to see you. Your family must be scared, I think.

Back in your room the nurse has brought in Jell-O and you want to eat
it. “He needs to keep the oxygen on as much as possible,” she says.

I stand next to you and get ready to spoon feed the Jell-O to you.
“When I say ready, you take the mask from your mouth and then put it
back as soon as you take a mouthful, okay?”

You nod, and together we coordinate the feeding of Jell-O. “Go,”

I say, and you move the mask and open your mouth. As soon as you
close your mouth you move the mask back again until I am ready with
the next spoonful.

“Go,” I say, and you open your mouth wide like a child or a baby bird.
You are so eager to be filled with nourishment and I am so gratified to be
feeding you. “Go,” I say and together we are happy, lulled by the repetition,
spoon, mask, go, spoon.

28 December

The clock goes off at 7 as usual. The sun is bright and I decide to go for
a run. I need to be outside in daylight before going to the hospital for
another long day sitting on hard plastic chairs under fluorescent lights. Long
Island Sound is slate blue beyond the bluff. I begin to jog along Laurel
Drive and feel my chest expand, my legs strong beneath me. I think of you
cooped up in that room, and feel guilty for my freedom, my health. I am
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greedy for the winter sun to warm my face. I think of notes you have left for
me, listing your life insurance policies, your books and correspondence that

have some value. “I'm worth more to you dead than I am alive,” you used to
say before you got sick when we worried about money. “No you're not. Your
death’s a luxury I cant afford.” I told you. By the time I shower and change,

it is 11 AM when I get to your room in intensive care.

“Where the hell were you?” You are clean-shaven with an oxygen tube
in your nostrils and your voice is strong, your anger familiar. A young nurse
in her mid-thirties with long decorated fingernails whom I've never seen
before stands next to you checking your IV. I feel guilty and angry about the
reproach. I decide to forego an explanation. To defend myself would be to
admit wrongdoing.

“That’s a nice hello,” I say. I lean over and kiss your cheek. It is smooth,
and I am relieved that you are visibly comforted by my touch. I put the
newspaper and some mail down on the tray next to your bed.

“Where is she?” The nurse smiles at me. > Where is she?” That’s all he’s
been saying, all morning long.””

I smile back. She is not reproaching me. She is telling me how much
you missed me. I am glad you had company, someone to complain to. I
introduce myself, and Francine introduces herself. I compliment her
fingernails. They are painted red and green with tiny Christmas trees and
snowflakes on each nail. I ask her if she has children and she tells me she has
a three year-old girl. “She must love your nails,” I tell her. “You could tell
her a Christmas story,” I add, and then I walk my fingers across the table
demonstrating how she could incorporate her nails into the tale. She smiles.

“A thumb-nail sketch,” you quip.

I smile. Francine looks a bit confused. “My husband is a writer,”
explain. “He loves to pun and play with words.”

The attending physician in charge of the intensive care unit is the one
who calls the shots about your treatment; he is a bald man with a smile like
a grimace. I try to get his attention and am told by an intern to try to wait
until after he makes rounds. I watch him work his way around the unit,
dictating instructions to his bevy of residents and interns. Finally, the
attending catches my eye and I introduce myself. “I may have to intubate
him,” he says with a sense of urgency. “He’s not breathing well on his own
and I've got to get control of the situation.”

“What do you mean control?”

“Put him on the respirator.”

“But if you do that it’s possible he won't be able to get off it?”

“That’s true,” he says blankly.
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“So you may not have control of the situation even if you do
intubate him.”

The man does not disagree with me. I imagine I have made a point
about slowing down and not rushing in to put you on a respirator.

29 December

The telephone wakes me at 1 AM. I have been home from the hospital
for two hours but have just fallen asleep and it feels as if the voice on
the phone is dragging me up from the bottom of the sea. Every bone in
my body aches. My lower back is shot from sitting in a hospital chair
for too long and there’s a sharp pain behind my neck, in between my
shoulder blades.

“Mrs. Elman we are going to have to intubate your husband.” It is the
resident. I ask him to please telephone Richard’s friend Dr. Herbert Krohn
about the situation. “I have been given the orders Mrs. Elman, I have to
intubate your husband regardless of what Dr. Krohn will say.”

“I understand. But I would still feel better if you spoke to him.”

“I can call him, but I cant wait any longer to do the procedure. I think
you might want to come to the hospital Mrs. Elman. I have to begin the
procedure right away.”

“I'll be right over,” I say.

I tell Lila and Margaret that I am going. They ask if I want them to go
with me but I say no, it’s all right because I know they are as tired as I am.
Though we keep saying we'll take turns visiting the hospital we all seem to
be there all the time.

It is very cold outside. When I get to the hospital garage and park there
is a gust of wind that almost sweeps me off my feet. Newspapers swirl all
around and I close my eyes to keep flecks of dirt from flying into them.

The elevator seems to take forever and by the time I get up to the
seventeenth floor, the procedure has already started, and all I see through
the closed glass door of your room is a team of doctors surrounding your
bed. I stare through the glass and watch the blond resident holding a plastic
tube near your mouth. You move your head away, instinctively, to avoid the
tube and even though I know you must be sedated in order for them to do
this, I can’t help but feel you panic. The doctor looks up for a second, sees
me watching and says something so that someone draws a green curtain
across the glass. I turn away and stuff my fist into my mouth. Sobbing, I
walk to the exit doors certain I'll never see you conscious again.
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30 December

You look bloated, pumped up with air. It is all the fluid in your system.
The tube comes out of your mouth and the respirator is breathing for you.
A nurse is by you at all times, checking IV’s and all the monitors. Dr.
Sugarman stands at the foot of your bed, glancing at monitors. He sees me
and says, “Don’t give up yet.” There are tests they will do to try and figure
out why you can't fight the infection. They’ll send a wire into your heart to
see if it’s heart failure, though it doesn’t look like it. I want to know what
your mental state is like. Is it like sleep? Sugarman says you are heavily
sedated but sound of some kind may filter through to you. I find it hard to
talk to you without sounding self-conscious, even phony, in front of the
nurses and doctors, yet I want to be encouraging to you and motivate you,
even subliminally. “Come on Richie,” I say, wrapping your stockinged feet
in my arms so they touch my chest.

Later, Lila looks at you and talks to you in a little girl’s enthusiastic
voice. “Hi Daddy. You know my friend Allison Ostrow, Daddy? Her father
had to be on a respirator when he had a heart attack and he got off it all
right and you will too, Daddy, I just know you will.” Hearing Lila speak
brings instant tears to my eyes and I have to work very hard to keep from
sobbing.

After awhile I suggest we read some of your poetry aloud to you. “That
should motivate him to want to stay around,” I laugh. Lila has never read
some of these poems before. She reads: “In the Woods,” which is dedicated
to Margaret.

The little black pig

ran out from under the oak leaf caves
and dropped his snout

when he heard my footfall

and spun about

and ran the other way again,

causing this piece of the forest

to shake its cabbage palms

down at me, and then

a deer loped sideways through the underbrush
with a cow and her two veal.

She was orange

and she stared laconically

and wiped the air
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between that deer and her babies,
her tail bright with flies.

Margaret reads another and I another. You lay there with tubes coming
out of every part of you, but the sound of your words comforts me. Then
Lila says, “I don’t know. I feel terrible. 'm having such a good time reading
these poems.”

“Don’t feel guilty about it sweetheart. Dad would love it that you're
enjoying his poems. He would love it.”

The room begins to fill with people. Maria sits against the wall. I meet
Jeff and Ivan in the hallway, and invite them inside. June comes in and
Shelly who I ran into in the parking lot. I am buoyed by all these people
who are rooting for you. My back is to you, and there are little clusters of
people around Lila and Margaret.

“Mrs. Elman,” the voice of a nurse is stern, dismayed. “There are too
many people here,” she says, as if to remind me that this is not a party but a
sickroom.

After people leave Margaret spends a lot of time on the pay phone
telephoning friends, reporting on your condition. Lila watches one of the
nurses put some vaseline-like ointment on your half-open eyes. “It’s good to
do this to keep the eyes moist,” the nurse says. “Can I do it?” Lila asks. The
nurse gives her a cuetip and she applies it across your open eye. It makes me
anxious to watch Lila. What if she applies too much pressure and causes
some damage? “Let the nurse do it please,” I say.

Dr. Sugarman comes in to tell me that he won't be here tomorrow. He
explains that they got the results back from the test they did on your heart
and that your heart is strong. “It could be that the cancer in the lung is what
is preventing him from dealing with the pneumonia,” he says, “the heart’s
not the problem and he’s getting antibiotics to cover a wide spectrum of
infections.” Sugarman tells me he likes the doctor who is taking over as
attending physician. He has confidence in him, and he’s the one who will be
in charge now. I look into the hallway and see this new young doctor, Dr.
Yu, conferring with the interns whose faces are familiar.

Lila puts two plastic chairs together and lies down to go to sleep, her
knees to her chest.

“Im sorry,” I say to her. “I'm sorry you have to go through this.”

I try to get comfortable in another chair. I begin to fall asleep and wake
when the weight of my head falls to my chest.
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31 December

Dr. Yu comes into the room and explains to Lila and Margaret what
some of the monitors are registering. He is young and patient and I am
lulled for a minute while Lila slips into the familiar role of student. She is
learning something, therefore your illness is not in vain. Then, I am furious
at the doctor for making your dying into a science lesson. Margaret’s face is
flushed with anger. “I don’t understand,” she says more than once. “I don't
know about science, and I don’t understand.” I want to take her side. I want
to protect her. I can’t become angry with the young doctor and I feel I have
failed her.

Dr. Yu pauses and drops his chin as if to show that he is listening. He
has heard Margaret. He takes a deep breath. His hands are folded across his
chest. He looks up. His voice is quiet and firm. “We've done all the tests we
can do to determine why your father can’t breathe on his own. It’s not his
heart, and it’s not the infection. He can’t expel the water in his lungs
because the cancer is blocking his ability to do so. We've done everything we
can. Your father is not responding. He will not be able to breathe on his
own. We are keeping him alive. If we take him off the machine, he will not
be able to breathe for himself. There is nothing more we can do. 'm sorry.”
I am hearing nothing I didn’t suspect. There is nothing more we can do.
Something shifts in me, then shuts down.

“You need to think about what you want to do.”

I look at Margaret, hoping she will take charge.

“Well that’s not my father,” Margaret says.

For a moment I am confused. Why is she disowning you so quickly?
Then I realize, she means that you are no longer yourself. I look at your
body, huge with fluids, a tube going down your throat to your lungs distorts
your face. This is who you are now.

“He said he didnt want to be kept like this,” I say.

“No, of course he wouldn’t,” Margaret says. I feel she is disgusted.

Lila says nothing. She is tight-lipped and doesn’t look at me.

Margaret looks as if she is going to explode if she has to stay in the
room another second. She and Lila leave to make phone calls.

For the first time, I am afraid to be alone with you. You will know I am
thinking of pulling the plug. You will think I gave up too easily. I telephone
Herbert. “They say there’s no hope,” I say.

“What happened?”

“They think it’s the cancer blocking his lungs. It’s not his heart.” I ask
the resident to speak to Herbert. The resident is blond with blue bleary eyes;
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he is the one who spoke to Herbert earlier, the one who was in charge of
putting you on the respirator, the one who pulled the curtain across the
glass wall so I wouldn’t see you struggle when they put the tube down your
throat. The resident and Herbert talk technical medical talk, then I go back
on the phone. “They did everything they could,” he says. “Richard didn’t
want to be like this,” I say. “No, he didn’t,” he agrees. I hang up with
Herbert and speak to Dr. Yu.

“We've decided that if there’s no hope, we don’t want to keep him on
this machine.” Dr. Yu looks at me and carefully nods his head. “I under-
stand.”

He leaves the room to arrange the paper work. The resident leans on the
edge of the sink. His shoulders slouch into his chest; his tone is meant to be
consoling but comes off as unctuous, as he explains that very gradually, over
the next few hours, they will slowly withdraw life support.

I sit alone with you in semi-darkness. There is the radio you requested
on a shelf with a tape deck. I play your favorite Chet Baker, “Time after
time/ I tell myself that ’'m/ So lucky to be loved by you.” Outside, the sky is
black. The window is fogged up in the corners. Monitors bleep your
heartbeat, digital numbers change from 98 to 97 to 96. Everything seems
slowed down. Before we seemed in a rush. This is how we will be together
from now on. You in my head, inside of me. “I've never been in love before/
And all at once it’s you.” We saw Chet Baker live more than ten years ago.
You said he was a shadow of himself. When he stopped blowing, his cheeks,
all lines, collapsed into his toothless gums. You sipped cognac, sliding the
stem between your middle and ring fingers.

A tall doctor I've never seen before comes into the room and stands
a respectful distance away from me. His right elbow leans on his left
hand and he covers his face with his right hand, as if he’s thinking,

considering something.
A new nurse I've never seen before introduces herself to me in the most

tender voice, but her name doesn’t register. Her eyes seem so sad, her body
so soft I want to rest my head inside her arms. She adjusts some of your
tubes, then leaves. The resident comes in and tells me he will remove the
breathing tube from your throat. I walk outside into the hallway. A blond
young woman, a familiar face, one of the interns I've seen over the last few
days clustering around the attending physician, comes up to me. “I just
want you to know what an unusual family you have. I've seen many people
here, and you just don’t see the kind of love you express.”

“Why thank you.” I feel oddly shy about receiving a compliment.
Lila and Margaret return. Before we go into the room I tell them what the
intern said. I wish they were able to hear for themselves.
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Your mouth is open, free of tubes, and I can see your face undistorted
by tubes for the first time in days. We sit on the plastic chairs. Lila stretches,
cracks her neck and twists her torso, to the left and right. Margaret sits
uncomfortably, cross-legged in her chair. Suddenly, I feel the dull pain that
has been burrowing into the small of my back and between my shoulder
blades. My head feels very heavy on my neck.

The sky lightens. The clouds and trees are perceptible. The sun’s rays
tear across the cold blue sky so that I squint.

Small breathy sounds come from your mouth. Now your dying is
audible and I feel responsible. I stand at the foot of the bed and embrace
your warm stocking feet against my chest. I'm sorry Richie. 'm so sorry. I
listen until you are quiet. Margaret and Lila leave the room. The nurse with
sad eyes speaks to me in the gentlest voice I've ever heard. “Mrs. Elman,
they’re going to ask you if you will want an autopsy performed. You might
want to think about it.” The thought of their cutting you open is unbear-
able. “No. I won't want an autopsy.” She asks if there is anything else she
can do. “Yes. I would like every tube and attachment removed from his
body.”

I wait outside in the hall while she works. Interns begin to cluster
around Dr. Yu for their talk before morning rounds. Margaret and Lila
return. The nurse comes out of the room. “You can go in,” she tells us. I tell
Margaret and Lila that we can go home if we want to. All the tubes are
removed. I tell them they might want to see you one last time.

They remain a few minutes. I am the last to see you. Without tubes and
tapes your arms look more familiar resting over a sheet. I can’t help feeling
as if 'm abandoning you. “I'm sorry.” When I leave I close the heavy metal
door of the room behind me. The sound is loud in my ears and stays with
me.

KoKk KKk

Postscript
10 February 1998

I gave Lem your laptop, knowing you'd want him to have it. Then, I
asked him to gradually print out everything on the hard drive. Today, he

found something you wrote on November 15, 1997.

If I survive this cancer I may still be an invalid. I may be able to
walk around in the world, exchange breath, possibly be helpful to
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some people in some ways, but my writing days of concentrated time
may disappear entirely. Can I sustain even the briefest thoughts? And
when time seems foreshortened and limited is not the time to be
making plans of a creative nature, it would seem.

I am not trying to be alarmist or self-pitying. I want to get well.
But how well can that be from now on?
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DARK HAY

Chris Agee

June grasses had burgeoned to monumental hay: slabs and beds
Printed in eights by the baler’s sledge following its green coil
Of concentric windrows like stone spirals at New Grange or Radmilja

To a last comma near the midpoint of the O
Where those eight dolmens stand at Giant’s Ring. Then stacked
Into stooks “like lambdas” they darkened

To outlines of Mayan temples gathering shadow
In the late light breaking
Low from floes and plateaux, dark quadrilaterals

On the lit immaculate nap of shaven stubble
That reminded me that art is dark
For all its shining genesis. Seeing in stone

The image of hay, I saw too the vision polarized to God’s glyph
Vanishing midpoint into nothing
(Swan-necked, double-helix, bull’s eyes) on stelae swimming

In grass at the limestone necropolis on the road to Stolac

That passes the dumps of its razed mosques. Then, pausing to smoke,
Two men stood waiting to upend the last bales of an evening’s work.
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REQUIEM
Chris Agee
Hitler, cest moi.
Glucksmann

Something had turned me back. Broken stone. Ochre and lime
Leaves in the pockmark of a mortarsplash. I paused

To marvel at the chaos that composed them
Impasted in hoarfrost like sperms or dead souls frozen

In the liquid oxygen of time. Then back again

To the smoothness on a mosque’s threshold, a revenant

Drifting on in the first flurries of Friday afternoon,
Windless and lightweight, sifting down in grey silence,

I walk on past shawled faces in an old Yugoslav café,
Bread smells and a glimpse of loaves, jars stacked pyramidal

As in Russia, crossing Habsburg tramlines to the market stalls
Where legs and shoe leather move round the small splash

That, invisible, unsought, I wince at. Walnuts, cabbages, tangerines:
Onions, apples, peppers, honeycomb: bowls of cheese, sunflower seeds:

Beautiful, spartan Arcimboldo, where Sarajevo snow is falling, falling. . .
Is ash falling into the next century.
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Chris Agee

Ten-twenty. Tideway switchback was hesitating. Little whorls
And whirlpools chopped and peaked in the churnings

Of slicks and rapids and upsurges and slides and springing magmas

Exhausting Leonardo’s inventory. Marvellous to think
Something as grand as the Moon did this. And if

It was true here, in something so small as a glistening

Shoal of sun-scales, was it not true of everything
Everywhere? The yellowy butterfly that had paused in the bow
Of my canoe? The silvery school of flying fry

Arcing through the surface as if a leap into consciousness
Of air? The stripped-bare pine-log driftwood
Like the talon of a T-rex? What forces collided there?

And what about the shore’s massed Assyrian tree-cricket,
Winged Eocene lion, its collective hiss a cosmic conch-shell,
Its veined transparency a black Juliet cap

Of diaphanous stained glass? Or the pinnacle rising
Out of turquoise bearded by current-combed Botticelli-weed,
The small moths fluttering in a seacave

Fastfood for the radar of possible bats, the brine’s deep scent
In the nostrils minding me of some John Dee of natural alchemy
Or an eclogue to a microcosmos? What conjuncts there? Then inland

Round Blato and Sobra the rare brackish mud-lakes
Where it’s said they take tons of eels
Coiled below sea level like silvery neurons
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In the mud of the unconscious. Mysterious as images
By what clockwork chaos does low tide trident some out
Back to the world’s sargasso reaches? Why this one and not that?

Mljet, Croatia
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THE SILVER SKATES

Frances Padorr Brent

In the remnant world,

across half-frozen canals, even the draft horses were lifted upon

wide wooden stools. Swans hugged the glass collar of a sawed off ice block;
hills of bare, pendant branches enclosed the painted water like a net.

I am skating on this unfinished lens,
balancing my weight against its plate of metal.

Who sweeps that green

rim with the marvelous, polishing wheel,
bathing its stained edges

in the jeweler’s wooden bucket

of ice-water?

I am drawing the figures with my silver skates.
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BALANCED DISTORTION

Frances Padorr Brent

The Dutch painters record how the pupil of the eye
accomodates to the candle’s crack of light at the door:

Burnished-brown miniature cloud
surrounding the miniature gold crown
of the tallow.

Distortion resides in ever-dissolving form:
the impostor appears at a well-pump;

his flaxen limbs contract

after the hosen are unraveled.

Someone with perfect brush stroke
must catch the meal moth

circling about this incandescence,
down to its dull scales

and powder.
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JACK THE KNAVE

Frances Padorr Brent
He drew whimsical soldiers
with escape in mind.

Lowered his sleeve to the latticed
skin of a pond.

The heart beneath his burlap shirt

grew inflamed in grief.

In pity, the armature of love
was severed from his volatile conscience.

A spirit presented the gouge of ear stumps,
egg of a face.

Bells were played
by the one with blackened teeth.

Angels took their place
in tapestry gardens.
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THE EVENING'S THEME

Jeffrey Greene

Let’s say it’s toward the end of the evening in a small town
in New England, with early November breezes and friends,

where the dinner discussion turns to a theme. Let’s say
this time it’s heroes, appropriate for poets over wine and stew,

but the definitions get stickier as they always do, ranging
from small acts of human decency to mythic figures at the end

of their journeys, and only what lies between gets interesting,
those lucky lunacies that changed the world, Copernican

or Lutheran, the unveering will of Magellan, down through
gradient heroes that make a nation and keep it dangerous,

until we are down to our own fathers, who must bear the heroic
flaws of our expectations. Then the discussion finally goes

to the hypothetical and from there to hell, where we
could start over with weaknesses. So we shift to places

where we grew up, things like bridges in Pittsburgh
or parishes in Wales or Raminski’s daughter whom I thought

so brave to touch my brother and me near a coal bin.
I think of our landlord Raminski, the day he caught fire

burning paint off our building and pouring fuel on a lit pilot.
My brother cut his clothes off while blistering his own hands.

I know that it qualifies only as an act of human decency,
though my brother was only kid. Still he looked mythic
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with a carbon steel knife my father bought for dimes
at the flea market and Raminski sitting in shock on the beaten

earth of the backyard. Not even my bother’s gin or cocaine
changes my mind. Achilles is nothing without Hector.
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FROM “SOUTHERN SUITE”

Jeffrey Greene

ALLIGATOR SNAPPER

You're two northern boys fishing a cow pond in Natchez, Mississippi.
Granted it’s not the Great Atchafalaya you've seen from the causeway,

bass boats whispering among the mangroves, the hallowed waters
of the hallowed act, Jim Seay’s Southern Culture or Burke’s Cajun cop,

Dave Robicheaux in “the electric mist.” Still, it’s your friend Susan’s
family farm, beyond the bluebird boxes and the fences Susan fixes

with her near-blind father. Gary, with a spinner, reels bass in,
out of the muddiest piece of small water. Some snob said they fight

like a shoe. You stake a string of them like gifts to a nightmare,
macroclemys temminki. Being northern boys, you learn this later.

COMMENTS ON “O MAGNET SOUTH"

Who else but Whitman could be homesick for his birthplace

in a region where he was not born—the Georgia savanna,

the swamps of Florida, and the deep woods in Tennessee?
Who else could translocate that most tenacious of sentiments,

love of birth-things, transparent or growing or full of tropical odors
transported by divinity, as the self that was still is and can be?

Who else would brave the word dear? Its meaning is both beloved
and costly, a word as magnetic as north and south, sympathetic

as the poet’s two birds, the thrush’s pure notes at the edge
of a night and the mockingbird—"the American mimic."
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STEVENS READING “ORANGE BUDS MAILED FROM FLORIDA”

Certainly he read it for the first time in Connecticut
and smirked perhaps, or even smiled at the poetic argument

with Voltaire, how orange buds mailed from Florida
define progress as much as warships and the opera.

Most likely our poet of dislocations thought little of it,
since Whitman meant nothing to him as he once wrote,

fatigued by that incessant question: is there an American poetry?
Still there’s a little Williams in those orange buds, like Flossie’s

sentless roses on ice, or there’s the life story submerged
in sensibility, Florida’s best poet living in Connecticut.
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TSUNAMI
for Maria Matos

Roald Hoffmann

A soliton is

a singularity

of wave

motion, an edge
traveling just

that way. We saw
one, once

filmed moving heed-
lessly cross

a platinum surface.
Solitons pass
through

each

other
unperturbed.

You are a wave.

Not standing, nor
traveling, satisfying

no equation.

You are a wave

which will not be (Fourier)
analyzed.

You are a wave; in

your eyes I sink

willingly.

Not solitons,

we can't pass through
unaltered.
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Roald Hoffmann

A quiet fire brought it back, how
at night Dyuk let him into the attic;
and the strong uncle from the forest

(who gave the guns to my father),
my uncle Fromtchie falls, lies sense-
less eight days with a fever; there

being no medicine, just herbs, and
no doctor to be trusted, we’re hiding,
my mother asks Dyuk for some glasses,

a spirit lamp; they try to put me to bed,
but I watch as she bares his back
and heats the glasses, two shatter,

and with a face I do not recognize
she puts them on his back, jam jars,
big glasses, he squirms — they burn,

Aunt Nunia puts a gag over his mouth,
the small boy watches in lamp light
the flesh and blood rise; red welts,

and Uncle Fromtchie falls, sweating, asleep.
My mother cried — she held me — it was
the only thing she knew she could do,

and she hurt him. Long after the war
I saw a fine set, gleaming in a wood case

with an Edinburgh label, cups of all sizes —
every one smaller (though I had grown)

than what was given my mother,
And tongs to hold them; she had none,
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nor chemists’ hands. After the war,
in New York, Fromtchie/Frank ran
a small factory making hard candy,

he let me watch the food color mixed
into molten sugar, sweet spaghettis
extruded from the ovens, spun by hand

like Venetian millefiori, to be cut warm.
I asked him “Aren’t you afraid of being
burned?” and he smiled. Then there was

partner trouble, and one night, in a four-

alarm fire, the factory burned. A caramel
fire, I wondered? And where his scars were.
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NARCISSUS SCREAMING

Richard Kenefic
In the hallway of everything
I ever wanted, I run

from my shadow and open
the doors without going

inside. I've found that

the high regard of a perfect

stranger is the door
that opens into myself.

It waits there, opposite my
window on the world that holds

my dim reflection. The door
is ajar. It’s floating where

my face should be. I cant
step through it.
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SUNSET WITH A BRIDE FLYING THROUGH IT

Richard Kenefic

Running down the road again, almost dusk.
The coal of the sun glows through the ribs

of the barn, past the graveyard in the middle

of nowhere. This is how the heart is half hidden

below the horizon. The rest fades to red.
Stare too long and you will carry the image
like a memory. This is the door

to my ex-wife’s wedding. So many

thorns salted my throat. I never broke a sweat.
Wanted to remain human while searching

the house for my children. Wasnt this penance.
The bride trying to sell me something

in the kitchen, fuzzy muffins, warm beer,
drunk flies. She smiles, all sharp and dangerous,
becomes the fork in the road of parting, says

asshole and flits off. Hides behind the mottled

buttock of a mile marker, says the dog ate it, and then
in five years every piece of you will be someplace else.

I pretend to understand this while running down

the hall. Now I've gained another degree

of separation, but don’t find the children
in the living room, and no one here wants to look

foolish. I've hidden myself behind the dried

flowers, imperfect and maddening, wanting to say

how the flowers dried; instead, I left her
a few blanched phrases to remember me by.

70



FOOTNOTES IN WINTER

Seth Abramson

(Canaan, New Hampshire)

L.

I learned about physics while falling off
a gambrel roof. It’s not so hard to do;
science intercedes to siphon off the art.

Yet I think there’s something solemn
about a gambrel, and something sacred,
t00, in leaping from the dark church

of its permanence. It seems as though
all the roofs in Canaan are gambrels.
Perhaps this reflects our view of song-

birds—the chimney swifts never stay
long; gambrels remind them of witches,
of hemlocks propped into low fraises

beyond the cow pastures, of earthenware
bowls. Of barns in New England, old

barns in winter. With corduroy pants,

an old throw pillow, and two bare feet
in the well of a storm-drain, you can
slide clean off a gambrel, like rainwater.

II.
A mansard roof is a sorrowful thing,

like an elderly man in a fishing cap.
Nobody puts up mansards anymore;
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the one atop the town library hangs
rakishly like a black crown—summons
images of its softwood shelves gutted

by flame, indelible scenes of librarians
sitting dumbly on charred stoops,
heads in hands. After dusk, it harbors

only small dignity, its regimental flares
tolling hours and days of abandonment.

I think mansards unfit for full-blooded

youth; you can’t fall off a mansard
without a nod to time, to any tilling
which sows more than can be quarried.

I11.

Lean-tos are the most frugal and pious
of roofs, worshipping beside farmsteads
and churches, sloped with an antique grace

(unlike hip roofs, as those down in Salem,
which slant upward to teetering pagan
spires). Falling from a lean-to requires

a broad pile of snow for a landing-spot,
hesitant, sightless wind, and even, I think,

a theory of pressure: a weight spread out

in the snow becomes a bearable expansion

of feeling—like a belief, it is absorbed.
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A DEATH BEYOND MEANS

Seth Abramson

Oscar Wilde was its original practitioner,
schooled in the art of a counseled death,
loudly put to bed with an inflammation

of the brain—or else, it was just being
out of fashion, which over time was worse
for the constitution: the gradual lapsing

of affectation (dyed verdigris carnations,
gifts of china for the housekeepers and man-
servants) and affection (Mavor, Tankard

and two unnamed youths, Parker; Walter
Grainger, who was a plain or even ugly boy,
who was not, insisted Wilde, so appealing

as a doormat, and could never be madly
adored, for as he remarked—1/ prefer love).

Or else, it was the slaughter of the rain

against the hospital window, which was
a French downpour, again, not so fluttered
as the rain at the Albemarle, which was

a rebuking kindness. Douglas (Alfred,
the Younger) knew it was a giving of faith
to nothing and no one in particular; the age

of decadence, which was long in coming;
the false inspiration of near-black Irish stout
and violins; it was the pawning of muses,

whose love inspired but never spoke, except

to remind him from the top of the stairwell:
Oscar, you cannot write about me, now.
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ZEPHYR ZEINOW BIDS THE OLD YEAR A
GLAD ADIEU, WILLS A WELCOME
TO THE NEW

R.D. Skillings

The older I grow, the more aghast. I was born at odds with everything.
Of course pride is to blame—pride and a life of books, solitude and circum-
stance. How could it be otherwise? Is not each age—of men as of civiliza-
tions—more anguished than the last?

Scrofulous, dim in one eye, corpulent, slovenly, uncouth of manner and
mien, I am naturally a bachelor, and a pompous, pious, morbid, melan-
cholic, hectic, all-too-often-idle prig. These things follow. I have my
thoughts to wife, my wants for muse.

No one, I presume, travels on New Year’s Eve, unless he must. I was
returning from Albany—than which, by the way, Egypt is easier to reach—
where I had gone to hear eulogized an august pedagogue whose lectures
now nearly five decades past gave first life to my own scholarly grains and
whose nightly late-lighted window rebuked my student turbulence.

A millennium, in truth, preceded him to the grave. He had long tarried
with a fast circle of finely-bound familiars on his bedside shelf—Sophocles,
Dante, Shakespeare, et al—but merciful St. Alzheimer veiled from him the
depreciation of his estate, he whom his panegyrist, a nonagenarian himself,
rightly styled Interpreter of the Greatr Documents.

I will not forget how few we were, how shabby and drab a remnant,
hunched in our overcoats, while a dismal chill stole through the chinks of
the stone chapel—but all this is mere matter for aposiopesis, misgiving and
mute rage.

No one, I say, would find himself in the Hyannis bus station on the
evening of December 31st, except in dire dream. But so it fell out for me in
the middle of that evil epoch known perforce as The Eighties, precisely as I
shall tell.

I scanned the rows of plastic seats bolted to metal beams, the appalling
bare walls and frightful fluorescence, the large NO SMOKING sign and
overflowing ashtrays, the several unfortunates loitering there. Over the last
twenty years, one by one, lunch counter, newsstand, and free toilets, all
social benignancies, all easement to serendipitous acquaintance, had been
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abolished, the place modernized to a sort of restless limbo, the most forbid-
ding and disagreeable the human genius could devise. SCRAM was what its
aura spelt.

(Much as I deplore parentheses, I must not neglect to recall its still-
cheerful side and season, when it is graced by rosy, long-lashed, round-
rumped girls in halters and divinely-fitted shorts. Well, what truth can
compare with a summer dream of female beauty and youth?)

Desolate the place was, empty but for three derelicts—habitating rather
than waiting—who hardly differed from me in looks. Despite the rolling
majesty of my frame in motion and my vehement mannerisms in address,
seated, silent, I am inconspicuous. I gave each a glance of greeting as I sat
down, but none met my eye.

One seemed to be drunk, dozing, his blotched, purplish face express-
ing—I thought—sly defiance; haunted-looking and gaunt, the second kept
revolving his head, and muttering assiduously, as if to confute an ubiquity
of spectral accusers; but the third, no less a tatterdemalion, struck me to
reassurance—even gratitude, given the depth of my gloom—by his ruddy
countenance and bright white hair. He sat with arms folded, gazing straight
ahead with settled reclusion, his neatly-tied bundle beside him, unflinching
soul taking shelter while he could, ready to face the cold. He did not seem
at all undone, yet was still the picture of a bum. None—as I surmised and
time confirmed—was waiting for the Provincetown bus.

Meanwhile, I proposed to mortify myself by surveying the ruins of the
past year, and to make once again my unchanging resolves: to think only
true thoughts, to work to some universal purpose, to defeat despair, combat
misology, and do and endure with good will those things of which I am
afraid. How far from my sainted mother’s womb have I come, but yet to
glimpse the light! No! Darker every year, and the brain sciatical!

Well, I am nothing but furnace and sewer, blown by appetites and
sloth. The habit of self-colloquy has sapped my will to write, I read without
clock or compass, grub after news, shun the rigors of reflection, and cherish
less and less of every hour of every day, week, month and year. To what end?
What have I to fear but finality without reckoning? *Tis almost a pity there’s
no hell. Heaven we well can do without.

Should proof be wanted that round the world this festival of End and
Beginning tends to the macabre, let me relate how two women shuffled in,
mother and daughter they looked, older and younger, larger and smaller,
but shaped the same, bulky, hunched, uningratiating as peasants, both in
navy pea jackets, features hidden by upturned collars, long scarves like
hoods tied under their chins with chains of knots.
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Oblivious to everyone, they went slowly, resolutely to the pay phone,
took positions on either side, and didn’t move, or speak, but stood in still
tableau of obstinate dejection or dread.

Finally, monumentally, mother lifted the receiver, daughter inserted a
coin and dialed, while mother gathered breath. Then both bent foreheads
together like a little cathedral of faith in hope, and waited again, listening,
intent, silent, listening and listening, for eons it seemed, till I felt a hollow
ringing at my temples, and my dry heart heaved up a prayer for some joyful
voice to answer.

At last, a reluctant tug-of-war began, daughter finally, gently guided
mother’s hand to hang up, and they trudged out in mournful procession.

Instantly a well-dressed, middle-aged man entered and dithered about,
pronouncing in tones of mild discovery, “I dont know who I am, I don't
know who I am.”

My fellows observed him with interest equally mild. He made a circuit
of the room, repeating these words, though not to anyone in particular, then
with brisk, decisive step strode to the ticket counter and spoke them to the
dour woman there.

She gave him no response whatever, as if he didn't exist, whereupon he
made a sort of social amends, raised eyebrows and shrugged shoulders in
perfect accord, affably, negligently bowed, then meandered around again,
reasserting his plight to empty air, ever less confidently.

I was about to inquire after his wallet when a sudden squall of half-
quarreling black youths burst in, three boys and two girls.

They filled the middle of the room, getting louder and more menacing,
goaded by the morgue-like place and its torpid inmates, whom they con-
temptuously ignored. The girls kept trying to calm the storm, yelling at
them, then at one another for blaming the wrong one. The boys seemed to
absorb the artificial light and loom, but the girls dazzled, their sequins
glittered, sleek boots shone, proud eyes flashed. Their swains meanwhile
were all cuffs and slaps, challenges and scoffs, few words among them except
Fuck this or Fuck that shit.

The kick-boxing soon grew too obstreperous for the girls who gave up
and sat down to a fervid téte-a-téte, keeping an upward, wary eye on their
parlous cavaliers.

We whites looked on sidelong, acknowledging that they had as little to
do with us as we with them. Amnesia man had sat down upon their entry,
and kept still. The boys were hindered in their need to fight. None dared
contend wholly with another for fear of the third, and they sparred and
kicked and feinted with ever-rising shrill derision, each against all
against each.
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Finally the biggest broke off, loped to the Coke machine, poured coins
in, punched several stuck buttons, then rocked the heavy dispenser bang-
crash, crash-bang, till the girls together shrieked QuitThatShit, and he came
back and began trying to tear one of the fiberglass seats off its steel beam
while his two compeers watched with chivalric respect, to see if he could do
it, and the girls hid aged faces.

I half-hoped to see the orange boomerang shape wrenched free and
flung—at whom I did not know—but it couldn’t be budged. The youth
looked nineteen or twenty, strained till his cheeks gleamed and his beautiful
hands displayed every articulation—strange scene, dressed as he was in
fedora, emerald ski pants and spurs.

He bent ever-deepening effort, sinew, nerve, heart, soul and brain, every
cell of his being concentrated on moving the manifold world even one iota;
and failing, failing, failing, finally loosed a scream that started far down in
his guts, burgeoned like an unbearable cornucopia, spilled, gushed, flayed
his larynx raw and charged the room with its tragic pitch of auto-da-fé.

Atoms of the air stood still. All breathing stopped, human agency
powerless to intervene, as if bubbles sailed toward collision, that must merge
or cling or burst.

The ticket-seller behind her glass picked up the phone. The screamer
turned in small circles, hands on hips, panting, the pentad become a
shielding quincunx, with him the center. Born black, I should early have
lost my life.

The back door opened. Dangling his nightstick, gazing up as if for stars,
a paunchy policeman entered, paused on his heels, his gaze slowly descend-
ing, then passing attentively around the blank walls, coming to rest at last
obliquely on the ticket-seller.

The kids fuddled and bumped together and then, in a nonchalant
choreography sauntered out the front way, the leader last, glancing sexual
scorn over his shoulder at the ticket-seller. She seemed to emerge from a
trance, stretched all her faculties and, remembering time, pursed her lips
at the clock, then nodded slightly toward the three bums, amnesia man
and me.

The cop made for us. The bums scattered grudgingly for the door like
slow ducks before a neighbor’s dog. Amnesia man, clad in the dignity of suit
and tie, still feigning sovereignty of will, delayed till they were gone, then
followed them into the dark.

The ticket-seller announced the departure of the Provincetown bus—
last bus of the year—snapped off the mike and dimmed the lights. I
raised aloft my ticket with one hand, with the other hoisted my ancient
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portmanteau, so capacious and imposing, if virtually empty, and in my
usual stately manner advanced, notwithstanding many mutters and sundry
jerks, straight toward the stairs descending to the charnel house of a garage
where the bus idled, shrouded in billows of exhaust, wheels frozen in
rainbow rivulets of grease, while the law gaped with impassive face.

And, indeed, I must admit, I was in the grip of my sole superstition,
namely this, that in crossing any threshold whatsoever, not excluding
interior passages, I should always and only traverse it on my fourth step and
with my right foot, a propitiatory compulsion, acquired in youth, that to
this day gives me a deal of distracted difficulty and my friends to secret
conjectures, the true facts of which—none having asked, I have never
divulged—are only hereby reft of their decent oblivion. Well, how we die
may be of no more moment than how we live, unless it be prolonged
forever. I have a deep disquiet on the point. Were my house on fire I might
prefer to roast than go wrongly out.

You may imagine my astonishment—if not the pathos of my delight,
who am at heart a lonely soul, who never found his Mermaid Tavern—
when I saw that the bus held four passengers, smokers all, all seated on the
aisle, up front.

They fell silent, while I, manifestly senior in age, corporeal stature and
cerebral command, arranged myself close behind them. Not one returned
my nod.

As if I and I alone had kept them waiting, the strange, morose driver—
not my familiar, friendly Jimmy, with whom I had beguiled so many
melancholy homecomings—hissed shut the door, released the break with a
hideous creak, precipitately backed us out upon the road, and without ado
roared forward like an irate plane on a short runway.

At first I feared my presence must damp their social fires, my aspect
being such that I am not seldom addressed as Preacher, or shunned for
a mortician. My clothes, however harmonized, at night appear suit-like
and black, and at all hours bear a guise of gross anachronism, incongruity
and decrepitude, dressed as I am severally by women I consorted with so
long ago.

But soon enough their talk resumed—as if I were indeed none of them,
and thus to be disdained—while we whirled away through the dark, the
dragooned driver grimly bent upon making a speedy end of this last leg of
his unwelcome run.

What I gleaned of the two fortyish men at diagonals across the aisle
from each other, both of a type, agile and slim, with short jackets, sharp
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faces, and deft motions of hands and head, at once filled me with forebod-
ings that I might in due time be called upon to give them each a thump.

“Have all you want,” croaked the one who was dying of throat cancer,
extracting a pack of Camels from the mouth of his'bulging duffle bag,
opened wide to show that its whole contents consisted of cartons of
the same.

He obliged his fellow passengers with a light. He had done nothing, he
would do nothing, to oppose his malignancy. He had known such might
transpire—strongly surmised so—but he loved to smoke, it was the only
thing he was really good at, his only source of gladness, and he refused to
give it up, meant to smoke for all he was worth, and let the cancer do its
best or worst, it too self-doomed. He cared not for life, nor death either,
while he still lived, and after that he would care for nothing at all, including
nicotine. He had always wondered what the end of Cape Cod looked like;
now he would find out, while smoking. I might well have warned him to
bring a box of kindling and a can of kerosene.

The other, slightly younger, was on parole for murder, released one
week ago. He was going to kill again, if not this very night. He knew he
would, he wanted to, he had it in him from Day One. “They’ll never take
me alive again though,” he said. “That was my only mistake.”

Did not this pair clot my blood enough, the third stood far above it all,
a philosopher, maybe sixty years of age, with a briefcase in his lap. He owed
his light to a single line—LZife is Pain. Like a tune heard in the womb, that
he had never been able to drive from his soul, it had half-maddened him
into a precocious maturity, teaching him to accept, then to love, finally to
sing its truth aloud like a prophet, vouchsafing himself, if not the whole
world, the ultimate vision that the universe was perfect, unexceptionable in
its apparent order and chaos both, with only the lone flaw, sentience, which
reached its evil zenith in humankind, and thus he rode from place to place
advocating euthanasia of all things not naturally inanimate and unambigu-
ously at peace amid their unalive, impingent surroundings. What mercy
Camel man and parolee proposed for selves or others could little rectify a
virtual infinity of wrong. Holistic measures were widely wanted, though the
world was still too infantile to grasp the obvious. Of him I might have
asked, Did the Devil then make God?

The fourth, a moon-faced Tshimpsean from the Bering Strait—with
black cowl of hair and winsome mouth permanently curved with benign
delight—merely smiled the more at everything he heard. He had fished in
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every sea. There were not so many fish as once. No stranger to the first
landfall of the Mayflower, he once had helped string the Thanksgiving
lights on the Pilgrim Monument. “T'll bet 'm the only Indian who ever
did that,” he laughed with flashing wonder. “I must have thought it was
a Christmas tree.”

In him I placed my hopes. And in myself, of course, that figment I
impersonate. What do all my bluster and fustian compose but a few thin
poems that bisect my page like circumlocutory sutures of a mad surgeon?
Them I survey with pity, my mutilated offspring of a butchered world. I
should have done better by them. Well, well, not dead, not done.

For verily I was not to perish on that bus hurtling toward the end of
one and start of another infernal annum. We were all smoking like fiends in
hell, I my own personal, hand-rolled brand, that they turned from with
profound antipathy. Above the puffing driver a faded placard blared: NO
SMOKING.

The predictable was pronounced by Camel man, all marvel, no com-
plaint. “I thought this was supposed to be a free country.”

“No more,” said the parolee. “Everybody’s a slave of everybody else.”

“Who makes these rules? Why can't ey leave the room?” demanded
the sage with settled disgruntlement.

Inwardly I smiled—for I would govern each last act—and the new seat-
belt law was due at the kissing knell, two hours hence. Neither have I car,
nor can I drive. Where should one wish to go, beyond last rites of the justly
renowned? I live for my epitaph.

“I'm proud, I'm glad I was born in this country,” said the driver, as
he swung into a curve and bore down on the accelerator, “but sometimes
I wonder.”

“They're after our guns,” the parolee warned. “Not that a practiced pair
of hands won’t do for the old and young.”

“Nothing’s the way it was,” said Camel man, and almost a softness
touched his face. “I used to hate that bottle bill, now I don’t care a nickel.
There’s no red tape on me.”

“In Montana,” the parolee enlarged with high disbelief, “they’re trying
to ration firewood. It's American to burn.”

“Nothing can be done about anything,” Camel man concluded, and
flicked his ashes in the aisle.

“They’re taking over the country,” the parolee agreed.

“Good! Serves them right!” said the sage.

“Give it back to the Indians,” Camel Man said.
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The Tshimpsean smiled with distant interest. “Canadian health plans
are better,” he said.

“Everything’s crazy, queers everywhere,” the parolee said. “The only
good people are black. The blacker the better.”

“It’s Women’s Lib,” the driver summarized. “My whore of a wife made a
fortune in drugs and left me with our debts. Our kid’s gone on the street
himself. Life’s pretty crude, isn’t it?”

The wry Tshimpsean revolved his head in a circle both ways, and
grinned more than ever.

The driver vaunted his harsh heritage. His father beat him with a
baseball bat, and shot the heads off his dogs.

“You aren’t supposed to do that,” he said. “In Nam when I was shooting
people I kept thinking about that, and I went right on shooting. When I got
back I says, ‘Hey, I got you to thank for being alive.’

“He didn’t understand. He was glad to take the credit though. I wanted
to kill him then and there. Hey, that’s life, isn’t it?” the driver allowed over
his shoulder with bleak glee. “I know not everybody agrees with me.”

No one said him nay. I am truly marooned, my brain all tangles and
plaques, with no one but myself to right. I regret everything, cannot squash
a bug without beseeching pardon of the universe. Well, the less fit for
existence the more arrogant.

My Tshimpsean laughed, “I'm waiting for those UFOs to give us
the word.”

“It won’t be no surprise,” the parolee said. “Difference is war.”

“Tell me about it,” the baleful driver said.

The parolee said, “I can tell you more than you might want to know.”

“We still got free speech,” the driver said. “Don’t wait on my say so.”

“Maybe I should show you,” the parolee said. “Words aren’t nothing.”

“Civilians!” the driver jeered. “I'd run the lot of you right off the road.”

“Kindly wait till I finish my smoke,” said Camel man.

“At least let us all remain seated till we reach our destination,” said the
sage, apparently loath at present to benefit from the parolee’s good offices.

“Talk is cheap. Rum costs money,” remarked the Tshimpsean in his
cheerful, musing tone.

Clement exclamations—throat-clearings, half-coughs, grunts, sighs—of
resigned accord united the five, humble sounds of verities accepted.

After a little pause the parolee ruminated, “Some bozos though arent
worth shooting,” and indubitably he meant me, who offered him no
thumps. And why? Why is what I am going to tell you, mes semblabes, if
any. Well, I might have observed that Camel Man’s quiescent road was open
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equally to him, that he might meet his destiny as well that way as any other,
and better with less effort. Camel Man I might have told that lands-end was
merely sea and sky, and would add nothing to his legacy, unless he lay down
to stay. I might have told them all, that none of them were natives, and thus
knew nothing. Tongue gnawed to cud, teeth gnashed to sand, I own no
purple hearts, am no tour guide, long ago chained up my mayoral officious-
ness like an orphan dog.

Once significant of strength I now can hardly hobble. Excess of eat
and drink, and fleshly inactivity, have tainted even pleasure in my green
years of book-packed knapsack, day-long walks and dear, robust compan-
ions. Where has my love of life gone? Where my strength? Youth’s defiant
consolation in suicide’s resort proves merely palliative, and fades before all
sorrows. And the Grande Dame died. O, my dear Auxilia Lomes, my
dearest dear, my last and only confidante! Time takes all.

“The world’s too small,” the driver growled, and all the more I missed
my Jimmy, who talked nonstop like Finnegan, and drove this road day in
day out, and never sped nor slowed. “It could happen here.”

“It could happen anywhere,” the shrugging sage demurred. “Like
breeds like.”

“Bolt from the blue,” said the parolee. “Wrong place, time.”

“Fach his own,” said Camel man.

“No,” the driver insisted. “I mean right here. Right now. It’s going
to start happening everywhere. Khadafy might be on this bus. Or one
of his agents.”

I felt their sudden mass of glance, quailed at anarchy;, all rights, all
wrongs tallied individually. Achille Lauro passenger Klinghoffer shot in his
wheelchair, and tossed into the sea, hostage Stethem shot and dropped
from hijacked plane to tarmac. Passing a tv screen, I saw the body bounce,
bounce, bounce, bounce, had one a mind to wait and watch, the worst
employed to entertain. Bloodlust and imbecility. Well, was it not Voltaire
who said, “Details are the vermin of history?”

It galls me to concede—if I ruled, as well I ought—I would not better
know to do, than live the shame of circumspection.

In the headlights a white apparition appeared. The bus stopped with a
skid of gravel, and a young woman boarded. We rolled on again, but slowly,
silently, possessed by thought.

For she wore no coat, but only a white dress in the frost, as if she had
stepped like myth from the woods, out of the pitch black night without
shiver, far from any human sign. She was beautiful it moment by moment
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dawned, too beautiful at first for amorous cupidity, though grow such folly
must, and all too soon. But who was she, whence cometh, where bound?

I sat like pyramid in the desert. As a child I learnt with gladness there
was no providence; it clarified the world, swept clean near and far, let wind
sing or whittle how it would. What was left to lose or want?

She stood in the well by the driver, holding the pole and smiling as if
she were in her own home.

“Where to?” said he without regard for route or fare.

“I'll let you know,” said she. “I know the way.”

Camel man offered his pack, but she declined with sweet humility.

“I know where there’s a fine party,” said the parolee. “Let me show you
a good time.”

Her look gave veiled regret that she was elsewhere destined.

“You ought to have a coat,” said the sage, and reached for his own on
the rack above, but she only smiled deprecation of the cold, and he sank
back shyly in his seat.

“You must be going somewbhere,” the glowing Tshimpsean said.

Him she favored with closed eyes, then glanced appraisal of my worth, a
terrible, due regard.

Well, she might have been naive, or simple. But divine. A moment to
cherish amid the pandemonium, her face beyond age, her form uplifting to
behold, and wise too she began to seem, sublime in her self-possession and
gracious show of radiant interest in us each.

Before the saga could more advance she with hand on driver’s shoulder
slowed and stopped the bus by a woods no less dense and dark than the
woods she had come from, and taking leave of us one by one with grave and
speaking eye, stepped down and was gone, and we rolled on bereft.

“I'll never figure that,” said the driver, finally treading on the gas. “My
wife always said I was an ugly moron.”

“I could party with her,” the parolee averred, “forever.”

The sage demurred, “Selfish dereliction.”

“Never is forever,” said Camel man.

Laughless the parolee resumed his ways, and sneered.

“I couldn’t care less,” said Camel man, indifferent to indifference.

“Neither could I,” said his gruesome foil. Opposite colors they were,
who always agreed, but never meant the same.

Death breath chilled my hopes of exaltation. I am a progress in morbid-
ity, nor need I seek. All things imbrue my soul. Sad to ask, what existence
have I beyond my few words, so few, small loss or gain in an old and
haunted world? I can do nothing, even with myself. I take my stand. I lock
my hands behind my back. The stars—my stars, I sometimes think—rain
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down on me. I am pilot Takahama of rudderless Tokyo Flight 123, with

524 commuters scribbling their farewells behind the thin wall at my back,
am distillate of butterfly and flower, all resistance gone. Well, she was indeed
a vision!

And truth to tell I myself in safe luxury dwell in my high hermitage
with its view of skewed roofs in sound of foghorn, mourning dove and jay,
my sky-blue floor worn paintless with paths to desk, windows, stove and
commode, my white cathedral ceiling realm of spider, wasp and fly.

At worst I take the best, an unprofaned day of work— sausages, grits,
eggs, pie and cheddar cheese at dawn, ice cold vodka at intervals, two hits of
cannabis to start, and ponds of coffee, ink spent till sundown, wastebasket
brimmed. I have crossed the hills and descended into the vale where dwell
more dead than living friends, the elegiac dreamland of art.

Well, what else can I do here? Fall down at home with none to see.
Ruled by the muse, go not in public, lest absent nakedness beget derision
and dishonor. As Rodin said to Rilke, Work!

“They’ll blow it all to smithereens anyway, somehow or other,”
said the driver, sounding sooner right than spared.

“They’ll botch the job,” said the sage, “and make more grief
than peace.”

“There ought to be another world,” said the Tshimpsean. “We
might just be smart ants.”

“One is bad enough,” said the sage.

The bus rolled, then roared, rolled, then roared through Wellfleet,
Truro, North Truro, up and down imperceptible Corn Hill where the
Pilgrims stole the winter storehouse of the Pamets, rolled, then roared, in
the moonless, star-big night.

The bus swept past Beach Point and onto Bradford Street, while the
assassin leaned into the aisle with mien anxious and subdued.

The town seemed asleep, no revelers in view, till the bus skirted Lopes
Square, and two men came dancing in hats and canes, and then three more
lurched in bloody camouflage like Halloween. Here and there some dullards
trudged, heads down, hands in pockets. A cretin band boomed.

The driver rushed us off, and all scattered without a word, as if we had
not just ended a perilous journey in one boat together. Well, the year was
not yet up. Time remained for final follies and accounting.

I joined the line of walkers west, greeting, greeted by none, outwalked
them all, no shops, no lights, no prospect of welcome down my privet-
walled declivity. My tall stairway shakes with want of buttress, and restraint
of my hungers. None will come here to bring or take a friendly cup. None
but me will be regaled by anything I see or say.
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At my window on the lane I look down into a tiny cottage with a high
board fence around it where two large women summer, who never speak to
me, so lithe a reed myself. They have a guest of rival size, are down for the
holiday, just setting out in their cowboy finery, saying last words to their
guest, who remains intently at the mirror, glancing over her shoulder till
they have turned the corner, then goes in vain through every drawer and
pocket, every nook in the house, finally, grimly locks the door, steps out on
the trail of her hostesses, better luck, I suppose she hopes, ahead.

I am downcast. As who in sense is not? No. Not I, not I, and many not.
So many eons from the slime, so many more from the inconceivable fires,
where is due despair? Reverence too be damned! To flesh that fact, I fetch
forth my bottle iced the day I left for Albany. “Tis time to make my pledge.
Gold tinfoil and wire-wrapped cap removed, with ceremonial, slow delibera-
tion, deep in piety, millimeter by millennium, I thumb up the cork.

Stubborn—as it ought to be—the cork sticks halfway up. I set the
bottle down to flex and rest my book-benighted digits, then like a boy with
high expectancy, I steeled myself to try again, bent to my task, and instantly,
with not a touch from me, the kindly report rang out.

Black lights I saw, my large tender nose hurt like blazes, I bled
buckets, inauspicious splashes down chin and front of my unchanged,
white funeral shirt.

For a time in indecision I gazed at a distant kitchen dishcloth. Then,
loathe to leave my window, I forsook niceties, half filled my glass, held it
high, raged some while more at everything, not least at what I am, am not,
am no longer, never was, then bowed to all shames past, conceded nothing
to the future, drip-dripped, drank down a drought of red bubbly, poured
myself a new dilute.

Outside on my high, privet-hidden parapet, vermilion glass in hand,

I find a diamond night, no whisper of surf, white frost on my railings, am
suddenly restored, rapture-able and ready. Tired of weather, you are tired
of life.

Two or three blocks away, wafted on the stillness, plangent voices
of young women rise and stream to me like galaxies. I wish them all felici-
ties. The countdown starts. Zen. Nine. Eight, defiant, vindictive, the dire
milestones dismissed, disclaimed, traduced, loud and louder, reckless,
remorseless, histrionic, individual and vibrato, then shrived, gathering,
eager, Seven. Six. Five, a full, triumphant march to the rich crescendos of
the phantom zero, Happy New Year cries long kept up, till raw and break-
ing hoarseness sounds.

Who's to know? All I loved are dead. Damn gravity. I will out-dance the
world, in time, too.
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LETTER FROM THE TRENCHES

Christopher Brisson

tense itchy oily heat

eleven days of stuck to sheets, and like this

I stretch and look, admire my foot in the mirror,
the painterly distortion: soles gargantuan—distant/
foreshortened, my toes looming like Stonehenge,
ardent and veined. I wonder where

you are, where you've been since the telephone call.

The oil fields beyond the house,

beyond the brush, they pump and thrum,

feed the heat. The unleavened air, plaster

across the pores, confiscates all manner of cheerfulness,
strands of volition. In youth I knew a military man convinced
Love is energy exchanged over time and I think of his theory
while setting the cadence of my breathing to gears

and cranks in the distance. We need something,
something scientific through which to replenish

our disappearing, our selves. Why not consider
expenditure, transfer, traction, metastasis perfect

valentines, our irradiated cupids? I already tried counting

zippers, fabric, sleeves and hemlines,

brocade, collar, cuff, the parade of my neighbor’s fraying
clothesline lit on my stage (that is, my window),

angling for some reassurance, the answer, a lovely

show of order, but I found myself discarding

the differences instead—black from blue, sweetheart
versus plunge, lazy weave from tight stitch—too much

a fleshless peepshow for any kind of revelation. Perhaps

we should’ve been more dutiful in our attentions, gleaned some
handy tips from the cowpokes and physicists, men

of the land who knew soil and wind, who never mistook

the lambence of twilight for gilding. They could’ve been

our erstwhile guides, our Ovid and Aeschylus for the trenches,
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plush tongues unfurled with reason,

acumen, solutions, assorted

whys for all this unexpected disarray, the creased
resolve and crumpled sheets, how eleven ringless
mornings later your scent still lingers

and I cannot make the bed.
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FoIE GRAS

Christopher Brisson

Sometimes when you read you come across the most
remarkable things. I just finished a play about a luxe
dinner party where the well-heeled guests are all held

Hostage by one of the gentlemen, a guest himself, he
who wishes to deliberate the end of the world in such
rational fashion you never know if there’s actual threat

Behind the gun with which he’s demonstrating, the one
he claims he bought from a child on the street, two weeks
thence, a tyke who approached his foreign-make scarlet

Sedan at a traffic light, the stride desultory, like the sale
itself, twenty bucks, little thought, more an impulse
purchase on the intellectual’s part—think of stack

Upon stack of tic-tacs or Trident at the supermarket
registers while you wait, and wait, and wait—and there’s
a price check to be done on aisle six, you're sure your

Ice cream’s going to melt and your weary urban angst, it
kicks in, the rather tremendous Dissatisfaction with Life,
the way things have turned out, and off, and up, and all

The pricey noodles in your carriage somehow entwine
with what got me started on this, an observation in the play
a lady character makes: Theres very little people can do

Disastrously by themselves. Although we may need to
clarify here, if you choose to consider disaster in terms
all too simplistic, get caught up in the obvious color,

The exclamatory horror, pin it in terms purely grievous

and/or unexpected, those things intransigent, beyond
reclamation, then, yes, we do have a problem, because
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You most likely efface a central feature, you neglect
the awful numbers, the immense scale to which
the word leans in its truest sense, the epic sweep

You squash in an effort to shrink the word to fit
the personal, which is the point, really—everyone is
going about like a mad shoehorn, so as to accommodate

Their needs, their wants, their hope for a suite on the ark:
we might designate this, “The Wringing,” the twisting
of lone disappointment, solitary accident, into full-fledged

DISASTER! And so the conversation wriggled,
once the Wesson was out, and each invitee’s nervous
points tumbled out like high-stakes dice: the couture-

Clad guests sweating, guessing how best to judge the cock
of the gun, its owner’s intentions: was it merely a thing
illustrative—abstract—or truly a dangerous object in this

Man’s hands, his dry philosophy? Besides, how could he
illustrate to any great depth, unless actual possible
death was in the offering, maybe the entire salon wiped

Out, bloody tuxes and scattered pearls like costly peas
across parquet, morning papers splashing New York’s
doorsteps with clever headline, e.g., Dinner Party Turns

Disastrous, which returns us to our concept: disaster
in numbers. Think flood, famine, virus, train wreck, city-
wide fire, avalanche, botched heist, bubonic plague. Or

Our slaughtered dinner guests. Yes, you might fall down
the stairs tripping on a toddler daughter’s tin caboose, break
your shapely humerus or ulna, but is this commensurate

With pestilence, the collapse of suspension bridges

during the thick of commute; is the loss of a single
finger to an old power tool tantamount to luxury
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Oceanliners capsizing in Arctic water, the Copacabana
smothering yet another happy dancer because some fool
bolted the rear exits as an act of “security?” If you deem

Lush calamity of mass proportion close cousin to private
misfortune, then we've reached a far from frivolous impasse,
a contrast in plumage as we hunt and peck our way in

The hot coop of semantics, this ungainly word, Disaster,
the double s’s like hooks or snakes, treacherous curves
on black-ice roads, nooses loose in the moment before

Knotting. And I admit, I comprehend your stance, as indeed
we live inside ourselves exclusively, might feel we're precious
vessels approaching sink, burst or break, and thereby

Commandeer disaster to sudden, startling solo meaning,
but in the end it just won’t do, and at the risk of getting
too glib, too deep, I maintain it is the painful swell of ozher

Things (the fat catalog of modern ills that won't fit here)
which struck that well-bred man with such clarity, such
vigor, in his car, and at the party in the spleeny taste of

Foie gras—trigger which rendered that child’s gun the perfect
purchase, a useful stimulant, a choice path to conversation...
—Gosh! What a Dinner Party!— 1 figured you might enjoy its

Recollection, since we often count ourselves among the

millennium’s most despairing: Oh, what vintage to bring
to occasions not nearly as interesting & far less posh?
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THE DECORATOR

Michelle Margolis

On her day off

she dreams of the trees

a yard or two off the porch, gold-

leaved and loose-limbed and bowed to the sea-
mist that flies in on the cloud-bed

of a storm,

through the cracks of a ceiling of stone

the sky is rolling out

and the palm,

one of a cluster of five

a mile or so be-

yond, breaking the wish-

washiness of the line, its blah-brown spine
unmolested by fog, by the blue soot

which is heading inland though this is California
and it never rains

whether or not it is falling

and ponding around the mud-slicked homes
that are Argentinian Anthills

but in particular

she dreams of proportion, and of design, the sheer nerviness
of it bearing a shelter

of fronds, its backbone spliced

by louvers, like yardsticks

or parts of a frame for whatever will become

in the distance

depending on if she is looking that far

and piecing it together from memory, from what she has seen
before, of its shape, how it is fixed to a side

of the universe

regardless of what gathers, of what comes.
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SHAMAN AT THE DOOR

Michelle Margolis

Do you think it begins

Beneath a field of stars

In the things you recognize

Like the tree in the yard

Which in the dark is visible

As far as the leaves grow

On the limbs

But not as far as you have gone

And intend to go

Even in a year when the rains are scarce
And the ground is dry

Do you fear for the animals

After instinct goes

And their knowledge of the earth
Becomes in fact the earth

Which you hallow in the twelfth month
By the felled tree

And by the god

Four more questions

Before you close the door

Against the cold

How do you live

Is that the chair from which you watch the moon’s arc
Wheel from there to there

Unless it is day you are remembering
A consolation of sun

All night a memory

Or do you forget that too

So familiar this space

So sacred

No different from the last house

Or the one before

Where the moon

By now in the form of its final phase
Is lolling on a shingle
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By a chimney

But which you say is rising

How certain are you

When there is nothing shining

Of a light indivisible which will find you
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AS YOU LIKE IT

Richard Cecil

Suppressing thoughts of the French Riviera

in February, grading stacks of essays

on “Mockery of Travelers in As You Like It,”

I notice that the speech all papers quote—
“Look you lisp and wear strange suits, disable

all the benefits of your own country,

be out of love with your nativity...”

is spoken by a joking Rosalind

in prose instead of in blank verse, which means
that Shakespeare didn't mean the words he wrote

to draw roars of approval from the cheap seats,
who loved to hear that travel to bright worlds
beyond their reach would spoil their native virtue.
“Let those silly nobles in the stalls

waste time and money travelling south to sip

sour wine and float in Gondolas—

wed rather huddle by our fires at home

washing cold joints down with warm beer.”

It’s always awful stuff that locals praise—

the lutefisk, the barbeque, the haggis—

just as it’s the worst of foreign countries
that cosmopolitans prefer to home—
rocky, narrow, topless plages in France

to wide, clean sandy beaches in New Jersey;
ski-trail blighted slopes in the Swiss Alps

to unspoiled Rocky Mountain wilderness.
With cautious drivers, toll free Interstates,
gas less than half the price of gas in Europe
and a thousand miles of semi-tropic coasts,
America’s where it makes sense to travel,
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which must be why I almost never do.

I'd rather go nowhere than drive a Chevy

to someplace warm where natives all speak English.
I'd rather hole up in my freezing room

with one wall covered by a map of France

and others hung with prints from St Moritz
dreaming of my next authentic trip

to the mouthwash colored Mediterranean sea,
where the quality of life’s precisely measured

by stars affixed to the hotel’s marquee.

Oh, how Rosalind would have sneered at me,

a person born in a land so gigantic

that hating winter’s not unpatriotic

since getting warm requires no foreign trip.
Palms and condos rise beside the Gulf

a long day’s drive or short domestic flight

from where I sit and brood in Indiana,

my gloomy little country in a country,

shunned by travelers and by the winter sun—
like Shakespeare’s England, which is as we like it.
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THE TALKING MAN AT HOME

Martin Galvin

The talker learned his trade listening to pistons.

In fifteen seconds he can say what we might stutter out
in sixty. The man’s as proud as motorboats in Ego Alley,
how he can run the words on faith, not even take a breath,

his mouth a miracle. When he gets home from work though,
it’s over for the day. It's done. He deals out each word

as if it is a card he is not sure he wants to play.

His younger boy falls off to sleep between himself

as subject and a negative imperative the talking man stamps out.
His daughter dreams a doctor will call about her sorry life.

The wife is taking Portugese at night, has to pretend

she’s glad to stay around until his sentence is finished.

She yawns out her hunger, rehearses conjugations
and wonders when a microdot will take his place,
the way that teevee did the carny in and airplanes
ate the birds who taught them how to fly.
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LATER

Martin Galvin
for Davis, Age 1

He would like to know when he gets to touch

the paintings, when he gets to rub his wet nose

on the belly of Aphrodite, when he is allowed

to sing in the confessional. He would like to know
when they will stop putting signs around the property:
No Hunting,

No Talking,

No Making Hay or Babies Without Permission.

He needs to know why none of the signs
say please. Please Make a U Turn Here
Please Do Not Drive 92 miles per Hour.
Take your Time, Please, to Enjoy the Do
Not Enter Sign before You Don’t.

He would very much like to talk

with his mouth full and chew

with his mouth open. Sometime

soon he would like to go where

he shouldn’t and do what he can’t:

ride a skateboard up the aisle of St. Peter and Paul’s,
example one, while the Pontiff is pontificating

or ride the same skateboard, example two,

through the cosmetics section of Saks Fifth
Avenue, dribbling a basketball and a cherry popsicle
down and out in a stream of red and flash.

He would like to know when he gets to stroke the sad-
ness from the Mona Lisa’s eyes when he gets to climb
the trees and monuments and the Empire State Building
when he gets to go deeper into the forest,

hide, with the giraffes, behind the giant stones.

He would like to know when we get to the part about the girls.
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PARTING THE SORROWS

John Kinsella

I tell you it’s a nice day
though it’s overcast.

Rain threatens dismay

as the State taste-tests,

and humour can’t be
taken seriously

in the dark. Don’t trust
those whod die for poetry,
or worship stones.

No doubt you've heard

of the “outing”-sweetener
touring the blood, tabs
kept on colour-change
and systems of exchange.
Take potlatch and slick
crests in a new gallery space,
dirt under nail

brigades, combination
re-composition, fascinating
short circuits. It’s cool
about stems, and conquest
rots gums — teeth

just don't stay in

and giving up food

still leaves speech,

failing to be heard,

hard to get out in spite

of precedent, gaps.

So open the casket

and defile a textual gate,
but with smiles all round
and no aspersions

sweet or otherwise: those flush
readings of privilege,
smallest publication
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saddle stitched

and heard faintly

on a crystal radio,

that ‘ol sucker punch

called “Drafts”: I know

not my name but see the map
I wander; those geo-turrets,
seismic canisters sounding
reservoirs in hill-spaces,

the where I come from
undivested and vanguards
stuck in Mallory

doing little “up front”

about it: must ache

in plausibles and conquest,

to be THE unfinancial self,

i’s milky diodes

plashed about the bonds,
solder in the bedroom,
hymnals and greeting cards
piled neatly in the cabin,

come from limestone stills,
water lavishing through,
patterning under-chambers
and less correctly
mirror-images, the cave-door
shut and the lights

bringing it up to best effect.
Phosphor and candor, bith and elision
in paper-spreads about the garden:
balcony with weeds,

near genetic decoding

places, a society

not necessary for this:

self wastes and dangerous cups
and loyalties — I still have faith,
vocal shields hissing on hot rocks
aside, famous statements

read (or foretold) to accolytes,
meant to trip up
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stakes and ownership:

wood for the trees,

stone circles just out

to sea, fish traps

covering failed ecologies,
hardware of light fade, prospect
of rain, things that don' fit,
that haven't been seen here, the I's of bees — scrapings
of added selves, perfect music,
wretches and cedars,

kidnap ploys on the Swan River,
locks opened on the Cam,
cut-outs shading Mr. Sharpy’s
escapades in joint-houses

where ferries annotate

a collected Wordsworth,
paternities and protectorships —
for which sublime thanks —

the disciple doesn’t have

a daughter’s love, or a guest’s respect —
pierced from flank to navel

of feverishly taking souls

to task — bonfires in small communities,
the sparks reaching new york,
and newsmen phoning direct —
the heat; I move in script,

but we'll have none of that
“Look, no hands” stuff
amongst the following,

spilling wine, dispersing

gifts of sweetish sleep: sorbitol,
reasonable suppositions,

red faces in brush-bindings,

a pierrot troups ousted

from Midsummer Common
settling into the privacy

of Lever’s Passage,

taking full quota

of a correction allowance — WE
allow more than 10 percent,
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BWYV numbers consistent,
the semibreve being

a whole note in America:
multiplicity, unity, synthesis:
beneath electric light

and looking for guest-hosts
under the arctic circle,
lyrical and joyous,

sticking to recollection images
and suspect silhouettes: here
we are, none of it,

the plants too green

and brandnames unfamiliar,
the meat in their faces
antiphonal
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THE WAITING RooM

Joan Frank

Rita Carr came to Paris when her marriage of fourteen years had ended
and with it, her job.

It was a long-term mistake, she liked to say, and now there was nothing
for it but to begin again, if you can call it beginning when you're a little past
the middle, she thought—when you are 46. Saying the number aloud, in a
voice that quavered only slightly, she thought herself decisive, and daring.
People dodged having to utter the numbers now, she noticed, because in
spite of everyone knowing better, the advanced number was like an embar-
rassing score, or a statement of the progression of a virulent disease.

Rita could say the number if she was asked, which happened sort of
obliquely. She would be asked it in roundabout ways by women she invited
to lunch, women she had hoped to develop as friends. But when she
obliged their directness with her daring honesty it seemed to discomfit
them—they looked around the room and spoke quickly of other matters,
and tended not to initiate engagements after that unless she prodded and
dogged them. She would feel a bit chaotic, uncertain how she'd offended;
then decide it was her imagination, and put that woman’s name on her list
of must-see’s. Rita was tall, had pale skin, faint red eyebrows, and slightly
protruding, pale blue eyeballs; one of those female faces that seem a blank
slate before makeup—a face that if she made it up properly and had a
decent amount of sleep and not eaten too much candy the day before,
could look actually pretty, pretty in that almost-model way you see of
women out to dinner in restaurants with velvet on the walls. Untended,
Rita’s rinsed-auburn hair seemed to sit too far back on her scalp, like a
mannequin’s slipped wig. But with a good haircut and the right moisturizer
and a pleasant, indirect light, and of course some serious organizing of
clothes and belts and costume jewelry, she could look almost mysteriously
desirable. It was hard work. Rita had big feet, and a gap between her two
front teeth.

The man to whom Rita had been married, a doughy, balding fellow
with the habit of working a toothpick around one side of his mouth, had
finally agreed to buy out her half of the little radio station. The marriage,
she later told me, was something she had done the way many people
undertake marriage: for lack at the time of anything better to do. Rita took
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a temp job as a receptionist for a winery in the Napa Valley, and when the
local college advertised a Paris semester, she gathered up her buy-out money
and signed on, with the idea she might purvey her experience with the
vineyards, and never come back to America.

Rita had no French. It was the first trip she had taken in the fourteen
years since she'd married. The program set her up in a dorm room in the
fourteenth district, near the Place d’Italie. It was a pleasant enough neigh-
borhood, wide streets lined with blank-faced apartment blocks, the métro
stop bubbling up a steady stream of students and housewives and commut-
ers like an underground spring. But the problem of language at first ex-
hausted Rita, and for a few days she felt heavy and slept a lot, rarely leaving
the dorm. Every time she set foot outside the building—a great, glassed-in
affair with enormous tour buses crouched out front, farting black exhaust
straight into the doors and windows—ijust to buy a sandwich, or a bottle of
wine or a sack of cookies meant a terrible struggle, and her face would flame
as she fought to concentrate on counting out the right number of francs for
the bitterly contemptuous clerks at the checkout counters. All they had to
hear was a single je voudrais in her Oklahoma drawl, the r’s round and
slurry, to press their lips into a bloodless line and turn away as if she'd never
been standing there. She relied for a while on the dorm’s cafeteria, where the
personnel (young French students, one eye on their open textbooks as they
doled up overcooked cauliflower) had at least a flickering comprehension of
English and a longer tolerance for her twangy American stammer. It was
colder that winter than anything she had felt for a long time; snowing on
and off in paperweight-switls. She often sat for hours in the dorm’s foyer,
writing carefully chipper postcards to people she did not miss, and drinking
expensive coffees.

Rita tried for a time to befriend the other students in her program.
They were mostly women of eighteen and nineteen, daughters of retired
aerospace workers with neat tract homes nestled in the college town’s green
suburbs; daughters whose trust funds stipulated that certain checks might
be cut before the age of maturity, but only for educational endeavors. These
were big-boned, big-breasted girls who spent every day making up carefully
and blow-drying before heading out to St. Michel and the Opéra to shop
and shop and shop. They seemed to have decided the best way to make
themselves felt in the city was to strike bored-princess poses: complaining to
Rita about being heckled in the métro stops and streets; feigning insouci-
ance about the great roaring Gothic majesty and filth and impossible
centuries of dripping history around them—“It’s only a city,” one had
sniffed. In fact on arrival the young women had become briskly practical,

103



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

mastering their awe as well as the métro system, shifting into a cool-huntress
determination, a singleness of purpose which might be read on their faces

if one looked twice: to get a French lover. The girls were polite to Rita, but
always seemed to find reasons to be unable to meet her for dinner or a
drink or a walk. Rita had a creeping, rancid sense, watching them look
nervously past her in the dorm lobby or along the adjacent Boulevard St.
Jacques (where Americans could spot one another from blocks away by
their strapping size, the fulsome flesh on their bones)—that the young
women felt that to be seen standing near her would spoil their image,

and their luck.

Rita enrolled in the college’s French instruction, but it was taught by
an old woman whose eyes swam like trapped fish behind her thick lenses.
Madame Bergeron—while very sweet—never appeared quite sure what was
supposed to happen next; it was like crawling through narrow tunnels to try
to apply the halfwit phraseology of Madame’s lessons to the furious world of
Parisian vernacular. The speech of daily transactions seemed to whip past
Rita like the streaming roar of the TGV, the #rés grand vitesse super-speed
trains that streamed over the countryside. Rita had glimpsed these bullet
shaped trains sitting in rows, in the big echoey stations, and thought about
them—at night, in her skinny bunkbed, the streetlight a milky cataract
through the dirty windowglass. She even fancied her tiny dorm room was
shaped like a train’s sleeping car. One day, because she had money for it,
because the guidebooks called it pleasant and because it was relatively near,
she bought a ticket to Orléans.

I was surprised at how sorry I felt for Rita just after this event, and
unaccountably, how repelled; I had an idea then what had occurred with her
lunch partners. I was teaching with another college housed in the dorm that
winter, and she had cornered me one morning in the coffeebar, presumably
because I was an American, a woman closer to her in age, and—I am sure
she hoped—in sympathies. But I was overloaded that semester with too
much grading, and too little unstructured time in the city (perhaps the only
time I have been relieved to float the truth of that situation as an excuse). I
apologized that I'd rarely have a free moment; thus, the reports she began to
offer of what followed, necessarily came in the form of short summations.

It began with the trip to Orléans.

It was late February, freezing, and the sky and land seemed saturated
with the grays of the millenia of winters that had gone before. Mist covered
the country, but Rita made herself study the outlines of suburbs and
farmhouses gliding past, congratulating herself for her decisiveness. Orléans,
it turned out, was a not unpleasant town, with its requisite tourist office, its
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Peruvian musicians on the station steps—but a town that declared itself and
was over, for her distracted purposes, too quickly. She walked to the cathe-
dral—stone interior emanating currents of stunningly cold breath; a crypt
must be warmer, she thought—to the various statues of Jeanne d’Arc, with
their florid inscriptions, to the art gallery, which by comparison with the
Disneyland bedlam of the Louvre, seemed unnervingly empty on a weekday
afternoon. She watched yuppie wives pushing babies in expensive strollers,
students languishing in billows of their own smoky exhalations, elderly
women squinting at the marketseller’s vegetables. She wandered the centre
ville, with its concentric circles of wealth—Gucci and St. Laurent outlets at
center, Monoprix and shabbier brasséries the next orbiting ring, little Indian
and Asian cafés next, and so on. And suddenly there was nothing left to do
in Orléans, unless she waited for a matinée.

Rita’s face and words reflected a constant, slow astonishment—even in
retrospect—as she told me about standing on the track, unable to make out
the blurred, nasal announcements of departing trains, her stomach flutter-
ing as she stepped onto what she was in no way sure was the right train.
And as soon as it pulled out and was gaining smooth speed, she stammered
her question to a bored-looking kid reading a computer magazine, and at
his disgusted response her stomach completed its fall. She was heading the
wrong way, further out into the country, and now she would have to wait
and renegotiate a return to Paris from the next stop. It was so hard, so hard.
Her head hurt, and her eyes ached. She had plopped down opposite the curt
young man, leaned her head back against the blue naugahyde, and in the
process of closing her eyes saw the conductor emerging at the other end of
the car.

He was a young man, perhaps in his early-thirties, and even in her
exhaustion she had no trouble noticing he was good-looking. Of medium
height, dark eyes—almost Italianate, the way velvet pupil and iris meshed—
and soft brown hair set off by the navy of his uniform and cap. (Why did
Frenchmen always have such good hair?) He noticed her at once, and also
at once seemed alarmed by his own straying gaze: before it could embarrass
him he had yanked it away and was steering it along its professional
rounds—but it kept escaping and flitting back at her, for fractions of
instants. Messieurs-dames, he murmured, and people went about their bored
proffering of paper, and he about his punching and inspecting, in the
dignified and weary movements that seem to tie French lives together like
connect-the-dots drawings: war, love, death, birth; heroism, treachery—all
first requiring proper tickets, proper validation.
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The two kept wary track of each other as he made his way through the
car, and when he stopped at her side she became aware she felt short of
breath. When she looked up at approximately the moment he stood next to
her, she fancied she saw eagerness, shyness, and a certain amusement jostling
for position upon those handsome features.

“You have problem,” he said in English.

“Yes,” she said, coloring. She tried, in pained French, to describe her
mistake, but he cut her off. “Bon: I tell you. You go when I say.” And at the
first stop he appeared, nodding to her and motioning her to follow him
down from the car. Slicing sideways through the commuters in raincoats
huddled around the yellow departures display, he made emphatic motions at
the line naming the next express for Paris. He pointed as if to underscore its
platform number, and looked hard at her. “C’est 70£2” he demanded
sardonically, touching his own eye and jerking his head toward the billboard
display, as if he were drilling a vexingly slow pupil for an exam and her
grade was to directly reflect on his honor. “You see?”

She saw. She caught her train, but not before she had given Alain
Lemieux her dorm’s address and telephone, and learned that he lived in
Reims, in an apartment loaned to employees of the railroad, while he looked
for permanent housing. He was separated, he said, with no telephone, and
he worked rotating shifts. But he would call her.

When Rita told me this story I managed to hide an immediate sense of
dread; what Americans mean when they look significantly at you and call «
bad feeling. Who has not, by now, listened to some poor creature rattle on
like the marked animal you already see them to be, and who has not tried,
against fierce instinct, to persuade herself of her own overbright reassur-
ances? Occasionally it appears we are given the task of simply sitting out the
trajectory of people’s emergencies, just so we can attend the inevitable call,
like ambulances parked around the block: playing cards, eating sandwiches.

Rita had to walk carefully home through the icy gray that day (for the
streets were slippery) with her slow and agitated thoughts, her plans to
change everything. The list scrolled before her: a new outfit, a better
coiffure; she could splurge for a tiny vial of real French perfume; perhaps
even join that health club with the fake beach, where all her young co-
students went to preen. And as she plotted and assembled her arsenal of
persuasions, she waited for Alain’s call.

It came in three days. Lurching over their words, they arranged to meet
the following Saturday at the Luxembourg gardens; they would walk to rue
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Vavin for coffee. The day was, as usual, freezing; all color leached from the
close sky, the squat shrubs waiting. Alain stood by the fountain, which was
empty and still; one leg propped up on its rim. He wore a cotton shirt, thick
woolen vest, trousers in the current safari fashion, and a leather jacket. He
looked like an ad in Esquire.

“I can’t tell you how nice he was,” Rita breathed a few days later, as we
walked back to the dorm from the métro. We had recognized each other
amid the bodies pushing through the exit turnstiles into the cold daylight.
When we were free of the crush, making our way along St. Jacques in the
waning afternoon, I questioned her about her first encounter with the
young conductor.

“He treated me . . . 7 She studied the sidewalk, placing her big feet in
an odd, tentative gait I had begun to recognize. “—with this incredible
delicacy. So polite. Treated me—" She paused again, “like I was made of
glass and jewels.”

Of course he did. I asked her what she had learned about him this time.

“Well. We were sitting on these stools, in a bar on the rue Vavin, and
got coffees, and he told me—Dbest he could, you know; his English is as
rotten as my French,” she gave a little har of a laugh, and a glassy grin. “—
told me he was trying to find an apartment. He said he'd been married, but
that that was over. He didnt seem to want to say much about it,” her voice
trailed. Alain was curious about Rita’s history; asked repeatedly about
California. “He said he would like to see me again,” she added, glancing
sideways at me.

The two had wandered rue Vavin, peering into fragrance shops and
baby clothiers, chocolatiers and picture-framers; startled through the
windowglass by the clerks’ thin, even stares, as if the Paris shopkeepers had
been dreaming something pleasant until that moment. It was too cold to
stay long on the street; Alain said goodbye to her at the Montparnasse
stop—this time, he took her hand. He would have to catch a métro to the
Gare, and an evening train to Reims. It all seemed too short for Rita; more
so since she wasn't sure when their next date would be. Alain was to phone
her at the dorm before the week was out. It seemed the train people kept
switching his schedules, so he rarely knew in advance when hed be free.
Shed offered several times to phone him at a predesignated spot, but he'd
insisted it was not possible. Rita would wait for his call.

She looked at me. “I've already told myself, whatever it turns out to be,

I'll just be glad if I can call him a friend.” She waited.
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I didn’t hesitate. “Sure. Certainly. That’s the way.” In the early stages of
these events we have no difficulty believing that we'll be fine with that; that
anyone would have no trouble being fine with that.

Two weeks later, I found a note from Rita in my dormitory mail, asking
me for help composing a letter in French. I rang her room, and agreed to
meet her at the coffeebar downstairs. I must explain that my French is
never what I wish; but it does bring me the satisfaction of tossing out little
mouthfuls of perfunctory phrases like sparkle—and watching the reaction
of delighted comprehension, mixed with no small amount of surprise.

As I left my room, I picked up my little Larousse de Poche and some
paper, and seated myself at one of the circular tables amid the rattling
dishware and steaming espresso machines; as usual, the young Algerian
bartender had turned the rock music up to deafening. Rita appeared after a
few minutes. She must have scrubbed her face, for it had a sheen, perhaps
of moisturizer, or those expensive pearlescent lotions women buy. I could
detect a too-sweet floral scent. Her eyes were large and her smile enormous,
almost goofy, and again I felt that queer combination of sympathy, the wish
to reassure her, with a vague distaste, a wish to run away. The young women
students eyed us as they passed our table, some in fancy trenchcoats their
mothers had bought them, others in cutoff overalls, flight jackets and
hillbilly workboots, thatches of dyed-strawberry hair falling in their eyes—
and in my increasingly odd role as matron-lecturer turned scribe, I nodded
them meaningfully along.

“Now then,” I turned to Rita. “What’s happened?”

Rita’s eyes bulged. As their second date, she and Alain had chosen to
meet in Vincennes, the pricey suburb just north of the city, where the large
hétels particuliéres as well as the streets and public squares were named for
war generals. Another dirty-ice-colored day. They walked the Parc Floral,
but it was so cold, they had to imagine the flowers. Finally they gave up on
the outdoors and retreated to the brasserie near the métro; they ordered hot
brandies. As the liquor warmed them, Rita grew dreamy, and as if he'd
ascertained it, Alain chose that exact moment to tell her, working his face in
an odd way: I have three secrets.

“What on earth,” I demanded.

Rita took a breath, and stared into some hidden dimension between us.
“He has a child,” she began. I made no reaction, and truthfully felt not a
morsel of surprise. “A daughter,” she went on, looking steadily into the
mystery-zone on the tabletop—by the woman he had been married to.

108



JOAN FRANK

Perhaps the girl was 10; Rita wasn’t sure she had heard the age correctly. He
sees the child once in a while, Alain told Rita.

“That’s one,” I said.

There was a pause.

“He had a girlfriend for a long time, who hates his wife, and does not
get along well with the daughter,” Rita spoke carefully, the way she placed
her feet when she walked. “They had a terrible relationship. They screamed
at each other, threw things, drove past each other’s apartments in the middle
of the night to see who might be there—things like that,” she said. She kept
looking into the air above the table. “He says he is very glad to be out of it.
He says being with me makes him happy he found his way through it. Well,
at least I think he tried to say that,” she glanced at me, colored a moment,
looked off again.

“That’s two,” I said.

She looked blank suddenly. “I'm not sure we ever talked about a third,”
her voice trailed. She seemed to have lost track of the verve and purpose
with which she'd sat down—as if these qualities were a frequency, and her
tuning gear had quavered, unable to lock on.

“What are you going to do next,” I said.

She shifted slightly in her chair. Both of us had forgotten to order
coffee. She craned her neck around to look behind her at the noisy espresso
bar, then at me, then back into that mysterious dimension on the table.

“I offered to go out to Reims for a day, if he would meet me there,” she
said. “Alain said to wait and see what his schedule would be. He’s going to
call,” she added, with that peculiar admixture in her voice of sudden
bravado, reassurance, and trailing-off. Listening to Rita had the effect of
making me begin to feel vague and uncertain; as if perhaps I had imagined
much of my own personal history; as if we were both fading systematically
into the noisy air. I squared myself and sat up taller, leaning toward her a
little to stretch my spine.

“Rita, what do you want from this?” I said it quietly.

She looked at the table. Her eyes had dulled, yet her voice kept the
careful modulations of a coffeeshop hostess.

“I want to tell him that he doesn’t have to worry if he just wants to
be friends. I mean he’s so nice and all, and—I would be very happy just
to be friends with him and—respect him as a friend, and—maybe we
can still keep something up after I have to go back to the states . . . ” She
looked at me.

“That’s what you want me to write in French for you?”
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She nodded, coloring in mottled patches. “I just can't say it right,” she
said, “and I can never think fast enough to say it when I'm with him.” She
had tried to improve her French during classes. Rita had even hired a private
tutor recommended by Madame, a plump woman who also worked at the
dorm’s switchboard. They would sit opposite each other here in the coffee
bar, and Rita would écouter and répeter until her head rang and throbbed.

She frowned.

“I thought I would try to stay in France. If I could get a job in Epernay,
near Reims, where the champagne cellars are—I'm going to start asking
around, you know?” Her eyes fixed suddenly on mine. She seemed to hope I
would finish her sentences for her, and in doing so, shoehorn her into these
designs. Again I was repelled. Was it that Rita somehow embodied, at 46,
what the rest of us work so hard to contain, or stave off, or simply deny? It
was nearly unbearable to watch her—cut free and floating, tumbling and
dying in deep space. My skin itched. But I heard myself urging Rita on in
her ballooning, dream-cloud notions, telling her there was no reason why
she should not branch out, check around, see what was available—every
cliché that might appease, that might help me ease away. She listened with
that air she had of hearing something else at the same time; something hard
to make out. I squeezed her shoulder as I rose from the table, and almost in
penance for racing away—Ilike putting my hasty signature to a bill—agreed
we should have dinner soon.

That evening, I sat down at the formica desk. Beneath the watery
fluorescent light, I wrote in French: Dear Alain. You have been so kind, it is
hard for me to tell you directly how glad I am to know you, so I'll try to explain
it in writing. Good feelings between people can take many forms. Please under-
stand that 1 will be quite content if we can remain friends, and I look forward
to our continuing friendship. Thank you for everything. I hope you will accept
my sincerest best wishes. 1 posted this in Rita’s mail slot. The following day, in
my own mail I found a small chocolate-bar called Yes, and a tiny bottle of
lily-scented oil. Her note, in that deliberate, round hand, said Merci mille

fois. A thousand thanks.

As the semester neared its close, the weather never got any better. Every
day I cranked open the wooden-slatted awning, to find the same lead sky
and freezing rain. I had become immersed in the usual last-minute crises of
my students, with final exams, faculty convenings—all the detritus that
teachers mock and at the same time, to which they devote themselves with
a kind of annoyed urgency; organizing their lives to attend and fulfill.
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Amid those weeks I often walked a few blocks after dinner, allowing
the cold to clear my head for the evening’s round of reading; one night as I
rounded the corner at St. Jacques and rue de la Santé, I saw Rita through
the brasserie window. She was sitting alone with a glass of red wine, a small
brown ceramic carafe beside that, and—to my astonishment—a cigarette
in one dangling hand. She looked at no one. She did not look well. I
dreaded contact with her and, despising myself, hurried past the window.
At about 11:30 that night I was wakened by the old-fashioned shriek of
the dorm telephone.

“I need your opinion,” she said.

“Can it wait until morning?” I wondered.

“Please.”

I dressed, and went downstairs to find Rita waiting in the lobby. She
wore a rumpled fuschia sweatsuit; her hair was a bit matted on one side.
She smiled briefly, but her eyes seemed wild.

“Let’s walk,” I said. We pushed open the big glass doors and stepped
into the dark chill. It still smelled of rush-hour exhaust. Students were
hanging from the waist out the dorm windows above us, splashing beer,
waving and hooting at each other. We walked toward Alésia, the middle-
class neighborhoods lined with apartment buildings, many of their lights
still on, though it was a Sunday night and they would be herding their
toddlers to school in a matter of hours. Rita did not glance up at the
apartment windows as I did, but studied their dull reflection in the damp
pavement as she walked, and spoke.

Rita and Alain had had another date at Vincennes, during which they
had ridden in a little mock-train car around the Parc Floral, eaten ice
creams, and had several photos of themselves snapped by someone with a
Polaroid; Rita clutched the pictures like pressed flowers as they walked along
the cold banks of the manmade pond. Alain had told Rita he cared deeply
for her, and wanted no harm to come to her, and Rita had finally been
unable to contain her yearning, and had asked Alain why she could not
come visit him or call him where he lived. Alain had again blamed his
bizarre conductor schedule, and the fact that the loaned apartment had no
phone. Cest pas la peine, he assured her. Don’t worry about it. It’s too much
hassle. He put his arms around her and kissed her. He would call her.

Three weeks passed, and Rita decided, toward the end of that time, to
get her French tutor’s help looking for Alain’s name on Minitel, the French
computer internet directory. Rita told her tutor she was trying to locate an
old friend. After some effort poring through the columns on the printout,
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the two women found “A. Lemieux” among the Reims listings. It was
the only one in Reims.

We were rounding the corner, passing the black glass of the patisserie
windows, toward the Parc Montsouris and the university. Occasionally an
indistinct figure would approach and silently pass, yanked along by a
sniffing dog on its leash.

“What did you do?” I prompted her after a moment.

“I phoned the listed number,” she said simply.

And?—disgusted with my own eagerness.

“A young woman’s voice,” Rita said after a moment.

How young?

Girlfriend young. Wife young. And Rita’s drawl was slow and entirely
astonished, the way it had been when she had told me about stepping onto
the wrong train. As if trying to state the case in a way that made sense, like
an equation. Call a number, hear a woman.

The third secret, I thought.

And then? I urged her on. I wanted to hear the sound of the man frying
like an electrocuted bug. I felt a sort of furtive, angry glee, like someone
who could not stop licking stale icing from a cake.

Rita had hung up. Then she had gathered the Polaroid snapshots of
herself and Alain at the park, and written an intimate note as best she could,
in French—Cher Alain, remember these, I hope they please you, until next
time, with all my love. She had carefully wrapped the note around the
Polaroids, and mailed them to the address given for A. Lemieux in the
Minitel listings for Reims.

I said nothing for a minute. Then I said, “Let’s head back.” I glanced at
her as we walked, but Rita never looked up from studying the sidewalk. I
could see my breath, and hers. The cold was seeping through my thin
leather soles, and my toes were numbing. We didnt speak again until we
reached the dorm, and sat in the empty lobby, perched on edge of the
abstract metallic seats by the big coffee table, like a couple of talk-show
types. I asked her to tell me the rest.

She looked at her lap, at her clasped hands. Next day, Rita told me,
Alain had called. She had asked him whether he had yet received something
in the mail.

His voice had grown stiff, and wary. No. Why? he had asked.

Rita told him the Minitel story.

Alain, she said, became frantic on the phone. “C¥# pas moi, Rita! Céré
pas moi! Cest pas juste! Tu nas pas le droit!” It wasn't me! It's not fair! You've

no right! And he had hung up on her.
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Rita looked at me in mild wonder, like a child waiting to be told about
the moon’s pull on the tides.

“Yes, ” I suddenly said. “Yes. It was exactly what you should have done.
The son of a bitch conniving bastard.” My own language startled me, yet it
did not supply the punch I craved.

She smiled wanly. “I’'ll go to bed now,” she said. I took her hands.

“Rita. Semester’s almost finished,” I said. “You'll be fine. You'll be
out of here soon.”

I watched her walk to the elevator, and give a little nod before
she entered.

I didn’t hear from Rita thereafter, or see her again, until the last day of
the program.

The cold had, in final days, given way to muggy heat, though the sky
was still the color of silt. I was packed and waiting in the lobby, with my
luggage, for the taxi to Charles de Gaulle. Though it wasn’t a full-fledged
graduation, it had all the queer earmarks—an odd and giddying weightless-
ness, the sense of roles and hierarchies erasing, of imminent freefall. A bus
for the students was already rumbling outside; they were stopping in excited
little huddles to exchange addresses and embrace and swear to stay in touch.
The young women were triumphant, perfumed and rouged for the plane
flight, during which they planned, they said, to take over the aircraft for a
big trans-Atlantic party. Some of them had found their temporary French
boyfriends, those less certain had pretended to; the shyest and plainest had
taken refuge in furious all-night group journal-writing sessions, or in going
to pray at Sacre Coeur.

Beyond the milling students I saw Rita slip through the dorm’s glass
doors. She was carefully groomed, in black sweater, slacks, and a brown
suede jacket. Her blue eyes bulged under fresh makeup, carefully applied.
Her hair had just been brushed out from the hot-curler set. I stood to signal
her. “Here!” She raised her eyebrows, and walked to me in that carefully-
placed gait—what was it like>—like someone practicing to walk, balancing
a book on her head for finishing school. Practicing in the waiting room, of
the life she hoped to lead.

I sat her down. The noise from the crowd of students was ricocheting
through the big room; I had to yell to ask Rita her plans. Rita was not
leaving Paris, it seemed. She had heard from Alain again. He had phoned.

I gaped at her. “What are you saying. What are you telling me?”
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She smiled, a mysterious twitching at the corners of her mouth. She
said Alain told her he wanted to see her once more. She had decided already,
she said, to try to stay in Paris anyway, try to find a job in the Champagne
country, and now, also, so she could see him. But first she would look for an
apartment here in Paris, she said, to figure things out. She had just a little
money left, and she thought she would try to set something up here with it.
What did I think? She searched my face. Did I think that was all right?

“Rita.” I looked at her, and had to boom my voice to make myself
heard above the shrilling kids. “If you have any money left at all, you need it
to get a foothold back home.”

“It might be something completely reasonable, something I can under-
stand,” she yelled back, and she colored, and the corners of her mouth
twitched. I realized she was talking past me, about Alain’s chicanery. And
then I grasped it: Soyons raisonnable. Tu peux bien me comprendre. His words.
Rita had skipped a chapter in today’s report. She had already met with Alain
since his call; he had persuaded her of some shabby nonsense; she had slept
with him. Because anything was better than waiting in the waiting room.
Anything, anything at all, was better than that. I saw my taxi pull up in
front of the dorm, and I rose to slice my way through the screaming twenty-
year-olds. I took a step back from her, turning to flag the cab driver. Rita’s
hand went to my arm. “It might be just the right direction . . . I can keep
up my French.” She was shouting. “Don’t you agree, Emily? Don’t you
think?” And blanketed by the din, her voice trailed off, in familiar, implor-
ing, quavering, watery hope.
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STANTON MOOR

Jane Satterfield

Stanton Moor is a gritstone plateau in Derbyshire
which contains a remarkable concentration of
prehistoric sites; the best known is Nine Ladies
Stone Circle.

When I frequented this place, as I did for some
years together, to take exact account of it, staying
a fortnight at a time, 1 found out the entire work
by degrees. The second time I was here, an

avenue was a new amusement. 1he third year
another. So that at length I discovered the mystery.

—William Stukeley

Off footpaths flecked with frost

while chill wind whirled dark flakes

the better part of days dissolved

in photographing them. I'd skirt

the stone circle’s edges, reel off shots,

think of immolation, sacrifice.

Before me on this ancient ground,

jagged teeth against dense sky, razor-edged

to the touch. Here in this god-forsaken place,

no trace of souls whod settled,

just scattered remnants of lost inhabitants, the countless cairns
spread far as the eye could see....

I watched the snow, the thousand intersections and collisions
of light and time and flesh and space

that fuse and fall and fall away, same snow

filling fissures, hairline cracks which

leaves us at a loss, longing for kindling, fire—

cooled heat only flesh can hold.
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CLAMOR

Jane Satterfield

When war breaks out it’s always bad news

for the guest of the house. Armed bands
operate on their own account while those
with famous bloodlines stay in the background
where tea on the terrace is maintained at great expense.
Lovers meeting one last time

under sun, among olive trees and lemons

rise to fall again and feel

the drama of connection. The best

pastoral intentions

ignite from inside, 7 have stepped

into a minefield, I have to walk with great care.
Irrational brawls and optional extras,

exile under darkening skies, another tale

of missed connections....

10 this day I can distinguish the bark of flak
from the scream of an aerial bomb....

In the late clamor of pots and pans

the one who is turned away

will remember most the brief extinction

of their lives, paths the sleepy

tongue can take, lips stained with local wine—
afternoons the body was a blessing.
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HOUSE OF SONG

Ned Balbo

In Zoroastrian belief, those who live
a virtuous life are awarded paradise
in the “House of Song.” The prince
is Gautama Buddha. The quotation
is from The Tibetan Book of the Dead.

After a long fast, long in solitude,

Footsore through burned-out fields, each like the next,
The Prince no longer recognized himself

When he bent down to drink, the dried blood caked
Across his face, cupped hands... What could he do
Just then but take the bowl—rice cooked in milk—
And thank the woman who stood over him

And offered life—there where the road ran out,
Bruised flesh too frail to bear him? So I choose

As well to rest here in a stranger’s house,

Hosts absent for the week, rooms filled with light
For now, where I can thank this one I loved

For years and who now offers /ife again.

Last night, the two of us drove to the sea

Flashing on sand, slate-gray, the sky gone gray,
Late summer nightfall, kelp bunched under foot,
The night held back as if this were the zime
between I'd read about—when I'll renounce

All that I knew and loved, including one

Who walked beside me then, her arm locked in
My own, as I'd renounced her once before.

For you—familiar tale. And laid before her
There, cracked shell of horseshoe crab, stone-smooth
Interior of whelk; sandpiper running

Toward the tide to be chased back again.

I laughed—And still I saw you as you looked—
Cheap plastic stereoscope bought at some beach

In Ocean City—bheld beyond the eyepiece:
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Bodies struck by sun, you and your sisters

Smiling for the camera as the waves

Behind broke up, blue jewel-like surfaces

Frozen in mid-change, gleaming wet gold hair

—And then, headlights turned off; I drove her home,
“Our” house, for now. If it’s ridiculous

To look for order in the grief we've caused
Ourselves and others, I'm just like the rest

Of us, all on the same search: like that Prince
Sealed off, somehow, from illness and from death,
Who glimpsed them for the first time on the day
He rode out from the palace, on the cushions

Of his chariot; who saw the corpse,

White-robed and pale, carried beyond the mourners

Weeping for the loss. Hard not to laugh

At someone who so missed the obvious

—Does he resemble us?...And in that house

Pummeled by rain one whole day, while I slept

Or paged through books, she showered, sand in the hair
She towelled off, combed out, shook, black mane still wet,
Drops falling on my skin. Or fed the fish,

The cat, herself, and me, while all the glass

In every window shook, and rain poured down,

A storm, bed-tumblings, nightfall, then the rug,

White blanket stretched on knees, where she could read
By lamplight till the cat thumped to the floor.

The storm was over. Did I choose this house,

This time and place to heal the breach, this life

That bears us from the time between to now?
“Hey, Noble One! If you cannot resist
Birth into suffering, call on the light
To guide you to a good womb”™—
10 this bridge

Over the Charles, deep blue waves breaking down
10 white shards as you laughed, a snapshot framed,
Your voice a scale ascending—

Lost the page.
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Maybe the real blessing’s to be born

Life after life until we get it right—

I get it right. Another chance. And if

Finally, those chances used up, I arrive

Within the House of Song, what will I find?

No pain, I've read—TI don't know if there’s joy—
And though I know the self will have been shattered

To a million pieces, all the world

Fused into one, its harmonies revealed,

The House that I imagine—infinite,

Made all of glass, trembling in one huge chord
Struck from all music—holds within its rooms
Each moment of this life, all those I've loved
Not yet gone from the earth, all those who are—
Each to survive for all time. Like the Prince
Who found the dawn-star flaring from the dark—
Enlightenment—alone, after a kindness,

I, too, want to live, to feel these moments

Here, alive within me, no one lost

From view, no voice gone silent, in this House—
This time, this world. No one I would refuse.
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LATE ELEGY IN SPRING FOR LARRY LEVIS
WITH CARAVAGGIO & HORSES

Donald Platt

Another May, drum roll of hail on our back deck,
Larry Levis
one year dead, Shostakovitch’s

First Violin Concerto
played over and over until I know the Nocturne’s
every grieving

slow vibrato, then sun too bright to bear,
the magnolia in our front yard
lighting its votive candles, masses of wisteria twining

up the pines, asphalt
steaming, the gardenia’s obscene perfume. Yesterday
I saw for the first time

Caravaggio’s David with the Head of Goliath,
visiting from Italy
“on extended loan.” There is no black so lustrous

as that in the upper
right-hand quadrant, which looks as if the oils
are not yet dry.

Because Larry had lingered for hours in the Borghese before that painting
while he wrote
the poem “Swirl & Vortex,” I felt him stand behind

my blind left shoulder, looking
with me at Caravaggio who looks back at us from Goliath’s
glazed eyes

in the severed head held up by David, who grips
a fistful of his hair.

Larry, it’s not Goliath, nor Caravaggio’s self-portrait, nor your friend
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Zamora blown to bits
by a Viet Cong land mine. It’s your own ravaged face, etched
with fine laughter lines

and time’s coarser crosshatchings, your thick eyebrows, the slackening jaw,
the hair
you let grow long
in your last days so that a friend said you looked like

“a defeated Southern general.”
Because in one of your poems a man finds solace
talking to a gray-white

horse, I take my children Eleanor and Lucy to feed
the foals oats.
All bays, they come when we call them over

and rub their worn velvet
muzzles against the splintery top rail and nose our pockets
for the kernels that they know

are there. My daughters are scared, and I must feed
the gigantic
jaws myself, offering each handful of grain

on my flat palm
with my thumb tucked in so it won’t be ground down
by the blunt, oblivious

teeth. Larry, when I close my eyes to see what you see,
I hear only
low whickering, a breathing more emphatic

than mine, sudden
snort, hoof stamp. The foal nuzzles my palm, a woman’s breast brushes
me again, she grows wet

against my fingers, the horse’s rough tongue licking

long after the grain
is gone. I stretch out my hand to the live darkness all around us.
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POEM BETWEEN LINE BREAKS

Brian Teare

[ Why? ]
So that after, every kiss could become metaphor but a metaphor for what?

[ The old one—his body
a house? His body of locked rooms
and his brother inside? |
Okay. Here is the door—
[ hollow, cheap pine
rickety with holes and how will it hold, how
will it hold the telling— ]
where the brother tests the knob
[ (locked) and behind that,
the room
where the boy looks up from his story |
as if his point-of-view could mean something here.
I give you the house—
[ pink siding, blue shag rug
in the basement bedrooms,
wood paneling, mildew
creeping through the grain— |

how pipes knock plaster loose in the ceiling.

I give you the brother,
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[ but not what leads him

to crouch here. 1ell me, what moves you
most? Instinct? Gullet and hunger?

A door he knows he could break

if necessary? |
To make him more than his actions,
[ would it matter to you?
Out of his fourth institution
in as many years,
hes stopped taking Lithium
because “it” isn’t the “real” him. ]
I doubt anyone—the family, the boy—is able to see him
[ except as “really sick,” a pain,
as in : Can we trust?
What to do with? /
Does that change things?
I want to know
[ what makes him make me tell
this story, the one
where I can'’t lie |
no matter how improbable the outcome.
The boy being young, the brother drunk,
[ you must understand that the first
kiss does not so much begin here

as that it merely grows in probability. |

The boy afraid—
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[ long fibrillation, air conducting
the shock—the sound of the lock
being picked—panic prolonging
the breakage... |

What happens next is easiest—
[ his brother fucking him— ]
afterward is more difficult.

There are many reasons for this.
[ Their parents in the room

above, not hearing
it happen, not making it real. |

Does that change things?
And what of that, the not-hearing?

[ Because before that no story,
no metaphor, a body

a body, his brother his

brother. And even being fucked
Just that : plain

pain predicated on correct
grammar, syntax : subject

verb object. |

And what of blame?

Perhaps you say “A moment like this, it—easy—is not possible,”
[ and I say “Yes, true : tell me who
and how.” Say “I said easiest.
The boy never confused

until after—the long not-hearing
in which he will remember
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a kiss came to be
a house made real forever—

his brother inside the room—

his body.” ]
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THEY DON'T LET ME

Christopher Ripple

They don't let me take the bodies from the wards
down to the morgue.

Franny moves the bodies.
Franny. Fran-

ces. Miss-

iss-ippi born Bos-

ton black. My col-

or matters. She talks

too much for her own good
(for my own good). For my own
good she moves the bodies. Fran-
ces moves some-

body-s bod-

ies Judy waits behind.

Judy waits be-

hind. Almost

always al-

most ready almost

never makes a call. [ make

her calls. Ed sits by the phone.
Ed takes the calls.

Ed sits by the phone-

ring ring-

ing in the

dead.

He was trans-

ferred here from Tol-

gas. Loved it

up in Maine

(too much). Demot-

ed for his love.

Disturbed.

They keep him at his desk.
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WOMAN BY A RED BRICK HOUSE

Christopher Ripple

You keep the pines
cut high-

er than the last.
Years have past.
The old-couple left
in their old Im-pa-
la. Your children

wreck the yard.

[—Stee-ven, you have back-
ed up on-
to my rose-

bush-

es.]

The beer is

in the conVER-ti-ble
with your HUS-band

in the passenger seat.
[—Might as well wa-
ter the car!] I watch
you water the rose-

s under the car.

(You do not like

my dog.) I do

not like your husband.

You do not like your husband.

Slack from the hose is

lost in the grass

and just done cigarettes. (He

will light another.) Your thumb

is on the hole. Sssspraay.
[—Mar-cy,

our Michael is out-in the street again.]
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SHORT SHORTS
F

MEATCUTTER

Christopher Chambers

The gray yards and slaughterhouses squat along the river on the flood
plain where tractor trailers lurch single file down the pocked frontage road
onto Highway 61 onto the rust-stricken bridge that spans the cold Minne-
sota. In the chain-linked gravel lot in the pre-dawn fog small red cinders
burn like atavistic eyes inside cars and pick-up trucks. The first joint of the
day, another cigarette with the morning beer. We linger and then fall into
the stomach drop chunk of the time clock, shuffle to the locker room into
the reek of sweat and smoke and meat. Kill and Cut. We wear white in
Cut, all knives and steel fluorescent cold and damp. An electric hum and
the relentless clack of tooth and chain pulley and belt whine, the nick of
steel on bone. They sway in from Kill on stainless steel hooks halved and
headless along the overhead conveyor. Nothing but hams by the time they
cross my cold station. Every other ham trails a pig’s tail which I trim with a
neat wrist flick, a razor-sharp knife. The steel swings from my belt and
every fourth cut I take it up, my left hand chain-mail gloved, one two three
four smooth strokes regains the edge. The blade narrows over the weeks
and months and years into a sliver of steel as thin as the dim band of
sunlight that cuts through the refrigerated gloom, through one small
window near the top of the far wall. The second hand drags our lives
around the clock. My mind stretches thin and tight as a wire as cold as any
hog passing by processed into ever smaller pieces of itself into simple cuts of
meat. My knife blade thins always sharp to a ghost of itself, an ice pick a
missing limb an ache a kind of hunger.
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THE BEATLES

Dave’s sister let us listen to her records in the basement as long as we
promised to stay out of her bedroom. 1969. Something was happening,
but we didn't know what it was. Dave beat on a red metal-flake drumset.
Lisa from across the street sang awful and sincere, claw hammer for a
microphone, her back-water blonde hair hanging down covered her face. 1
half-ass plucked the fat metal strings on my bass, a reluctant trembling
backbeat. Why fumble, bash and wail, I thought when Abbey Road and
Revolver waited on the spindle for another magical spin? The green apple at
the center of it all, the tone arm riding the needle over the waves of the
grooved black vinyl, the dark mystery of Paul, the rumors of his death. Lisa
explained over and over the clues. Paul barefoot in the crosswalk, Paul out
of step. But Lisa’s Beatle was John. I understood nothing but their magic
and my fear. She tattooed her thin arm with a needle and ballpoint ink. A
heart. A cross. We pricked our fingers and pressed the bloody tips together.
Said things like forever. One afternoon on the floor she showed us like it
was a gold record her hairless snatch and laughed when Dave wouldnt
touch it. The Beatles broke up. After high school we lost touch. John
Lennon shot to death. Years of now and then a song on the radio. I walk
past a pawn shop and long to take the scarred white Fender bass from the
window and cradle it in my arms, coax from it that basement, our lost
fumbling magic and wail.

MuscLE CAR

To come of age in the sleepy Midwest, miles and miles of two lane
blacktop leading nowhere in particular, breeds a keen appreciation of
internal combustion and Detroit steel. You bet we worshipped the four-
barrel carburetor above all others, suffered no fewer than eight cylinders,
gathered in driveways, garages and at scenic overlooks to repeat a litany of
torque and revolution. Tach and speedo, high octane, race cam, four speed,
posi-traction, glass pack, nitrous oxide injection. The GTO lunged from a
standstill with an animal roar, us thrown back into bucket seats, us pinned
there in waking life as the red needle shot toward 100 and beyond. Buried.
Telephone poles blurred by, right, like a picket fence. Freedom, though

129



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

from what, was never clear. The open road in stereo heavy metal counter-
point to a tuned V-8 beckoned. Backroad drag races, teenage girls, and
heartbeat. Fast, the seductive scent of gasoline and burnt rubber, cinnamon
gum and patchouli, cigarettes and beer. Intent upon always faster nowhere.
Always faster. Nowhere. High speed chases, handcuffs, squad cars, court
dates. Joe’s GTO was stolen from the parking lot of a 7-Eleven, uninsured,
gone. Five pals in a Camaro slammed into a tree trunk, forever seventeen.
After a graduation party another broadside into a freight train. And so on.
Twenty years and miles later ’'m driving home observing the speed limit,
safety-belted into an airbagged Honda, and a cherry Mustang ’67 turns my
head, still. My right foot twitches awake like an old sleeping hound. My

pulse races.

MID-MORNING IN AMERICA

Feebe Greco

Jenn still blames Nick for the Dodge Dart dying somewhere between
New York and Wisconsin because she said he was riding it too hard and
then just like that, sunshower slingshot, the engine blew apart. And just lay
there totally fried. He admits the needle looked wacko at 80, but he says a
car should be able to do that. All our boxes back to college were already
overhead or flying past us on the highway. Who could care back then? The
sun was glorious and wild with the milkyway, pouring all over us like a saint
while we sat on the side of the road waiting for the tow. Our jackets,
jansports, half-baked pipes, and ginger snaps tossed in the thick wet grass
that got your pants all green rolling around teasing.

It was fun for all of us but most of all for Nick who was charming my
lictle sister, god knows why she ever took that trip out with us. He was
berserk like the grasshoppers and pointing the bee bee gun at his head with
a grin. Nothing left for Iri but bellyaching giggles in the grass and crawling
all over with ants. Getting stung by the little bastards was even fun except
for Jenn who owned the dart. But it was damn sunny. Galactic. You couldn’t
conceive the concept of indoors that day. It was a carefree day. Nick joked
non-stop to double triple check his crackpot seduction. You only had to
laugh as loud and hard and long as you wanted without any end it seemed.
Those two yipping blind circles in the weeds, Jenn had a good excuse for an
anxiety attack, and I was somewhere in between. A dumb dumb in the sun.
Noticing my sister. Mustard flowers in a rare good mood.
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I guess we all rode in the tow truck. I think I can remember the poor
drab thing dragging along behind us on its heels. But I remember a lot of
things I've never seen. So much for the submarine steering wheel, vinyl
dash, and supersonic stereoscopic hydromatic chrome. After the mechanic
took one look at it we had to just plain throw it away. Just like that it was
trash. That was a joykill. So we ate cheese omelettes and grits and rented a
u-haul for the rest of the trip. The three of us bellied into the front seat first
and Nick hung out the window off of Iri’s hip and whistled. We were on the
road again and falling in love with a big empty cargo bay lumbering behind
us rattling in the 90 mile-per-hour wind just like a big empty truck.

THE STREET

Linda Mannheim

Oh those boys, beating their hands against the table in time to the
music, shouting in hoarse voices and trying to get the others to join—
nothing when they’re on their own. All their power is in the group. Thick
arms touching one another’s when they crouch over their drinks, they try to
convince one another they’re men.

Alone they’re lost. Their big, flat eyes growing bigger in their loneness,
like victims backed up against a wall in an alley way.

That’s how they've always been. That’s Larry, Lou, and Jerome.

Jerome was the one I would have flown to, like dandelion gone to seed,
losing everything and then embarrassed there was nothing left. I didn’t
want to watch the white fluff falling in clumps and making its way to the
ground as if on parachutes. I'd seen women do that—try to make you look
at all the blossoms come up that they said were theirs, but they just stay ugly
stalks and who's to believe them? So what if his lips are the shape of a
drawn bow, that his hips cut through the gray city air so perfect, I can't stop
myself from watching? He didn’t have a pretty boy face, but an everyday
one instead—the kind a good boy has, the kind they say you see on a good
husband. I pretended I was angry at him, said so? and sneered every time he
tried to tell me something, kept that up for four years, from the moment I
noticed him when I was eleven until I was fourteen and found myself up
against brick in an alley, returning his kiss and pushing him up against the
brick back. He’s bad news, I told myself, like a lying
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lullaby and too good to be true. Maybe he wasn't so fresh and clean after
all. Look at who he kept company with: Larry, red-faced and sunburnt, a
bit of flesh going over the waist of his jeans. Lou, who tried to convince you
she was friends with movie stars.

But, oh, I look back now and I see those baby fat butts bulged just
right. I see that softness now and know it was better than what I'd been
taught to want. Those neighborhood boys, walking down the steps, down
down down to Broadway, in packs. Their chubby hands brushing the cast
aluminum banister, their big feet going slap slap slap in their cheap running
shoes, their jeans just a little too big and a little too faded. They look just
right from here—teasing one another, saying things under their breath and
slapping one another’s heads, sometimes bellowing at one another to
stoooppp! Those boys, who I never thought were quite right, who thought
they were never quite right, they look just right from here.

I go in and they’re sitting there, hunched over the table and their rum
and cokes, trying to be men, each three years older than I am. They look
up and see me and shout, Surprise! I feign embarrassment. They carry me
around the restaurant. She’s sixteen, they report to the families chewing
their food while they watch. How could these guys do this to me? I shout
for them to put me down, but I'm laughing the whole time, and I'm easy for
them to lift. I weigh 98 pounds. I want to be thinner, show none of that
fat, none of that tell-tale plump that comes from my neighborhood. I'll be
bone and shadow, slip through anything, show that I can come from
downtown. Only they would do this, I think, silly boys who come from
uptown. I'll go away, find me a man skinny and sleek as a steel-framed
dream, find me a man big and tall as death who doesn’t look like a child
when he’s by himself.

I did too. Ran from there and went right on running, through the
years, away from that city, keeping a safe distance.

How did I know I would want these boys later on? How did I know
what each of us would become a full lifetime later? Lou is dead from AIDS.
Larry wears his family like the plump around his waist. Jerome’s face has
hardened from drinking too much.

To each of them, I shout, come home come home come home. Like
the Prince Spaghetti Lady, I lean out my window and put my big arms
beneath my big bust, and I scream, come home come home come home,
letting words drop against the dirty brick. Only I'm the one who hasnt
come home. I'm the one who'’s been away all this time and wants to come
back. I'm the one who dreams a place that became something else for each
generation. I walk where our parents walked, married too soon and without
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choice. The men went alone to the bar for the other men to meet and
commiserate, their freedom unleashed in a bottle. The women waited.
Sometimes they lied to one another. Sometimes they tried to see if anyone
believed the lives they'd created. Each of them were terrified that someone
would see the truth, the unattainable swirling, the shame of saying yes
always to a boss who asked again and again and you had to say yes, you had
to say yes no matter what. Yes yes yes.

This yes isn’t that. Return isn’t repeat but another chance.

Meet me in that alley. This time I won't hate everything because I think
who I know now will shirk away from it. T'll walk back up the hallway
holding your hand, smelling the simmering pot, getting ready to go inside
and eat.

EDITH IN EDINBURGH SIGNING OFF

Gary Pacernick

“Henry jumped from a cliff on Friday,” said the voice on my answering
machine. “He won't be able to make his Monday appointment. This is
Edith in Edinburgh signing off.” Leaving my office I walked past school
children playing at recess on the concrete playground surrounded by the
wire fence and then went to the busy intersection with three sidewalk cafes
on four corners and sat down at the least crowded one.

I heard the skinny white-haired woman at the next table speaking into
her cell phone. “Henry’s dead. You must come quickly!” Then she put
down her phone and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. “Did you know
Henry?” she said to me.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because everyone knew Henry. He was the chairman of the board
wherever he was.”

“To whom were you just speaking?”

“To one of Henry’s ex-wives. She was either number eight or nine.”

“Did he jump from a cliff?”

“No one believes he killed himself. That wasnt Henry. He must have
fallen or slipped. Or perhaps he was pushed. Edith should know. She was
with Henry in the Highlands when the accident occurred.”

“How did she happen to be there?”

“Henry was in-between wives and Edith, who was number four, asked
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him to meet her in Edinburgh and then go on to a vacation in the High-
lands, so of course Henry accepted. He was never one to say no.”

“Is Edith a suspect in Scotland?”

“No one knows. We'll have to wait and see. But I cant believe Edith
would ever harm Henry. She was very devoted to him as were all his wives.”

“Then why did they get divorced?”

“Henry was hard to please. He was always seeking new pleasures and
excitement.”

“Maybe that’s what killed him. His life was always on the line for the
next thrill, the next high. He knew no peace. So, in effect, he courted
death as his last and greatest form of excitement and pleasure.”

“You're much too analytical. Henry just lived as he had to without
questioning. I should know. I was wife number six. The rest will all be
here for the funeral, including Edith, if she’s not detained in Scotland.”

“Did you love Henry?”

“One couldn’t help loving Henry. He was the most lovable of men.”

“Did Henry love Henry?

“We'll have to ask Edith. She knew Henry better than Henry. And she
was with him at the end.”

“Well, I really must be going. My next patient will be waiting for me.
The reason I'm here is that Henry missed his appointment with me, so I
decided to take a stroll.”

“Who are you?”

“Ask Edith.”

APARTMENT

Jason Schossler

When my father works the key in the lock and lets us in, my stomach
lurches. I recognize things. The butter dish and soap dispenser are from
home. So are the sugar and cookie canisters, the other half of Mom's
antique tin set, which he must have swiped when no one was around.

He has these things mixed in with a clock and card table and beat-up
microwave, all Goodwill or Trash & Treasure jobs that I am seeing for
the first time.
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“What do ya think?” he says unevenly, and I can feel him studying my
face when I'm not looking. “Almost too big, ain’t she?”

He goes to the closet, where he pulls out the suede jacket Mom had
bought him from the JCPenny last Christmas and fishes his Marlboros from
the inside pocket. The pack is opened and crumpled and a lone cigarette
drops to the linoleum.

“Even the ‘fridge,” he says and pops it open. “I could house a family of
squirrels in here and still have enough room to feed all of us for the winter.”
I balance myself against the wall as he brushes past to show me the
plants in the bay window on the other side of the apartment. Everything is

connected. The kitchen runs into the den, which runs into the bedroom.

“The only problem’s the bed,” he says and pats the post. “If mama ever
lets us have a sleepover, I'd have to go on the floor or somethin. Couldnt
afford more than a twin.”

The floorboards creak under his chukka boots as he goes around,
picking up things and putting them back down. Always talking. Always
moving.

I keep my eyes fixed on him, but I am no longer listening. All T can
think of is that cigarette. I lean over. Without glancing down, I reach out
and close it in my hand.

FINALE

Scott M. Silsbe

I’'m not gonna give you any more words, not gonna give you a story
that starts off / slit the woman’s throat. 'm not gonna tell you a story about
how I broke the door off the hinges of a house, and started throwing
magazines and silverware through the windows, breaking every single
cracked pane. I'm not gonna break page one, not even to tell you about my
last night, driving with the window down so rain could wash an ocean on
the fire in my front seat.

If I was going tell you about last night, I wouldn't start there anyway.
I'd start with my fingers in the garage of my parents’ house, with fingers in
hubcap grease, feeling for a screw. My father, he was back-and-forth
between house and garage saying Twist em tight, put it on, and he was right
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back in the house. My fingers were looking like the night behind
the streetlights.

If I was gonna keep going, I'd tell you how I go inside, night my
fingers on a golden knob, grab my radio and go back to my deathly-ill
car that is sticking its head into the garage. I'd tell you how I listen to
my half-radio breathe its final puffs.

I was wanting to visit the first places for the last time to watch them
burn a hungry red fire in the rain. A great hungry last fire that exhales
and swallows.

So I hunker my old beast around the blazing 7-Eleven. I run it down
past the Music Learning Center where Jennifer and her mother are talking
quarter notes over the counter and keeping time with their heels all the
while, the building spouting curved flames. Cab Calloway is singing my
lone right speaker, circling the fires of Wyandotte. A pickup passes me and
tidal-waves my left arm resting on the window.

But 'm not telling that story. I'm not telling how I watch my sister
spark a flame and flick it into my parents’ house, watch her lighting house
after house until rows of embers line up like fireflies on fingers.

WHERE THE TRAIN WILL COME FROM

The man has something you want. He is standing, wingtips straight
north and arms crossed in a sportscoat, just outside the door, waiting for
a train. He could be anybody. He could be your neighbor, your cousin,

a childhood friend. He could be your father. No, no wingtips and
sportscoat. He’s standing there by the door in shredded jeans and a too-
tight T-shirt. He’s shrugging off 6 a.m. sunlight because it somehow lobs
apples at his stomach, making him wonder if he will lose himself out of
himself. He could be someone you don't even know. He could be a
stranger. Anybody, anybody. The man’s reaching his hand down a little,
not moving his straight-ahead eyes, but reaching with his right hand to feel
for his suitcase, his briefcase, his duffel bag.

He has something you want. The golden rims of his glasses spark and
his eyes reflect the tracks, the bare oaks, the empty sky. He can have any
name you want him to have, or he can be nameless. Give him a name.
Scrawl it on his face. Say his name until it is not his name, but a ghost that
floats over him. Maybe there’s a girl next to him. A young, bouncing,
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bubbling girl. She’s smacking laughter on his cheek, telling him stories that
are lies, trying to win him over, win his heart upside down. Maybe he’s
bubbling too. Maybe it’s the two of them, the loudest singers in Heaven,
annoying the not-yet-passengers with their ridiculous noise.

So it’s someone you know. Someone that you know, but that doesn’t
know you. Youve seen him before. You may even know his name, though
he doesn’t know yours. He doesn’t even know your face. He’s got a kind of
scar on his left cheek, the cheek that’s facing you. The cheek that’s facing
the wind and where the train will come from. His jaw doesnt move. The
scar on his cheek is like a pink tattoo of a giant fishing hook. The scar
makes him scowl, makes him wild. He’s young. He’s young and wild, and
he looks ready to fight you. To fight you, or the train, or maybe he’s going
to box the sun, knock it into another solar system so he can freeze his life
away in his boxer’s stance: mouthpiece, headgear, and fish-hook scar.

What is it about this someone that makes you want to sleep your nights
on the ticket counter at the train station? What is it that redefines you
when a train runs in front of cars at an intersection, chucking, if it's winter,
snow from the tracks onto car windows? Maybe its raining. It’s raining and
the man is hiding his head in a brown umbrella, balancing its handle in his
hand. Brown pants, brown sweater, and you are thinking, He may as well be
wearing dirt. He may as well jump into the earth or lie flat on his back to
blend into this world. This man, he could be anybody. He could be your
grandfather at twenty-years-old. He could be everybody but. He could be
wearing a rain-soaked fedora, tapping leather shoes to the rain’s tapping,.

The train bullets into the station. You're standing a foot from the track
and the engine runs a hand through your hair as it charges past you, touches
the air beneath your feet, and tips you with its breath.

THE REFUGEES

J. David Stevens

At first it was only small body parts. Isuf would appear among the
camp workers missing a fingernail or tuft of hair. The refugees explained
things as best they could. Isuf had always been an odd man but harmless,
they said. It was the hunger playing tricks on his brain.

What could they claim, though, when he returned missing the index
finger from his right hand? Where the finger had been was only a strand of
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colorful cloth. Isuf walked through the tent-city saluting the foreign
soldiers and giving flowers to the women. He said that hunger should not
be feared. The flesh, he declared, would take care of itself.

The other refugees could ignore him no longer. Several men who had
grown up in his village went to tell him that civilized people did not act this
way. But Isuf told the men that, in people, he saw only stomachs—he
claimed that he would soon become no more than a stomach himself.
Disgusted, the men carried him far away and warned him not to crawl back
among the tents.

A day passed without incident, then a week. Finally the men, feeling
guilty, searched the camp for Isuf but could not find him. One of them
suggested that Isuf had simply dissolved into the earth, at which the others
smiled. But silently the men remembered the things that Isuf had said.
They thought about their own hunger and the homes they had fled—the
many people they had buried. One by one, they returned to the place where
they had left him, sniffed the air, then listened for the frost creeping down
the mountains. They picked up a handful of soil and wondered how a man
could really know the truth about anything. At night, in the dim tents,
they would show their families bits of grass, saying, “This is Isuf Rugova’s
hair.” They would kiss their clenched fists before exposing the pebbles in
their palms like an offering, then whisper, “These are his teeth.”

THE FINAL THING

It was one of those rare moments in the lab when, his mind elsewhere,
he felt his hand slip and punch a random series of buttons. The machine
churned into action, whipping electric charges through the air. When done,
it spat forth a glowing ball the size of a cantaloupe or a small man’s head.

He approached carefully, prodding the ball with his thumb. Its hum
reminded him of babies and small animals. Without knowing why, he
recognized it as the Truth.

For a while, he carried the Truth tucked under one arm. He attended
court trials and caused greedy corporate magnates to confess their crimes.
He went to evangelical churches and made ministers wilt before their
congregations. He became notorious among politicians, mechanics, and
real estate agents.
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But then he noticed the ball was shrinking. He returned it to the lab
and measured everything in his power: volume, wattage, mass. He stared
deep into the glowing orb, yet could not prevent its decay.

He grew desperate. Putting it back in the machine, he tried to recall
the series of buttons he had pressed. The machine popped. It fizzled. It
smoked. A single beam of light shot from one of its orifices, disintegrating
the Truth and leaving in its place a black stone the size of a fish eye, round
and brightly polished.

Beaten, he left the Truth on the counter as a reminder of what is within
human power and what is not. When the lab was sold years later, a janitor
found the stone and mounted it on a stickpin to give to his daughter, a
dark-haired beauty who worked as a nurse in Portland. For the rest of her
life she maintained that love was not a large thing, but small and tena-
cious—Ilike a stone turned obsidian from everything that filled it, secured
just over the heart.

WHAT WE SELL IN THE RoOM TODAY

In the room today we sell only this thing, not that. If you want that
thing, you must select another room. Each room sells its own thing and
nothing else. If you need directions to other rooms, we will grudgingly
provide a map.

We can sell this thing however you like. In a plain brown wrapper. In a
shiny blue box. Around the neck of a German named Helga—or Heinrich,
your choice. We do not ask questions unless you request them.

We offer delivery, though it costs. Extra, too, is personal service. You
must pay to be called by your own name, or pay to be called by another.
And it’s extra should you begin with your own name then switch to an alias
like “Naughty Puppy,” or “Jesus Christ.” Of course, only one name per
credit card.

Talking is permitted, but discouraged; the spoken word is messy and
imprecise. Instead, we ask that you print your order on the notepads
provided and slide it through the slot by the door for processing. We do
not handle complaints. If you are not satisfied, fill out another order. Be
specific, then patient. Remember that everyone else is ordering, too.

Please know that your anonymity is guaranteed. When billing, we list
ourselves as “Technical Support.” We do not consider this a complete lie.

We will answer some questions, but not others. Questions we will
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answer include How much? How fast? and How often? Questions we will not
answer include Why?

Care is a separate issue. We can provide it for a price, but do not
guarantee authenticity. Benevolence and generosity are out of the question,
though mercy is available on a seasonal basis. It can be found in another
room not specified on the map.

This offer is for a limited time and subject to change without notice.
Don’t miss out on the savings. Remember that you are a valuable customer
and, of course, that you will buy eventually. And if the other rooms should
look exactly like this one, don’t be alarmed. Direct your questions through
the slot by the door then dutifully await your answer. A representative will
be with you shortly.

CHARADES

Dennis Trudell

The waves were coming in loud, and up in the cottage the night’s game
was Charades. The waves shuddered the beach; inside, the sick white man’s
eyes brightened as he laughed at the bathrobed white woman. It had
occurred to him often that he and his wife were long past “middle-aged.”
She was standing on one foor, one slipper, hands clasped under breasts and
nodding as if her team must understand this. The sick man behind her on
the rattan sofa started hiccuping, and the lake’s waves crashed harder.

The entire cottage with its small lamps seemed to shudder. “Freaky,”
guessed the sick man’s daughter, pregnant at forty; and the robed woman
shook her head back and forth, and the dog woke up and barked. The
hiccups continued while the sick man shrugged at faces turning his way.
His wife, looking to see if he was okay, lost balance and fell on the black
songwriter’s lap.

A dead gull was thrown onto the beach by the lake. The six humans in
the cottage parlor laughed so hard the rattan furniture seemed to bounce—
and the sick man’s hiccups stopped. He lay back on his pillows, imagined
viewing stars from the beach on a night like this. How long had it been?
His wife had stood to continue the game and was pointing at her left
buttock, gesturing with the other hand for guesses. Their daughter and
grandson were throwing popcorn at her; the songwriter was humming, and
his lover’s red hair was thrown back as she outbarked the dog. And though
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the sickness hurt again, and bad, the man envisioned from his pillows the
stars swept so clean by tonight’s wind—by the resonance of waves—that
they had become eyes. They were people’s eyes, and the people were
laughing. Oh yes, they were laughing.

THE GRIP

A black woman and three children. A black woman and three children
from a Chicago housing project arrive at your town. Arrive by Greyhound
at your town’s edge after dark and stand there. It has started to snow. A
black mother and two daughters and a son. Black mother with two suit-
cases, taped eyeglasses and snow on the lenses, tears behind the snow.

Daughter with suitcase and stuffed canvas shopping bag, and younger
daughter with stuffed paper grocery bag. With stuffed grocery bag in two
hands and no way to wipe a runny nose. Still younger brother with both
arms around a cloth bear. Around a cloth bear with bullet hole in one ear.
A bullet hole that made the woman stay up all the previous night. All night
with the older daughter selecting and putting things, stuffing them, into the
bags and suitcases.

Changing her mind and removing some things, mostly clothes, and
adding others. Pausing and then looking at the bullet hole in the bear
hugged by her sleeping son. Looking at the hole in the room’s window
before returning to the bags and suitcases.

Bags and suitcases touched by snow now in your town. Your town in
Minnesota or Wisconsin or lowa. Your town where the man at the Grey-
hound ticket window in Chicago said three twenty-dollar bills would take a
woman and three children. Three other twenty-dollar bills are clasped now
in the woman’s hand.

Clasped now between her palm and the suitcase handle. Clasped there
because she needed to feel them before leaving the bus after waking the
three children. Waking the children to carry the suitcases and bags and tears
and the hole in the bear’s cloth into the night and snow.

The night and snow. The night and snow between the three of them
and the bus taillights, and its driver shaking his head. Shaking his head in
the rear-view mirror reflecting empty seats now where they sat. Where they
sat and whined and curled and slept. And murmured and cried and slept.
And the bus moves past you, or someone like you.
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You or someone in a car or pick-up truck or van, whose flesh is not dark
brown and whose eyes are blue or blue-gray or greenish behind headlights
and wipers. Behind headlights full of snow and slanting snow that makes
you blink. As you see the four brown strangers. Blink and bite your lower
lip. And bite it harder against the mesmerizing slants that seem to come
through time as well as space. That seem to have touched you or someone
who looked like you long, long ago. Four generations ago there on that
sidewalk ahead before it was a sidewalk, or in some other town without
a sidewalk. Without a sidewalk, or any door that the ancestor in your
genes and his mother and siblings were certain would open. Open and
admit them

Would open and welcome them inside with all they carried, so long ago
and across so much fear and darkness. So many nights at sea—so many
more wagon-creaks. So much hope and courage that youd almost forgotten
about them. Because your father and his father and his wanted to forget
how tightly a child will grip a cloth animal there at the world’s edge.

There at the world’s edge, which you both sharpen and soften now in
pausing your vehicle at the curb beside these eight human eyes. Eight eyes
wide with fear and luster. Luster reflected from the bulb inside your car or
pick-up or van, as its door swings open in welcome—

GOBLIN

One Halloween no one rang or knocked on the outer door to an old
woman’s apartment, behind which in the vestibule she had a bowl of Tootsie
Pops. Her own door was unlocked, so she could move through the vestibule
to the other door before children gave up and left. She kept her television
volume turned low to hear even a timid knock, which made it hard for her
to follow the sit-coms. The final one she watched was about a married
couple going to a costume party dressed as each other’s gender.

As during previous shows, the woman went a few times to a window,
and once saw a cluster of small shadows approaching by a streetlight. She
walked to her door and stood by the knob, but there was no sound from
beyond the vestibule. The laughtrack from the television rose and rose
again—and then a commercial for a mini-van which she could hear plainly.
And one for a fast-food chain, for panty hose, for a telephone service.
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Returning to her chair, she heard a siren pass not far away. She checked
again at the window that the outside light was on. She heard her own
breathing during a brief silence in the show, when the husband gazed at the
slack brassiere he wore. Then he walked to a fruit bowl, put an apple in
each bra-cup; and he turned holding a banana toward his wife in the
bedroom. The old woman heard her remote control’s brief click as she
turned the set off.

She heard a shout from outside, and then nothing. She heard her chair-
cushion sigh as she stood again and stepped toward the window, then
paused. She took a step toward her front door and paused again . . . . and
went back to her chair. She did not look at the large mirror behind the sofa,
with its small pillows against the armrests. She had not needed to smooth
them in a week. She did not touch the book by Agatha Christie on the
table with a lamp beside her chair.

She did take the remote control from the table, began aiming it at the
television—instead aimed at the wall between her and the outside front
stoop. She pressed, but did not hear the c/ick. She heard her indrawn
breath, heard it released. She aimed the remote control at a clock between
plants across the room, pressed, and heard nothing.

She aimed it toward the bowl of Tootsie Pops in the vestibule and
pressed it several times. She let it slide from her hand, and heard a soft brief
sound from her carpet.

She heard a car pass on the street. She noticed her own slightly curved
image on the blank television, and she raised the hand no longer holding
the remote. The small reflected arm raised. The woman had known fear in
her life, but never terror. She felt its edge now—Iike an aura preceding the
blade of a stabbing knife. She closed three of the tiny fingers reflected on
the television, curled them under the tiny thumb. . . .

Then moved the remaining, stiffened forefinger into her mouth, which
she tightened around it, firming her left cheek against the finger’s tip and
half its length. These pressed slowly out along the cheek: and made a
popping sound leaving her mouth.

It was a crisp, full one—gone in a heartbeat; and gone, too, from the
woman’s parlor was the edge of terror. She heard a foolish wheeze-syllable
from her flesh as she bent to retrieve the remote control.
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DANCING LESSONS: FOR A
THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD BOoYy

Barry Goldensohn

Wanting her virginal son to disappear

into her own dance, my mother pushed ballet:
the harp string body, bound feet,

rigid balance, purity of line,

astonishing stunts of joint punishing control,
the mincing steps that lead to great leaps,
antiseptic touching, sexual denial

and the music tippy-tippy-tippy-tippy, tip-tip.

To protect my soul, my crotch pushed the rumba:
the cat’s arched back, sinuous tail,

the throbbing boy’s chance to seize and turn

a bare arm, bare midriff girl,

undulant hips, eye-darkening pleasure,

fluent hilarity, courtship and public caress,

the discipline of deferral, invitation, denial,

the chaste, reluctant, sun-tanned, dentist’s daughter
and the dreamer who knows that he’s dreaming.
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LA VIDA NUEVA, HOW PROSPERO SPENDS His
DAYS WITH DANTE

Virgil Sudrez

In the garden lies proof of bats' nocturnal diving
into the hibiscus blossoms, everywhere the yellow
dust, traces of this longing. When Dante thinks

of Beatrice, Prospero thinks of how golden carp
break the pond's surface, a gulp of air, a bubble,

a reflection of one lotus flower. La belleza,

the old man thinks, rodo lo que acaba con el hombre . . .
but in his arthritic hands, the smoothness of fingers
worn so by the decades of turning pages, one

ata time. Lick, turn, lick, turn. A long face, large
jaw, aquiline nose. This island is refuge for those
sentenced to live without love, without silence.

Everywhere a faint noise of bees, water, a mayfly,
a dragon fly's intent to land, how a book held right
holds all truth, this literary moment. Or monument?

One sigh swallows the world, the old man thinks.
One breath fills all void with song, a pure incantation.
One voice, hers, is enough to devour Dante's nights

of oblivion. Not even the moonlight penetrates
this quake of being. A red-chested sparrow lands
next to Prospero, splintered in half light, half dark,
a red turned crimson, like the backs of his eyelids
when he closes his eyes to this paradise on earth.

Tell Dante how great must be the love that burns

him so, his mind emptying like his hands. So blue.
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PASSERS-BY

Michael ]. Rosen

On cockeyed barns, hand-lettered in old-
style gothic, the word, AN T1Q UE s, reminds us

of the obvious—Tlike Scenic Vista signs,
proclaiming what we passers-by will miss
by definition: a hilltop and its valley
(swatches of field or farm quilted together
with power lines) and then another hilltop

(the return trip vista) and so on. Having stretched
our imaginations, we climb back in the car.

How surprisingly little one can find, summoned
to the beautiful—you slip a finger between

the interrupted pages—whether leaning across
to glimpse, beneath the airplane wing, a city
strung with houses strung with Christmas lights;

or to stand at the backdoor acknowledging
icicles, a warbler, the orange behind the skyline.

So my words, “impossibly orange,” prepare

your eyes for the all-too-possible.

So, asking, “lie still another moment,”

shifts something: your weight secured on my chest

is suddenly hard to bear. All this is

barely perceptible as a gaze glazing to a stare.
So we drive, pointing to what we won't let escape

our two attentions. The one who names it beautiful
becomes the beautiful in its stead (cloying

as a child, mile after mile, who asks,

“Are we out of Ohio yet?” as though the driver’s
eventual “yes” were their destination).
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Since you could name each object before I point,
the unremarked, passing our respective windows,

reminds us what to watch out for: the claim
we lay to this, now that, then one another.
Our love for the world has been anonymous;

for each other, how we can’t attribute
anything, beautiful or otherwise, to having

caused it. Remind me that “to last”
means, long as we are willing to pass by.
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ACTS OF PRIVACY

Richard Lyons

A wind of red clover riffles each flame without blowing any out,

the water not blinking its bright eye, not once,
as the heron lifts its ash-blue wings to put distance between you. . .

the ten thousand things are one horse ,
you have no reason to challenge Chuang Tzu:

the ‘this” and the “that” give birth to each other.
Nothing is complete or impaired.

Take, for instance, the roofless ceramics factory, 3 a.m.—
you're not there—two friends stare at the lunatic face of the moon,

a bottle of Chianti on a wicker strap between them,
rain suspended from the rotted board like chandeliers.

On a cement slab, a half-finished head of Nefertiti

among broken shards of glazed Jesuses & glazed cats—
you skirt with these the last shadows of your dreamless sleep,

the abundance that has come to you in error,
the abundance that has come to you.
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THE SEA OF WINSLOW HOMER

James Magorian

Swamping small boats—sails wadded, against
the body’s hints, needlelike spray—
under black sky, maze of distant breakers,

its fury seems collecting old debts,
positing (prance of waves: steep blue,
brittle white: like a candled egg, declensions

of gray) to voyagers: regret, sly terror
—the shore with its lack of alarm
(drunkard in the dark lighthouse?), a future

regrettably calm: the floating oar,
plod of gulls across pale sky—not death

: insignificance, dray, taste of salt: notice

is the mother of invention (unmotored boats!),
lurk of grace, silk and croquet and second chance,
love’s distance, destinies, scabbing over

(that black sky, revealer, without the names

of things) and that silver lake, of a Sunday—
squeaky oarlocks, trickle of rust, words.
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A TREATISE ON PHRENOLOGY

James Magorian

1

Moon-grammared moths
brier themselves against glass.
The houses face west,

toward the river, mislaid light.

2

Water upon the wheel.

The wind divvies dust, fallen leaves.
In the sky the clouds close

like the boney plates in a baby’s skull.

3

A white bird preens.
Crenellation, rheum of pages,
brick oast. Jasmine trees gesture
behind a woman walking.

4

Under the bridge

a ring of scorched stones

where shivering men held out hands
to feel the bumps of fire.
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VICTORIANA

Tama Baldwin

All that is lost in the world must
be held somewhere, but where?
Here, in the shadows

of this space two lovers are

turning down the lamps,
closing drapes. The bed’s white
cotton gleams, bare as a nape,
smooth as the inner thigh.

An orange rolls across red velvet.
Laughter bursts into flames.

Their words echo in the tall rooms;
moldings shake loose a fine, white

plaster spray. The house wants
to be free of its heavy

space, its rooted weight.
Prisoner-witness of privacy.

The world seen through lace
covered windows is a world
veiled in snow: for the moment
of its falling all is immaculate,

a dreamless white. And yet
beneath that linen skin blood
flows: blood of the children,

blood of women and blood of men

darkening the creamy edges:
blood flowers, blood vines,
blood trellis and blood arbor.
This is the text of the world.
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EVERYONE A STRANGER

Tama Baldwin

Night is a mouth

stained blue-black, it is
the honeyed bruise of ink.
Words are disappearing.

The names leading home
and away again—
the childhood litany

of numbers and places—these are gone.

Everyone in the house is a stranger.
You lie awake listening

to their breathing,

to a cough floating on a raft of dark air.

You paid nothing to be here,
nothing but fear and the feel
of fever rising through the body
to the face flushed in the mirror,

nothing but the terror

of not remembering

your name, and no one here
to call you who you are.

Losing words, the lost

article, the dropped noun,

the pointing finger, the waving

hand, the word squat in the palm: the.

Conjunctions, the mortal bond,
resisting cessation, the sentence’s
bending round to eat its own head:
into the black mouth: the word: god.
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POST MODERN POEM

Lorene Lamothe

It’s worth considering—

the necessity of inserting something sturdy
into the wild sway

of all that light and motion,

the ticking of perhaps a metronome
rationing incandescence

beat by beat. Or perhaps only

a memory of an old clock

heard for the first time at nightfall
when a living melody

stepped naked out of its colors

to reveal the form of rhythm.
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STOLEN PAINTINGS

Lorene Lamothe

Sounds, midafternoon light, reach into the room.
Someone’s anger blares through the glass and becomes
the color of amber, which threatens no one.

Paintings mumble in corners, statues weep broken bones.
The only imagined thing here is silence. Every alcove
is thick with words and what the stairwells are reciting

is taken from a poem that was written on the soles
of the shoes of a woman who died. On the third floor
there are empty frames, each as ornate and as intricate

as grief can be. Their howls are loudest of all.

Or are we the ones making noise? We're standing
in the shadow of the ghosts of lost things.
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A WALKING SHADOW

Adam Berlin

He was dressed in 1940’s clothing in 1940’s Coney Island when the
woman next to him on the Ferris wheel told him she liked his hair. He
didn’t really hear her. He was looking out at the ocean and counting the
breaking waves. There was hardly anyone on the beach because the season
hadn’t yet started and the water was still too cold.

The assistant director called action and the Ferris wheel began to move.
It was the sixth take and he no longer felt the drop in his stomach. Many
of the others were pale and complained about not feeling well, but he felt
fine and the young woman next to him with the colorful hat seemed fine
too. When their car came near the ground he lost sight of the ocean and
he felt the camera on his right side, he felt the lens hold him for a moment
and let him go, and then they were going up and up and he could see
the ocean again. The Ferris wheel stopped and he started counting the
breaking waves.

In New York City he was one of thousands. He got paid to be a
shadow and that was all they called him in for. To be a shadow in a tuxedo
or a shadow in a uniform or a shadow in jeans and T-shirt. They called it
extra work and it was all the same and it was usually a long day or a long
night. He passed the time on the different sets by reading a lot, by listening
a lot, and mostly by staring ahead. In the breaks he would call his answer-
ing machine to see if he had more work as a shadow because with time this
was all he expected. He had stopped taking acting classes. He no longer
sent out pictures and resumes to agents and casting directors. He never
memorized anything new. It had been eight years now and it mattered less
and less.

“It’s quite a view from here,” the young woman next to him said. “I'm
usually afraid of heights, but I think they’ll pay us extra for doing this.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“I think it’s considered specialty pay,” she said. “It’s only about ten
dollars more, but we're stuck here anyway. We might as well make the
extra money.”

“Might as well.”

The assistant director called action and the Ferris wheel began to move.
After three more takes they got the shot and everyone was let off the ride
and the crew and cast were broken for lunch.
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Instead of taking the bus back to the holding area he decided to walk.
The day was warm and he unbuttoned the 1940's vest and shirt and let the
sun work his body as he walked along the boardwalk. He passed the other
rides which were not moving, idle until Memorial Day started them off, and
then he passed the handball courts where young men played against young
men and old men played against old. The red and blue balls made a
metallic sound when they hit the walls and he remembered how he used to
play when he first came to New York City, when he still needed to play
something. He missed the fields where he grew up playing baseball. He
missed the smell of freshly cut grass before the games and the way the dirt of
the infield and pitcher’s mound turned dark after it was watered. Handball
wasn't the same. He couldn’t roam like he used to in the outfield. He had
to stay on the cement court. The game was a city game that left his hands
swollen and pink and raw. He didn’t play ball anymore. Sometimes he ran
at night, but he didn’t keep a routine. Extra work didn’t allow for a routine
and there were weeks when he didn’t stretch his body at all.

Coney Island became Brighton Beach. Hot dogs and pizza and cotton
candy were replaced by perogis and borscht. The older Russian immigrants
who lived here, their broad features and thick hands already darkened by the
sun, strolled slowly on the boardwalk. The clothes they wore were out of
date and not much different from the outfit he wore. He passed the
storefront where the next shot would take place, the lights and camera
tracks telltale signs that a film was being shot. A small crowd stood behind
a rope and waited. They were looking for somebody who had made it and
was a movie star. They were looking for a memory that would be with them
forever. He passed the crowd and went into the holding area, which was
two storefronts away. There was still a line of extras waiting to get their
food. It would probably be the usual cold cuts and potato salad and
coleslaw that graced every set. He could count the number of days he
worked by the amount of lunchmeat he ate. This holding area was a
beachfront men’s club and better than most. Before the costume depart-
ment had given him his outfit, he had sat and watched the old men playing
cards and arguing with each other in thick accents. Their mouths moved
when they weren’t talking as if they were sucking on little marbles. When
he got to the front of the line he saw the same old men playing cards.

He made himself a sandwich with slices of turkey and roast beef and
cheese and took a soda and walked back outside to the boardwalk. The
crowd behind the rope looked at him for a moment, didn’t recognize him,
and went back to watching the storefront. He had learned never to watch.
He had grown to hate watching. Now, when he saw a film being shot in the
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city, he crossed the street because if he joined the crowd he would be
admitting too much.

He sat on a bench facing the ocean and the sun. He took off the shirt
and ate the sandwich. The tide was out and there was a stretch of hard
packed sand before the water that was darker than the rest of the sand and
would be cold to bare feet. He remembered the long beaches of Maine
where he spent summers as a child playing in the cold water that left him
numb and shivering. Here the waves were tired, they broke easily and lazily
overlapped each other. A hunchbacked woman walked across the beach
with a green trash bag over her shoulder looking for empty soda and beer
cans. A young man with ropy muscles, wearing a Gleason’s Gym boxing
shirt and work boots, ran past with heavy, slow motion steps in the sand.
The fighter threw methodical punches at an imaginary opponent, his fists
cutting into air. He wondered what the fighter’s opponent looked like, if it
was a specific person or the idea of a person or if the fighter was just
throwing punches because that is what he had been taught to do. His own
opponent had no face and he hadn’t lifted his hands in a long time.

He finished the sandwich and the soda and walked back to the holding
area. Lunch was over and the tech people were setting up the next shot.
The men’s club was crowded with dozens of extras reading newspapers or
telling stories. Some slept, their heads on the card tables in front of them.
He got the newspaper from his bag, then took a folding chair and set it up
just outside the holding area to get the sun. He closed his eyes and tried to
clear his mind of everything except for the warm orange and red dots
spreading out behind his eyelids. He was almost asleep when he felt a hand
on his shoulder. He opened his eyes. In front of him stood a dark Russian
man with a red face. He could smell the alcohol on the Russian’s breath
mixed with tobacco. The Russian held a bottle in a brown bag and his eyes
were glazed over, but they were kind eyes and his smile was kind too. The
Russian offered him a drink, but he shook his head no. He liked the man’s
smile and the smell of his breath.

“Actor?” the Russian man said.

“Yes,” he said. He wasn't. Sitting here in front of the holding area he
was not an actor at all. But he didn’t want to explain the life of a shadow to
a drunk Russian on the boardwalk of Brighton Beach.

“Good actor?” the Russian said.

He didn’t answer. The Russian held out his hand and they shook hands
and the Russian’s palm was hard and callused. The Russian smiled and
nodded his head.

“Good actor,” the Russian said.
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One of the production assistants came over and told him that extras
were needed for the next shot. He got up and walked over to the storefront
and another production assistant told him what to do. He was to walk
past the camera when the lead actor walked out of the store, wait a moment,
and then walk back. He put on the shirt and buttoned up the vest. He
watched as the drunk Russian was escorted behind the ropes with the rest
of the crowd.

“Good actor!” the Russian yelled. “Good actor!”

The extras were all in position and the shot was rehearsed without the
lead actor. When the assistant director called action, he walked forward,
waited a moment, and walked back. His performance was flawless. He
waited in position while the camera was cleaned and reloaded. The director
lit up a cigarette, looked at the scene in front of the storefront, then went to
the camera to see how the scene looked through the lens. The director said
something to the cameraman and the camera was shifted slightly to the left.
The director looked over the scene a final time, at all of the extras in place
and ready to move, and for a moment the director’s eyes rested on him. He
held the director’s eyes and forced life into his own eyes and waited. He had
heard of extras who had been given lines on the set. He had heard of extras
being recognized as actors while casting their shadows in front of the
camera. He had never believed these stories, but he held the director’s eyes
anyway. The casting process went on behind closed doors, in rooms he had
rarely been in, and on the set everything was final and the film had only to
be shot. The director’s eyes moved on. He reminded himself not to watch.
He reminded himself never to watch.

The shot was ready, the lights were on, the cameraman sat on the stool
attached to the camera with the director behind him. The lighting people
went behind the lights and the production assistants turned down their
walkie-talkies and told the growing crowd to stay behind the ropes. Farther
down the boardwalk he saw a group of people approaching and then he saw
the actor, dressed in a perfectly cut 1940’s suit that fit the actor’s body
perfectly. The make-up people fixed the actor’s hair and the wardrobe
people smoothed the actor’s suit as he approached the set.

It wasn’t until he saw the actor’s eyes that it hurt. The actor’s eyes were
alive. He tightened his jaw and looked at his own reflection in the mirrored
glass of the storefront window. Then he had to look back at the actor. He
had seen the actor many times on film when he had still been able to watch.
He had studied the actor. The actor was what he wanted to be and got the
parts he wanted to play. Sometimes people said he looked like the actor
and maybe that was what started it all. The crowd became loud as they
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recognized the actor from the movies and from the posters that lined the
subway stations. They had found what they had been waiting for.

Places were called and the shot was about to begin. He remembered a
scene from one film where the actor put a knife to a man’s throat and told
the man to stay out of his territory. The moment had been real and the
actor’s eyes were dangerous and he had wondered how tough the actor really
was. He remembered another scene at the end of another movie where the
actor walked off alone down a street and it had been a moment that he
wanted for himself. The light was just right and the sharpness of his own
face would have been right there, there where people remember forever.
The assistant director called action. He walked past the camera, waited a
moment, and walked back. The assistant director called cut and the scene
was run again and again and in the walking back and forth he pushed away
the bad feeling in his throat. When the shot was finished the actor left and
the tech people began to set up the next shot. The other extras went back to
the holding area and he wondered if they hurt. He didn’t think so. He
walked past the crowd. He looked out toward the ocean. He tried to count
the waves so he wouldn’t have to remember what it had been like when he
first came to New York City, when he had wanted to be an actor, when he
still had the life in his eyes.

The actor was called back for the next shot and the extras were told
where to stand and what to do. He was to walk the same path as in the first
shot. A cloud covered the sun and it became cool and then warm again as
the cloud passed. He looked over and saw the actor looking at him. He
stared back and waited for the actor to move his eyes. The actor did and he
felt good that he had won. He thought how he had the director and then
the actor for at least a moment and he felt his eyes become clear and then he
remembered that it didn’t matter. The feeling faded the way it always faded
now and he hoped that one day he would feel completely numb to it all.
Numb like the cold water of Maine made him feel. Action was called and
he walked forward, waited a moment, and walked back.

For the last shot he was placed far down the boardwalk. The day was
ending. The horizon was pink and gray and the waves no longer looked
lazy because the tide was coming in and the water was rougher and darker.
On the other side of the boardwalk he could see the actor’s trailer. Places
were called and the actor walked out of the trailer and past him. Even in
the fading light the actor’s eyes were still there. He turned from the actor
and pulled his hand through his hair and almost brought his own eyes back.
He felt the actor’s eyes and looked up and locked his eyes into the live eyes
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of the actor until the actor turned away. The actor moved on. He watched
the easy and strong walk of the actor and he thought of the scene at the end
of the movie that should have been his scene.

From where he stood he could not make out the faces of the crowd
behind the rope. It was starting to get cold. The wind picked up off the
ocean and he buttoned the top button of the vest. He was tired and just
wanted to take the charter bus back to the city, back to his small apartment
so he could sleep. Tomorrow he had to get up at six for another day of extra
work on another film. Action was called and he walked. When the final
shot of the day was wrapped it was almost dark out and in the darkness he
felt cut off from all the action that was going on.

He saw the actor coming toward him and he waited. There was a
crowd around the actor and the actor signed some autographs and shook
hands with some of the people. A woman pushed her way up to the actor
and the actor kissed her on the cheek and smiled. When the actor saw him
and was close to him, the actor broke from the crowd and walked over.

“Thanks for the day,” the actor said.

“You're welcome,” he said.

The actor put out his hand and they shook hands and the actor’s hand
was smooth and dry.

“You were looking at me like you wanted to kill me,” the actor said
and smiled.

He didn’t smile back. He looked at the actor to see if he could learn
something, but he saw that he already knew it, that he had once known it
very well.

“I saw you looking at me,” he said.

“So you're a hard guy,” the actor said.

“I was a hard guy,” he said. “Now I just don’t let people stare me down.
It’s one of the rules I made for myself.”

The actor looked him in the eye and he returned the look and they
stayed there, locked into each other, and he felt the life in his eyes. He felt
that if something happened he would be able to break the actor in half. He
would let it all go now if he had to, let it all out against the man in front of
him before his eyes went dead forever.

“You've got a serious problem,” the actor said.

He concentrated on the actor’s eyes.

“How does it feel?” he said.

“How does what feel?”

“To touch it. How does it feel to be a movie star when you're just
a man?”
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“I'm more than a man now,” the actor said. “It feels good.
It feels great.”

“It must,” he said.

Their eyes were locked and he kept the life in his eyes.

“Just watch out for the shadows,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“Time could run out for you, too. It happens sometimes.”

“It won’t happen to me,” the actor said.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to anymore. The actor turned,
broke the stare, and moved slowly and comfortably toward his trailer with
the crowd behind him. He watched the actor until the actor stepped off the
boardwalk. For a moment he felt as if he were in a movie of his own.

He walked back to the holding area where the lights were being taken
down and the extras were changing into their own clothes and the wardrobe
people were hanging up the 1940's clothing on long racks. He put on his
black pants and white T-shirt and leather jacket and his high tops he wore
year round. He had his voucher signed by a production assistant who sat at
one of the card tables. It was a 14-hour day so the money would be good.
He walked out to the boardwalk and waited for the others to change and
then all the extras would get on the bus back to the city. The darkness was
complete now and he could see the brighter stars out over the ocean.

He tried to count them, but there were too many. He felt a hand on his
shoulder. He turned around and it was the drunk Russian with the bottle
still in his hand. The Russian’s face was red and the glaze over his eyes was
thicker now and almost yellow in the darkness.

“You actor?” the Russian said.

“Yes,” he said.

“Good actor?” the Russian said.

“Good actor,” he said.

“Good actor,” the Russian said.
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KALEIDOSCOPE

Diane Mehta

Nebraskan wheat: the yellow hair on some
forearm (yours). Curvaceous time, effulgent

in its quiet glinting while the morning,
tilting wildly on your skin, explains how time

shapes time, kaleidoscopes to new forms;
years are shaped by instincts, not by hours.

Then, since instincts sometimes curve, like stalks
to wheat’s frazzled tassel, suddenly into love,

hours modulate. Sedately swank
with Euclid’s forms: your arm’s diameter

bisects my thoughts while your isosceles
riposte against some gospel proves its point

with questions. Lucid ambiguities
to harvest: jubilee of bread from winter wheat,

summer’s invisible southwesterlies
scudding the wheatfields on the yellow slopes.
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SO WHEAT-BORN BROMIOS

John Breedlove

we hymn thee Bromios and Him of the loud cry
—Pindar frag. 45

Cave titled sound

not morning  windbreak

plashed  heat over stomach
sounds ruminating

Here sound caved sheaf
foundations his overturned
boat-roof as bird cave

so wheat-born Bromios

tooth ground  implicit music
tooled down to moldboard
threshed on bronze shields that cave

reed-cut  melody
so torch light plaits through cave light

as rain-beaded wicker

Break silver press
undone noon  break
plough  unstrung from capsheaf
his wool twined branches

grape baskets thatched and gaping
seeds pots brimmed sprung incisions
hip to mossed horizon

light conched

oathes in the ear
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MEMORY: 7 HORATIAN ODES

John Breedlove

How much of carpentry in house.
Which house?
The house that rises
and falls in her song.

Dovetail beams
and rafters, downbeat joists,
mallets hung here on a peg,
as for building—

a borough night-weft in older hands
and built around her,
paintings in her foyer
built up in oil and amber glaze.
Shellac. She drags a painted basket
through linseed. Footsteps or sound
gingered on pestles, the stippled
dumb-borne background.

Voiced transactions
out of thin air,

a carved frame’s pounded contours
map a recent flood,
mother of pearl and gold leaf rivers
recede. A cavern’s recess hoisted—
as time frames, for instance
step, step and here it
glides by us.

She draws an endlong fold
of white silk through her fingers.
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Wind-down, snow
spent on linden roots.
An audience cordoned out of earshot.
Hearsay. Where they point
it follows—
chokecherry drupe stones
clap down
gutter downspouts.

Furnace smoke
torqued in a breeze
drifts the gangway.

A knotted whitewood
trued up with sunset,
its silver-ribbed leaves tilted west.

Strung from second story windows
and out of kilter, glissade—

the tamboured bedsheets double hitched
on ginkgo.

Eave to crest, blue cord
drawn from a chalkbox

staves the roof.

Resonance fills
her house with music.
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WAVESON.NETS 23-27

Stephanie Strickland

WAVESON.NET 23

in the middle, Crabs stabilizing Crosses
on the Grand Ellipse.

Little diamond-shaped double gaps
printed by a reindeer hoof.

And Lady with a heart-shaped face,
from 33,000

B.C.E., who knew the hidden

gate, that there is one, unknown

Joke as a tholepin of Creation,

gap. There is a Lady

in a conical hat. When we chain
her waist, when she hangs in a cage,

spread out, pinned up, in the market
place,
who
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WAVESON.NET 24

sees? Who but I,

sings

the bird: Sweeney in a tree, or Philomel,
or shepherds on the mountaintop.

Did Plato see?

Longing to say, s it really you? All too

aware that the writing on his page

really wasn’t, he heatedly forbade sung poems

of knowing in his Republic, even as he told
the old, the Orphic, the Egyptian, the lost
land undersea stories. The coast,

of course, had fallen

since the Ice Melt, the old shore now many miles
out. Though some escaped
to the offshore islands, or the Konya plain, and began

167



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

WAVESON.NET 25

to imitate. Making a fake

from grotto to crypt, to the pre-final form

of stalactite and stalagmite, the Gothic cathedral,
to our Virtual CAVE™

Environment, in Illinois, where again we stage the Cosmic
Voyage to the Beginning—whose algorithm

this time?

Polished greenstone

double axes, a dying God

who had once returned intact:

in the beginning,

to stay alive and to leap from his back

between his horns. Then, not the bull
God, but the hunter returned.
Then not the hunter, but the hunter in pieces,
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butchered, gored. Collected

by crazed women, crazed by the new thought,

the new
incompetence: to bring back a bull,

or ox, kill it, be killed
by it. Then in 14 pieces,
then 28, a moon-death,
for it was always, early

and always, about birth

and re-

birth. The child who went to the bull,
or to the dolphin, the girl

who became the hunter
was lured
from her task, or was it a boy, by the Titans,
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WAVESON.NET 27

the Giants, who offered toys: a top,
a mirror,

jointed dolls, knucklebone dice.

In the grave at Catal Hiiyiik,

a bright blue neck,

green eyebrows on a skull—

are they wings of a bird?

Or a dragonfly in flight? Miniature

green stone axes
beside.
Metamorphosis

now morphosis, now

morphing: Matisse
repeating
that sea scene on a wall, in that same land

170



WRONG HOUSE

Janet Holmes

Candle in this corner, good. Fame, wealth.

There, it will ruin your marriage.

La, la: here comes a woman setting the talismans right.
Don't look.

And the bed faces an inauspicious direction. ..

Come with her into the garden, we say “back yard.”
Mostly because of no flowers—

Good Neighbor on the north we never see him.

Bad Neighbor’s daughter screams on her trike

all the way to the south.

La: the view from the door is not blocked by the staircase:

All good.

Under the stairs, a cave for the child not home.
The perfect size for her, with a tiny entrance.
See, you're too big!

There should be a round mirror in your salon, says the woman:
Let me fix it.

(Our game was prying the heating grates open,
crawling inside: a secret room for kids,

for the littlest ones.

You got dirty . . .)

We can put up an altar there, itll be lucky.
It’s happiness. It's love—

and it turns out children are quite resilient.

A candle, a peacocK’s blue feather:
La, la.
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THEREMIN

Janet Holmes

Of course, surprise.
Coming near, a sudden
woman’s cry, pitch

and woo of the bodiless—

until he backs away.
He comes near: a woman’s cry.

Music for the small hours
of winter mornings:

someone has disappeared
leaving behind
part voice, part chill.

Later, he thinks:

the sound of whales?
the world ending, or
ended: was this

the warning?

She holds nothing, says
nothing, picks at the air
above the box,

a madwoman.
Fixes her eyes ahead.

No veil
shadowing her,
nothing in front.

A woman stands
waving her arms.
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She does not make,
or does, the otherworldly
crying—

call of an extinct

bird?
You can almost make out,
fear making out,

words

meant for you.
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THOMAS EAKINS AT THE MOVIES

Philip Dacey

Eakins’ camera can be said to foreshadow the
motion picture camera that was perfected and
used by Thomas Edison.

William Innes Homer

The ghost of Thomas Eakins, wandering

like a man in a dream through a Philadelphia
cineplex, in and out of this movie and that,
ticketless, invisible, though not immune

to the heady smells of buttered popcorn,

dreams of making his own movie

out of all of his favorite paintings

and calling it—what else but his one, true
obsession?’—American Bodies, in which
Max Schmitt rows across the screen,

Eakins rowing, too, distantly—a director’s
cameo, Hitchcock before there was Hitchcock—
Schmitt thinking (in voiceover) of the bosom

of Annie Williams, cut to whom, as she undresses
to pose as Rush’s model for a water-nymph,

close-up of the chair on which her hand
deposits garment after garment, her flesh
glimpsed—Iike teasing previews—

in the background until the heaped ensemble
dissolves into the bedding on Dr. Gross’s

operating table, where a thigh’s uncovered,
opened to dead bone, the camera in love
with glinting instruments and the slow,
pearling of blood released at scalpel-point,
the shock of red on pallid skin
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aestheticize a la violence in Tarantino,
when suddenly, as the soundtrack’s
medical lecture fades into a swell

of water-sounds and laughter, the screen,
as if to repudiate illness, fills with

naked boys at a swimming hole (look,
there’s the director again, this time

dog paddling!), including one diving who,
after only a century of airy suspension,

breaks the water with his hands, though Eakins

reverses frames to show the entry again

and again, the boy’s reward for such patience,
until a clanging bell jolts us into a smoky
interior where another pair of hands works
to separate two tangled torsos and give us

“Between Rounds,” Billy Smith slumped in a corner
as we pan him left to right and up and down,

a crossing motion which, with his sprawl,

gloves hung out on ropes, feet together,

puns (subliminal shot?) on Eakins’ “Crucifixion”

until the camera dollies up and zooms in on—
can it be? yes, in the balcony—Walt Whitman,
the 1888 portrait come alive to the spectacle,
not just of the fight but of the crowd itself,

all noisy candidates for Brooklyn ferry,

and as that very poem appears in longhand
across Whitman’s face, lines on lines,

we realize it’s being scripted by Eakins’ father,

in elegant Spencerian (the segue easy

from father-figure to father), tight, circling track
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of the right hand in motion, the two motions
together dizzyingly contrapuntal as they speed up
to a blurred vortex before the camera slows

on a fairer hand, cupped palm, in a lap,

Susan’s in “The Artist's Wife and Setter Dog,”

Harry’s body traversed from tail to nose,

but Susan’s, in languid pose, lingered

long over, as she looks up from a book

(the critics who call her “careworn”

blind to the intimate burn of her direct gaze)

into (his/our) desiring eyes, though now
the book begins to slide in slow motion
from her lap, the pages released (one
Japanese print after another!) into a
choreographed adagio, and she to rise

towards us, her arms lifting, the camera

(too discreet!) following the book, which tumbles
to the floor, chasing off Harry, while a shimmer,
as from heat, the heatwave of this encounter,
turns the shot into water disturbed by the

dipping oars of Max Schmitt, the movie ending
with a Truffaut-like freeze-frame of one

drop of water almost but not quite

completely loosening from the tip

of an oar, and then the credits roll.
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FROM THE WING BONE OF A CRANE

Susan Terris

Anemophiles, lovers of wind, believe time
is infinite, and the past has no claim,

but in China there’s 2 9,000 year old flute
carved from the wing bone of a crane.

Once, at Jiahu in the Yellow River Valley,
flood and ebb, rice ribboned green, and crane

on one leg in the shallows, his target-red eye
scanning fish. A rock flies. Feathered death.

O solemn bone, white and hollow and smooth.
Seven chiselled holes, a delicate windy sound,

millennium after millennium lost
only to be unearthed, brown and mottled,

trilled again by other lips and fingers.
Same flute. Different song.

The human brain weighs little and is lightly
grooved, yet it knows when a flute is a flute.

Anemophiles might embrace this bone.
Or say it does not, cannot possibly exist.
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ESCAPING SODOM

Susan Terris
Who's at the door? Him? He can take me then.
If you are spared and the children, I'll do anything.

But I must pack. Our marriage rings. Their lost teeth.
Fresh bread. Sky before morning. Dew. The way

the frantic hummingbird trusts the honeysuckle.
The way you trust me. Digging for fresh water must

continue and the probe of the midnight skies.
Sweet salt of kisses and the turn of a key in a lock.

Tender passwords need to be remembered, so I am
not locked out. How to exit. How to resume

without damage. New grass, the arc of summer,
the ninth wave, and everything beneath the bed.

Packages of onion and mustard seed, bright poppies
not yet exploded into possibility. More knocking.

Now what? Is there an arbitrary time limit? Then
hurry. Take them and their promise in your arms.

Bundle our memories, and don’t wait. If you're
all out there before me, I might not need to turn back.
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FROM JERMYN STREET TO SAN FRANCISCO

Boss Cupid. Thom Gunn. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2000.
The Worlds Wife. Carol Ann Duffy. New York: Farrar,
Straus & Giroux, 2000.

Lgor Webb

There is no street in Christendom more ultra-Male than Jermyn
Street in London, although the whorehouse is no longer there. But all
the other services dear to the male body are in eloquent supply—the
hatters, the shirtmakers, the booters, the perfumeries and tobacconists,
the chemists (with their array of shaving brushes and soaps), the purveyors
of cheese, wine, and crackers, the suppliers of little leather accessories of
extraordinary expense . . .

To an American this old-time consumption is curiously seductive and
mysterious, nifty and quaint, magnetic and oddly repulsive. Like the heroic
couplet, Jermyn Street is obviously unAmerican and yet insistent, a sort
of standard although hard for an American to credit as a contemporary
standard. Besides, one has the suspicion that all this isn’t quite manly. But
for the English, not so nervous about gender, it is not the same. There is a
dynamic continuity for the gentleman between the neckties of yesteryear
and today, just as no English poet writing after the Age of Reason seems
ever quite to have got Pope out of his, or her, head. The inherited forms,
formalism itself, are not restraints but memory and manners, the essentials
of communication. Whitman and Pound want to romp, to make it new,
to go down to the wild; Hardy and Auden are island men, taking their
pleasure within borders.

And since contingency is actually the governing condition for all
human endeavor, there is a kind of clarity, tact, and maturity bred in the
bone of the islander that is a reproach to those of us reared in the big open
spaces, those of us who are happy to believe nothing can or will stop us.
The two conditions—bordered and unhouseled—tend anyway toward
different lexicons and different songlines.

Sometimes though an islander succumbs to the call of the wild. I first
read Thom Gunn in a little, squarish Faber paperback of selected poems by
him and Ted Hughes (1962). I knew Hughes’ The Hawk in the Rain but
had never read Gunn. The jacket of the book says Gunn and Hughes are
“the leaders” among the English poets who made their reputations in the
preceding decade, “two young writers whose work is likely to be of perma-
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nent and major importance.”

This is not the place to compare Hughes and Gunn—enough to say
that I was knocked for a loop by Hughes and found Gunn puzzling, elusive,
disorienting. What were you supposed to make of all that portentous
language, elevated diction, those traditional not to say archaic forms, all
applied to his malapropos subjects?

The Unsettled Motorcyclists
Vision of his Death

Across the open countryside,
Into the walls of rain I ride.

Still, bent on the handle-bars,
I urge my chosen instrument
Against the mere embodiment.

My college girlfriend rode a Bultaco Cemoto, a lovely 220cc. Spanish
scrambler and in consequence I, not to be outdone, for a while rode a
Yamaha 650—so I had learned something (not much) about motorcycles
that I could bring to Gunn’s poem. But the poem had turned experience
into condition, and then, in a received language brooded over the condition
at a pronounced distance.

Perhaps because of his transplantation to San Francisco, over the years
Gunn has let his ear register other sounds than the iambs and periods of
that Metaphysical rhetoric that seemed then so insistent in his work. His
phrasing at his best is now marvellously supple—even though that old-time
religion is still strong in him. His love for the boys in leather hasn’t abated
either—but, again, over the years has become more overtly, and plainly,
named. In this latest book, as much as in his earlier ones, Gunn seems to be
playing out his own iteration of tradition and the individual talent. The
tradition, as I have said, is strongly Metaphysical; the talent is considerable,
and has been turned in particular to a long, daring, empathetic, moral,
meditative exploration of the prices to be paid by the islander for his
harking to the wild, and by the steppen-man for his heedlessness of bound-
aries. Gunn is especially good when writing about carnality and low life, the
low life in oneself as well as in others. In Boss Cupid, we are talking explicitly
about the old Adam, the persistence into what we tactfully now call middle
age, and the irrepressible autonomy, of the rising cock.
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Saw someone yesterday looked like you did,
Being short with long blond hair, a sturdy kid
Ahead of me in line. I gazed and gazed

At his good back, feeling again, amazed,

That almost envious sexual tension which
Rubbing at made the greater, like an itch,

An itch to steal or otherwise possess

The brilliant restive charm, the boyishness . . .

... If only I could do whatever he did,
With him or as part of him, if I

Could creep into his armpit like a fly,

Or like a crab cling to his golden crotch
Instead of having to stand back and watch.

Here are Gunn’s many gifts and also his bad habits: the beautiful
phrasing, the easy, alert, placed attention to sex and the fine, moment-to-
moment notation of its feeling, ebb and flow, implication . . . and then the,
to my ear, unpleasant persistence of worn-out, received ideas and sounds.
The lovely conversational enjambment of the first three lines is lost in the

. < . » ({3 »
excessive stress placed on “which” and “itch”:

That almost envious sexual tension which
Rubbing at made the greater, like an itch . . .

The habit of certain sounds, certain kinds of diction, certain arranging of
observation substitute in Gunn too often for the apt word, the appropriate
rhythm. It was so in the beginning, in his early work; it has been so; and it
is so now. A small, random, but representative example:

There is a tangible remoteness
of the air about me, its clean chill
ordering every room . . .

—“Walking in a Newly Built House”

I return to a sixth floor

where I am staying: the sun

ordering the untidy kitchen . . .
—“New York”
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It’s habit, routine, not telling observation. And it happens too often, in
poems of grace, craft, depth of feeling and thought—diminishing the work.
But it’s a failure, a stcumble that the reader regrets rather than a gim-
mick, which is what we get in 7he World’s Wife. The trick here is to retell the

“world’s” story from the point of view of the woman—Mrs. Midas, Mrs.
Tiresias, Mrs. Rip Van Winkle, etc., to quote some of the booK’s titles. The
point, presumably, is to give voice to the once voiceless, to cast a light into
darkness, to make difference turn the world around so it can be seen more
from the other side. In other hands—say in Szymborska’s “Lot’s Wife,”—
this angle on things does just what you are led to expect, and in poems of
power and force. But in Carol Ann Duffy’s hands, alas, the idea is just a
gimmick; worse, she can't resist every cheap shot, every snappy reversal,
every pop rhyme. Duffy comes from Liverpool and there’s a tradition there
of the blending of pop and poetry, going back at least to the 60s Liverpool
Poets as poetry’s equivalent to the Beatles. And read out loud, in a packed
pub or backed by a band, what reads like a gimmick on the page can work
well in live performance. Imagine this with a background of smoke, amplifi-
ers, booze:

Mys. Icarus

I’'m not the first or the last

to stand on a hillock,

watching the man she married

prove to the world

he’s a total, utter, absolute, Grade A pillock.

But in the silence in which we read Gunn, the silence that’s claimed for
and made by poetry, these poems are jarringly noisy, hollow, one-dimen-
sional, repetitive, without illumination, without a single surprise . . . making
a total, utter, absolute, Grade A bad book.
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PETER READING IN MARFA

Marfan. Peter Reading. Newcastle upon Tyne, U.K.:
Bloodaxe Books, 2000.

Joe Francis Doerr

In 1998-99, with the help of a Lannan Foundation Literary Residency
grant, Peter Reading exiled himself from his native England to become, like
many Anglo adventurers and fortune-seekers before him, a prospector of
sorts in the once-gold-and-borax-rich alpine desert country of trans-Pecos
Southwest Texas. While he was not digging for gold, he did manage to
strike literary paydirt and find there the raw material for his twenty-first
book, a long poem called Marfan. The one-word title of the book is what
citizens of Marfa, Texas (population: 2,474), the tiny town in which
Reading lived, call themselves, and it is a safe bet that Reading relishes the
sobriquet’s vaguely alien connotations for reasons that will become increas-
ingly clearer. In many ways, Marfa’s rough-hewn and eccentric character is
typical of the small mining towns sifted over the Big Bend region. The
town, which began life as a water stop and freight headquarters on the
Southern Pacific Railroad, was named, Reading tells us, in 1881 by the wife
of a Southern Pacific Engineer, “a woman who aspired to higher things” who
happened to be reading 7he Brothers Karamozov when the
train reached the site in question.

She dubbed the tank town Marfa, after the loyal
retainer of the Karamozov household,
omniscient old Marfa Ignatyevna

who did not see the fall but heard the scream,
the strange, foam-stifled, long familiar scream
of an epileptic falling in a fit.

Apparently, things have been fitful there ever since.

Reading’s Marfans are by nature reticent, but are driven by their
isolation to become talkers, story-tellers really, as they manage to skirt all
but the most trivial issues in their rambling conversations. Rather than
discuss the agreement reached in the US House of Representatives to allow
the states of Maine and Vermont to dump low-level radioactive waste in
their backyard, for instance, they chat about their various sophomoric
exploits declaring, “Tham wus the days,” or about sensational stories in the
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local press like the appearance of the image of “Mary, Jesus, AND JOSEPH
TOO!” on the breakfast tortilla of a woman from the nearby town of Fort
Stockton. Occasionally, an individual will drop the homespun delivery
without warning, and confess to some sinister truth about himself and the
human condition. No doubt Reading reveled in the oddities he encountered
on arriving in Marfa. One imagines him realizing quickly his dubious good
fortune as a poet to be among such unusual people, and most likely feeling
in his Liverpudlian heart the tug of distant kinship to the quirky, discon-
nected men and women hunched over their Lone Stars in the smoky parlor
of “Ray’s Bar.” Reading’s characters seem to have inherited a profound sense
of ennui and inexplicable cynicism that stretches far beyond the town limits
and relatively short history of Marfa. History and bloodlines seem to have
conspired to infect every living soul in Marfa with the cancer of dejection.
They can't help but feel it creeping and metastasizing in every fiber of their
being. And this may be a clue as to why Reading chose to spend a year
there—he feels it, too.

Those familiar with Reading’s work know that throughout his career he
has produced books of poetry that have chronicled his country’s cultural,
moral, and political disintegration. Works like 7he Prison Cell & Barrel
Mpystery (1976), Nothing For Anyone (1977), Tom O 'Bedlam's Beauties
(1981), Diplopic (1983), C (1984), Ukulele Music (1985), Stet (1986),
Shitheads (1989), Last Poems (1994), Work in Regress (1997), and Ob.
(1999), to name a only few, have established Reading as a contemporary
English poet whose fierce moral anxiety is matched (and often masked) only
by his overt cynicism. In 1990, Reading published an article in the Austra-
lian magazine Island (issue 42) called “Going, Going: A View From Con-
temporary England,” in which he links the literary tradition of English
pessimism with the “national sense of decline.” His list of English histori-
ans, philosophers, poets, writers, and characters who may be considered part
of this tradition is impressive: Henry Francis Lyte, Edward Gibbon,
Hopkins, Dickens, Smollett, Thomas Hardy, H.G. Wells, Evelyn Waugh,
Eeyore, Auden, Roy Fuller, Philip Larkin and Margaret Drabble. (One is
tempted to amend the list by adding to it the so-called ‘Leeds poets’:
Geoftrey Hill, Tony Harrison, Jon Silkin, Ken Smith, and Jeffrey Wain-
wright—a group of northern writers to which Reading might be added with
little difficulty were it not for the fact that he has no discernible ‘Loiner’
connections). At any rate, Reading names four factors that contribute to
the attitude in question:
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a congenital English pessimism (attributable to our economy?, our
climate?); an English tendency to self-denigrate (attributable in part
to an inherent reticence, in part to a native caution, and it causes us
sometimes to portray ourselves as even worse than we actually are);
the actual English experience of loss of Empire; and, arising from
this last, all the connotations suggested by such a fall as had been
delineated by Gibbon as early as 1776. Gibbon saw History as
‘little more than the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of mankind’, as
‘vicissitudes of fortune, which spares neither man nor the proudest
of his works, which buries empires and cities in a common grave’.
His conclusion that ‘all that is human must retrograde’ completes
the gloomy, if realistic outlook which many of his countrymen have
subsequently inherited or adopted. We register our own degenera-
tion when we observe external decay, and view our personal
disintegration as a metaphor for universal entropy.

It is important that the reader keep these four factors in mind while
reading any of Reading's poetry, including Marfan. For though the book
was written about a tiny redneck town in Southwest Texas, it focuses on the
same cultural (congenital?) maladies Reading has diagnosed in England.

Marfa, Texas is one of the truly authentic off-center places in North
America. Like the Great Nature Theatre of Oklahoma conjured up in
Kafka’s Amerika, it seems to exist more in the realm of literary imagination
than reality. It is strangely symmetrical to those places dotting the Big Bend
which Texas author John Santos describes as having been “left unfinished at
the time of creation.” But unlike those places haunted by the dreamy
Mexican-Americans about which Santos writes so eloquently in his
memoir—oplaces which often go completely unnoticed, where perhaps no
sound or color can penetrate, places left with “no shape or substance” yet
which exude a quiet sanctity—M arfa, as depicted by Reading, exudes all the
holiness of a garish frontier town that never grew up. Marfan is rife with
vulgar, ignorant, racist, often stereotypical “Texans” that exhibit the worst
human traits the Lone Star State (or any post-Imperial backwater with a
strong infusion of English blood?) has to offer. Their hometown seems to
be tailor-made for them.

Marfa is a place so strange it appears to be the repository for all the
sound and color denied to all the “unfinished” places. As a result, the
shape and substance Marfa assumes is at once revolting and strangely
appealing, making it prime real estate for an extended visit by Peter
Reading. As he has demonstrated time and again, he is fascinated by such
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places that seem to straddle the seams that keep time—if not reality—
bound together, but which, by virtue of their unique positions are frequent
witnesses to signals from some ‘other side.” Reading observes that this tends
to happen especially when cultures inhabiting a place begin the inevitable
process of self-destruction until only the place remains. And, of course,
the ghosts.

One thinks, for example, of Reading's impression of the village of
Brabyns in “Brabyns Park” from For the Municipality's Elderly (1974). This
book is often described by critics as Reading’s futile gesture against
transience—fair enough, but what is more impressive is what is revealed in
the process of decay. At Brabyns Park it is physical decay, the outward
appearance of transience itself, witnessed by the poet and his wife among
the “litter of little [grave] stones sliced thin, incised / with Chang and
Cani Fidelissimo,” that reveals signals from the past in the communication
of “long ago ghosts with ghosts in a ghost language.” Reading includes
himself among these ghosts, aware that he too will one day be merely a
memory survived only by his written words. Thus, his perceptions are
already part of this “ghost language” poised to communicate with unknown
others in an unknown future. But there is much more at work here than a
simple memento mori. History itself may be thought of as a conversation
between past and present spoken in the language of ghosts, and those who
would understand history must learn the language of decay. Reading
perceives that it is the decay—of time, place, culture, language and
body—that holds the key to understanding the language of history. In
Brabyns Park, the decay has punched holes in the present and has allowed
the light of the past to shine through.

Something very similar is going on in Marfa and Reading knows it.
Why else would he not be surprised to find while browsing the “Classics
shelf” in the meager Marfa Public Library the inscription (most likely an
epitaph) that had first come to him in Brabyns Park: Qui Caecus et Senectute
Confectus ([Here lies] he who was blind and consumed by old age)? He
explains that the inscription “reminds us of an earlier dynasty / no less alive
albeit obsolete.” There is a kind of pun in the double meaning of the word
“confectus,” which can mean either: ‘was wasted, consumed’ or ‘was pre-
pared.” Evidently, the inscription speaks of one who has been prepared by
personal degeneration for something—death, perhaps, but also for discovery
by the future. Reading first placed this inscription in the closing lines of
“Brabyns Park” thirty years ago, but the sentiment becomes the unofficial
theme of Marfan, as it appears just eighteen lines into the
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book: “Reading in Marfa Public Library: Qui Caecus et Senectute Confectus.”
Regarding puns, are we to read the word “Reading” in this line as a gerund
or as the poet's surname? Either way, it is almost certain Reading is explor-
ing the past’s paradoxical relationship with the present: only when the
present is perceived in its state of disintegration, is the past on which it is
founded made truly visible. Once visible, each epoch is found to be, more
often than not, oddly contiguous if not parallel to the other. It is as a result
of this realization that one might conclude, for want of a better explanation,
that history tends to repeat itself. Such is the language of ghosts.

As for the ghosts, Marfa is home to an unusual phenomenon known at
various times in the history of the place as “The Ghost Lights,” “Apache
Ghosts,” or “The Ghost of Alsate” who was a famous chief among the local
Apaches. More recently, the phenomenon has come to be called “The
Marfa Lights,” or as Marfans themselves say simply “The Lights.” The
Lights are a staple attraction in Marfa, and people come from all over Texas,
the US, and the world to observe them. They have been fascinating and
terrifying residents and visitors since their earliest reported sighting in
the nineteenth century, and have now become part of the lore of the
Southwest as well as a stock tourist attraction. The phenomenon provides
the backdrop for Marfan, and Reading captures it in the flavor of the old
campfire story:

One evening, back in 1883,

Robert Reed Ellison was with his wife

herding a bunch of cattle across the basin

from Alpine towards Marfa, heading west,

and, sundown coming on, stopped for the night.
As he made preparations for the campfire

he glanced up and was mystified to notice

lights flickering to and fro across a valley

along the side of the Chinati Mountains.
Assuming it was Apaches on the move,

he catnapped clutching his Winchester till dawn
when the weird incandescence fizzled out.

“Nearly a century later,” he then relates, no doubt conscious of the odd
sensation of history repeating itself, “the Houston Chronicle despatched
Stan Redding—/‘Check out this Marfa story; let’s just see / whether
there’s anything in it’.” Reading records what Redding later wrote:
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They darted about the ground—red, white, and blue,
orbs, baseball-sized. They blended into one,

then separated. One of them would zoom

high in the air, then plummet into the brush,

then rise an instant later and spin away

crazily. Unsupported and unattached,

each one illuminated the black-brush clump

over which it hovered.

Reading then supports what Redding once saw by admitting “Tonight, off
90 East, / a curious ignis fatuus fulminates...”

The Lights have been the subject of countless studies and photo-essays
for the better part of the twentieth century. A recent on-line search revealed
no fewer than 2,180 hits for web sites devoted to the phenomenon. Read-
ing, of course, appears wearied by the sensational attention they have
received. He snipes, “The Lights, demystified by divers eminents: / electro-
static discharge; swamp-gas; moonlight / shining on veins of mica; ghosts of
Spanish / Conquistadors who sought gold here; a mirage / produced by cold
and hot layers of air / refracting light...” Sneering in an angry sonnet, he
rails at the circus of profit grown up around them:

$10 in advance! The Marfa Lights

Festival (held on Labor Day Weekend)!

This year we feature the great Dana Lee

& Mariachi de la Paz of Alpine;

the one and only Shelly Lares—enjoy!

[Also, a bunch of other total shites

like ‘Randy’ Bob Pulido ("Texas Cowboy');

and, all the way from Marfa, ‘Injun Dancers';
‘Los City Boyz'...] And, don't forget, at 9,

the 3-on-3 Hoop-D-Do Street Basketball
Tournament—remember, y'all come and see...
[some banjo-pluckin’ strumpet from Big Bend—
all in all, a load of fucking chancers.]

Way wish a Texas ‘Howdy!” tew y'all!

Reading fears that The Lights are a kind of ghost language no one even
attempts to translate any longer. He also fears that whatever story they
actually tell has been so obscured by the ravages of pessimism and

ingnorance as to be impenetrable. The Lights are this tortured region's
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greatest conversation piece, providing fuel for the discussion every Marfan
should be having but which no one dares initiate. Like Pound's “Vortex,'
The Lights provide a focal point of departure for a variety of intellectual
responses. In Marfa, those responses could be to the shared experience of a
violent history, the ravages of which might be healed by productive open
discussion. Unfortunately, that discussion never begins. Rather than find
a way to heal the wounds of the past and forge a common relationship with
one another, each observer of The Lights remains locked in an isolated,
personal response to a phenomenon no one truly cares to understand. So
the defeated Apache says that The Lights are the “restless spirit of the dead
Apache Chief Alsate” perhaps come to exact his revenge upon the con-
queror, while the paranoiac from whom Reading hitches a ride claims they
are the result of a government conspiracy, “encrypted signals / transmitted
[from the Godbolds feedmill silo / beaming mah brains up tew the President,”
and the majority of Marfans simply choose to see them as a boon to the
local tourist industry.

Of course, there are the inevitable “alien” explanations for The Lights
as well—UFO sightings are commonplace around Marfa—and the connec-
tion between the extraterrestrial sense of the word and the way it is used
along the Texas-Mexico border is not missed by Reading, himself an alien in
Marfa, albeit a white, ‘legal’ alien. “Alien,” Reading implies, is never used
when the epithet of choice, i.e., “Spik,” will suffice in friendly conversation
in “Ray’s Bar.” Given that, as anyone familiar with the development of
English knows, the idiomatic drawl used to form any number of racial slurs
in Texas is a close relative to that once used to speak the name of Grendel
in Hrothgar’s mead hall, it is no wonder that it produces in Reading the
“desire to puke.” Reading perceives that these Marfans are distant cousins
who suffer from the Anglo-Saxons’ island-bred xenophobia, and they prefer
to brandish the old curse like a trusted weapon used to keep the enemy at
bay. Reading is hard-pressed to find any enemies in Marfa, but he is assured
they are everywhere: the ubiquitous “Spiks,” the homeless and “scary”
“Burro Lady,” and the mental patient fresh out of the local rehabilitation
center who, ironically, is the one character in Marfan who converses in
formally prosodic speech—he tells a recidivist’s tale, a cycle of incarceration
and release in a loosely-rhymed iambic pentameter.

Like Will Barrett in Walker Percy’s The Second Coming, who observes
that “Gentiles” living apart from the leavening influence of Jews “begin to
act like the crazy Jutes and Celts and Angles and redneck Saxons they
are...living deep in the Southern forests and growing nuttier by the hour,”
Reading understands that it is imperative for the pessimistic Anglo to
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acknowledge the humanity of his enemy, by engaging him in real
conversation. A multitude of Gétterdimmerungen might thus be forestalled.

Whatever “The Lights” may be for others, for Reading they are the
impetus for the conversation he wants to initiate, not only in Marfa, but
everywhere. Once the discussion begins, he appears at least somewhat
convinced that those participating will begin to see that the present may be
understood in terms of the past, that it may be possible to remedy problems
in the present by reviewing their historical causes. To this end, it is
plausible that Reading considers himself to be one so familiar with the
condition of English pessimism, as well as the possible ways of managing it,
that he also envisions himself a kind of Beowulf sent in to aid his distant
kin in slaying not the convenient, false ‘enemy’ without but rather the
inconvenient, real enemy within. ““Twas then they sent in Lannan’s Secret
Weapon,” he writes of his arrival in Marfa, mimicking the heroic diction of
the Old English epic. Reading knows instinctively if he could write into
being a lasting and universal change in human sensibility that would make
even the most hard-hearted Marfan anywhere more historically engaged,
and more compassionate and sensitive to the plight of the marginalized and
dispossessed, his own pessimism might be alleviated.
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Passing Measures: A Collection of Poems. Peter Riley. Manchester:
Carcanet, 2000.
The Poetry of Peter Riley. Edited by Nate Dorward. Toronto: Special issue of
The Gig 415 (1999/2000).

Thomas Butler

Carcanet’s publication of Peter Riley’s Passing Measures marks another
important moment in the recent wave of interest in several British poets
who have for too long been accessible only through the small presses. In
1999, Bloodaxe released J. H. Prynne’s Poemns and Wesleyan UP published
Other, an anthology of experimental poetry edited by Richard Caddel and
Peter Quartermain, both books working to change the pervasive lack of
enthusiasm in America for recent British poetry. One’s hope is that books
like Passing Measures will convince more readers in this country that there is
plenty of valuable poetry in Britain and that not all of it is brand new. Peter
Riley’s first book, Love-Strife Machine, appeared in 1967, and he has been
turning out books of poetry steadily ever since.

Passing Measures is a thin book collecting a nice sampling of his poetry
from his first published work to his most recent, Untitled Sequence (1999).
It contains in full Sea Watches, Sea Watch Elegies, Between Harbours, and
Ospita and takes selections from a fair number of his other works. Riley
revised many of the poems and organized them so as to give this book a
coherence of its own. This is particularly apparent in the fifth section of the
book, which consists of selections from eight previous volumes, where the
poems play off of each other and rejoin each other as in conversation. For
example, he ends “Clouds and Birds over Wolfscote” by commenting on
some literature’s tradition of “Omitting to mention / our ungainliness
against / the possible gain” (97). The next poem “Boletus under
Narrowdale” picks up where he had just left off: “Or only that it is worth
writing / for no eyes to see and as dully and / imageless as it comes” (97).
Riley’s careful placement of poems makes it difficult to close the book and,
more importantly, highlights his most pronounced themes.

Again and again in this book we are able to see clearly what has preoc-
cupied Riley throughout his career. It becomes evident that he is a love
poet, not in the romantic sense but more in line with what J. H. Prynne had
in mind when he wrote that “love is, always, the / flight back / to where /
we are.” This is love with an ethical charge, constantly asking how can we
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live justly in a world of pain and loneliness. The final stanza of “S. Cecilia
in Trastevere” announces this idea:

I believe in a centre to the wasted life

That is carried before the world and holds love
Through distance and strife to the end of a

Perfect reconciliation however many times

Occluded in failed responses finally standing

Whole and obvious, like an orchard in the rain. (103)

This is the hope that guides much of Riley’s poetry, though most of his
work deals with the distance and strife we encounter in our ordinary lives.
The way through difficulty is “the heart-work,” which is Riley’s active
definition of love.

For what is trustworthy in this world

But the heartfold, the construct that endures
Beyond our means, the weight and stability

Of the living transcript as the last night stalls. (19)

Love is a movement beyond ourselves as we respond to a call in the world.
In this movement, we cast our familiar selves aside and encounter uncer-
tainty: “Love is where centres meet” (40). What makes Riley’s poetry so
rich is his description of this ambiguous meeting because though “centres
meet,” they “agree to become unstable” (41). Hard love, to be sure, but that
is the shining hope of human life.

In a prose-poem called “Slow Meditation in the Café-Bar Les Caves du
Mont Anis, Le Puy,” Riley addresses the feeling that runs throughout this
volume: “Sometimes a feeling comes on me saying that to love the very
savour of human being is such a rare thing, to love a kind of savour or
centre of what we are, which is an ordinary thing but the only truth we
wholly know, the only fullness without interference, our own stake in time:
the person being here” (82). This feeling is an offer that the poet must
welcome and respond to by making verse: “Craftily glossing the past into
trust via forgetting it rather precariously opens the future through its own
delicately poised moment and totally assures the hesitant bearer: the end is in
sight, minutely, so slight it almost hurts to locate” (83). The writing of trust
is a difficult occupation: “A pattern of war. A map of faring” (83). But this
is the only way to fare, for Riley, because the call to love is always com-
pounded by absence and distance. Nothing is ever wholly present in this
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poetry. Notice for example how he balances the opening line of “Resolution
and Interdependence”: “We are together we are lost” (75). Or in “Escape
from our Uncaring,” where an attempt to enter into pure light abjures the
earth’s saving grace:

Mid-day heat at the ochre quarries,
We have pulled the earth aside and left
Ourselves without shadow, with

That dark doubt that saves us” (71).

Love is never a pure enterprise. Even where centers meet, ordinary shadows
spur us to act as carefully as possible in this world. This is how Riley closes
“Is This Dusseldorf or Kiel?”:

So you see there is no solution, this web
Of tensions is what we are going to live in,
Into the future; to talk of breaking it

Is to damage more than us; it is what

Also we act by, and with, raising

Messages to the ends of the earth holding
Intact each working space. A spreading
Light moves to the land’s edge.

Where a ship is always waiting. (94)

Riley’s language remains faithful to this ethical charge by entrenching
itself squarely within the possibilities of finitude. A poem originally pub-
lished in Love-Strife Machine begins: “I am from language and will return
to language / and no one will know / what else I might have been” (87).
Language itself has to struggle with the lacuna at the center of life. In “The
Creative Moment of the Poem,” an essay in Denise Riley’s Poets on Writing,
Britain, 1970-1991 (1992), Peter Riley says that the poem is like a large
object between poet and reader that both creates and thwarts communica-
tion. Poetic language prevents the reader from simply walking away with
the poet’s thoughts. Rather, poetry, “does not create or condition a field of
any action other than its own. It ignores almost everything. It brings a
plurality of event and condition, a crossing of pasts and present, through to
a truth which both has and is a central point and requires no other guaran-
tor than itself, the authenticity residing in impartial verbal acts of recogni-
tion.” (95). Riley’s willingness to allow his language to remain in the
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human condition of impartiality creates stunning poetry like this beginning
of “S. Maria in Trastevere”:

Final beings in a golden field, ravenous concavity,
Glowing up there in the darkness, impossible promise
Sucking our very breath to their eyes, every single thing
That’s worth a thought burning away and there it is. (103)

The language resists easy comprehension because it is placed in the rough
territory between poet and reader. For the epigraph to Reader (1992),
Riley cites Prynne: “It has mostly been my own aspiration, for example, to
establish relations not personally with the reader, but with the world and its
layers of shifted but recognisable usage; and thereby with the reader’s own
position within this world.” Poetic language isn’t so much a reflection of
private experience as an attempt to mark a common ground between reader
and poet. It is this fidelity to the common that Keston Sutherland finds
singular to Riley’s poetry: “The movement characteristic of Riley’s poems is
from privacy to descriptive ontology, from particular but unnecessary
instance to common and necessary intelligence.” He goes on to define
“common” in Wordsworth’s sense: “a necessary part of our existence, our
natural and unalienable inheritance.” What we are” (The Poetry of Peter Riley,
136). We are and belong to what is just beyond ourselves, and it is the
poet’s job to find language for this uncertain condition.

Sutherland’s essay is one of several excellent pieces collected in a special
issue of The Gig, entitled The Poetry of Peter Riley (available by e-mailing
Nate Dorward: ndorward@sprint.ca). This special issue is notable because
it is the only collection to date that focuses on Riley alone. All of the
contributors, many of whom are poets themselves, write in an enviable fair-
minded way without using much theory-heavy language. For the most part,
they write on single volumes, some of which are not represented in Passing
Mesaures, like the fairly recent Distant Points (1995) and Alstonefield (1995).
John Hall’s 1984 essay “On Lines on the Liver and Tracks and Mineshafts”
sets the tone for the pieces that follow by inquiring into Riley’s sense of
subjectivity. The self for Riley is rarely singular: “Lines on the Liver and
Tracks and Mineshafts are writings caught up in a sense of the writer’s destiny
to be in the fullest imaginable sense ‘a person,” and in the paradox too that
this destiny to be a full person moves within a language that makes of the
pronoun ‘we’ a despairing term, one that has to deflect a whole series of
collective meanings” (36). The self is part of history and language and can
never slip out of this condition. Yet, there is hope in the face of the ada-
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mantine materialism of Tracks and Mineshafts, as Peter Middleton points
out: “The ‘resistance of / matter’ is such that only the unremitting work
of body and imagination through love and creativity can find the ‘stone in
the heart’ and transmute it, although Riley is insistent that this ethical call
to the reader does not just require a decision of will, or some access of
passion.... It requires a transformation of the way we inhabit the world
conceptually and materially” (56-57). In order to make such a call, how-
ever, Riley’s poetic subject has to transform himself. Peter Robinson notes
that Riley isn’t interested in “a desiccating of the human subject” but instead
“attempts to sustain the poetic subject on other grounds”: “he includes
himself in as a vulnerable and damaged part of the material which can find
itself in or out of relations with others and things” (72). Riley retains a
poetic subject but one who is part of the fabric of a damaged world. Once
in this position, the subject is able to take on ethical responsibility by
responding to calls from outside for he recognizes that he, in fact, belongs
to what is outside of himself.

In closing, I should note that this special issue of 7he Gig includes—
along with Keith Tuma’s interview with Riley—a complete bibliography
of everything Riley has published and of everything written on Riley’s
work. The release of Passing Measures and The Poetry of Peter Riley should
attract more readers of this poetry and spur more commentary on a large
body of work extending over thirty years. Finally, for those compelled by
Riley’s poetry, Ireland’s Wild Honey Press has recently published Unzitled
Sequence, a chapbook of ten short poems written in the 1970s and just
recently revised.
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PRIVATE SELVES AND PUBLIC IMAGES

The New Young American Poets: An Anthology. Edited by Kevin Prufer.
Carbondale & Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 2000.

Jere Odell

These days editors of poetry anthologies feel burdened to justify the
publication of yet another selection of poets and poems. A quick walk
through the poetry section of any moderately adequate bookstore and one is
bound to be barraged by the superabundance and (often over-specified)
diversity of anthology titles—it seems half the coffechouses in America have
gathered and published the results of their open-mike night. These books
all have their two hundred or more pages and at least twenty or so readers
to read them. To all this Kevin Prufer adds his collection with its somewhat
non-descript, but ambitious title 7he New Young American Poets.

I never expect much from a poetry anthology claiming to represent the
“new” and the “young” American writers. These books often are watered
down in an effort to collect the full stylistic and personal diversity of the
poetry populace, or else the editors duck and hide while including only
their near-kin, classmates, and lovers. The extent to which Prufer has
avoided these pitfalls likely depends upon where you drink your coffee or
beer on poetry night. I, however, was surprised to find myself re-reading
many of Prufer’s selections not in the work of reviewing, but for the plea-
sure of reading. Whoever or whatever the poets in this book are meant to
represent, Prufer employs an exceptional ear for good writing.

It’s clear after a few pages of poetry that Prufer mainly selects entries
based on the strength of every individual poem and poet. However, the
only intention he makes explicit in his brief introduction is his “goal with
this anthology to sort through the piles of new poems by the youngest
generation of writers and select forty poets, all born after 1960, who seem .
. . to be writing unusual, promising poems.” Beyond this, one must infer
Prufer’s preferences from his quick-and-dirty survey of what’s going on in
the baffling world of contemporary poetry. After describing the confusion
some readers experience when they encounter “seemingly countless move-
ments . . . language poetry, new formalism, spoken-word poetry, the New
York school . . . [and] on and on," Prufer argues, in so many words, that the
wheat’s worth the chaff:
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Selected at random—selected even from the most reputable
publishers—new American poems imply to the casual reader an age
of factionalism, mediocre writing, and the stereotypically boring
trained professional poet. But this is not truly the case. Mixed into
this overstimulating if, ultimately, underwhelming poetry scene are
many brilliant young writers with strange, exciting, wholly new
voices.

One voice not included is Kevin Prufer’s, whose poetry (were he not the
editor) would have a place in this book—read his poems in this issue and in
issue 11 of NDR. Prufer’s position as peer, rather than esteemed elder and
poetry judge, gives this book a newness and urgency unlike many antholo-
gies otherwise edited.

The voices that Prufer finds “strange, exciting, [and] wholly new” are
for the most part not easily defined or assimilated into this or that poetry
“movement” or “school”. Some, however, are deft at traversing these
divisions—see, for example, the poems of Jeffrey McDaniel, who slips
between the worlds of page and performance with ease, or the poems of
Sherman Alexie, a successful novelist and screenwriter. Alexie, despite his
professed populist aesthetic, often writes instead a deceptive easy read like
“The Exaggeration of Despair”. This poem primarily lists the grievances
Indians live and die with, the on going dispossession and the absence of
reparation. With its telling title, however, and its seemingly awkward frame
(“I open the door /. . . / and invite the wind inside.”) even the most “high-
browed” reader will be second guessing who's been duped?

Though nearly all the poets in this book slip through the cracks of
easily defined poetic style, Prufer’s taste is not on the fringes or with the so-
called “experimental” poets and a shocking number of the poets represented
here have received some of the most prestigious poetry awards and fellow-
ships available for young poets. This observed, Prufer’s book is far more
ambitious than those more easily defined by ethnicity, politics, style, or
geography. The personal diversity of the included authors, however, exceeds
that of many anthologies that make diversity their first intention. Prufer
claims merely to give us forty poets under forty and what we get is a book
that rarely has a false note. Though there must be other poets in America
that could have been in this book, there’s not one presently included that
doesn’t stand up with the others as an example of some of the best poetry of
a new generation.

This generation is a hard one to name and stereotype and Prufer doesn’t
bother; however, Richard Howard, who writes a short forward for the book
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suggests that “our moment” is pervaded by “a dialogue between the private
self and the public imagery." In contrast, poet James Harms describes the
under-forty poets in his contributor’s note by their lack of or vague memory
of the 60s civic turmoil—with Kennedy and King as bench marks. Argu-
ably, this absence expresses itself in ideological searching, in guilt before
one’s elders and / or in defensive posturing before accusations of apathy and
ignorance. Adding to these observations, many of the poets arrived at
sexual maturity simultaneously with the maturation of the AIDS epidemic.
See the poems of Mark Wunderlich; Rafael Campo, AIDS physician; AIDS
patient, D.A. Powell; and AIDS educator, Ruth Schwartz. These poets
write with a tonal range from the quiet lament and moan to the edgy
presentation of illness and fear. For an excellent lament and plea for peace,
read Wunderlich’s “The Anchorage”, which begins by addressing an un-
named (perhaps lost) lover:

I think you would like this seaside town—it makes me dream of whales.
All night they break through the dark, unhinging monstrous jaws,

their flukes stirring the surface to an oily calm
while gulls swoop to pull the krill from the great open maw

and all day I've been thinking of the twelfth-century postulant
sealed as a child in a monastery wall, sealed with her anchor.

Together the women sang the canticles, opening
only for the priest’s bony fingers touching the sacrament

to their lips, then the sour sponge of Christs blood, kissed
back.

And then, after describing one of the poet’s sudden migraines while walking
through the woods, a vision of (or prayer for) peace:

Here at the shore, I still live

with the threat of seizure, but fear it not as much,
heaven less my childhood vision of a bleached and rotating city

than a rocking and viscous zone of slow-moving figures,
our shadows sealed together, opening for the holiest sustenance.
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There will be no blood there, no virus linking up its cellular chains
to consume the flesh, no houses remembered for the shapes

that move through them. Just motion, and union, and light.

For another kind of lament, one that mocks even the self-centeredness of
the poet’s illness, see Powell’s “[sleek mechanical dart: the syringe noses into
the blue vein marking the target of me]”, which ends:

how much frivolity does the hypodermic draw away: does it taste men
waferthin who

blest my tongue

does it know knees I've dandled on. I feel taken in: darts in the waist of
a coat I'll bury

in

for I have husbanded recklessly: wedding daggers. holes in my memory
of holes:

danaidic vessels

the needle quivers. sickens. I spill names an alphabetsoup of hemoglo
bin. someone

cracks the code

in a fortnight of waiting I draw up a will. develop false symptoms. how
will I survive
surviving

I'll throw parties where death blindfolded is spun: won’t someone be
stuck. and won't I
be missed

For Powell’s gallows humor on the same subject, and something between
iambic and Hopkin’s sprung meter, read his brutal “[darling can you kill me:
with your mickeymouse pillows]”.

Many of these poets are also marked by their keen scrutiny of both the
individual and the clan—perhaps this is what Howard meant by suggesting
a dialogue between the private self and the public imagery. Many of Prufer’s
poets excel by riding the sharp edge where one’s biography, faith, ethnicity

and public label meet persona and self. In this regard, see the poems of Julia
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Kasdorf, who flourishes on the difficult business of being a “representative
poet of the Mennonite and Amish people”; Sherman Alexie, an “enrolled
Spokane / Coeur d’ Alene Indian”; Khaled Mattawa, first generation Arab-
American poet and translator from Libya; Rick Noguchi, the voice of the
surf and board; Nick Carbo, the Filipino-Spanish-Greek-American-Catholic
poet; and the African-American poet of “language, memory, thinking,
feeling, history . . . Groovallegiance. Feet. Feet. Feet,” Thomas Sayers
Ellis. Often, these poets pull the reader into a technically and intellectually
difficult poem by first tempting the voyeur, offering the reader brief
admittance to an insider’s community. Ellis, for example, with “Sir Nose
D’VoidofFunk”, opens the door for those of us who never “got” the layers
of subtext in the lyrics of George Clinton’s various versions of his funk
group Parliament and his stagings of “The Mothership Connection”. We
are lured into the poem by its humor and its strangeness made plain as Ellis
introduces us to the hero/villain:

(1]

That name: D’VoidofFunk.

An expressionistic thing

With do-loops
And threes in it,

Preceded by
A silly-serious

Attempt by
Old Smell-O-Vision

To cop
Some nobility.

(2]
The whole bumpnoxious,

Dark thang stanks
Of jivation
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And Electric Spank.
Glory, glory, glory—
hallastoopid.

Then there’s his funny
Accent—pitch
Change and delay

Looped through
Feedback, pre-spankic
Self-satisfunktion.

Nose gets harder
As his voice

Gets higher.

Nose won’t take
His shoes off,

Dance, swim, or sweat,

Nose snores,
A deep snooze,
Snoozation.

In these short lines, the invention of words without presumptive arrogance,
the pure joy of silly-serious jivation, one hardly notices the subtle move
from couplets to tercets or the following move from tercets to quatrains in
part three. Likewise, in part three, how easily the reader is set-up to judge
the pimp, “Nose”, and those that admire him.

(3]

Syndrome tweedle dee dum. Despite
The finger-pointing profile,

False peace signs

And allergic reaction

To light, we brothers

Wanna be down

With Nose. All that!
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The gitls, the clothes.

Now you know Nose
Knows when to fake it

And when to fake
Faking it.

Waves
Don’t mean he’s gone
Or that there’s going
To be a cover-up,
Very Nixonian.

You can’t impeach Nose.
Where’s your court-
room, your wig and robe?
You ain’t Nose judge.

Somebody scream just to see
The look on our party’s
Tromboneless face,

That burial ground

Of samples and clones
Jes grew. A nose

Is a nose is a nose

Is a nose,

$0
Wherever the elephants
In his family

Tree untrunk

Is his home.

(4]
And that’s about the only tail

Mugs can push or pin
On him.
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Before we know it, we've judged ourselves “Mugs” and all that can be said of
Sir Nose is “a nose is a nose.”

Not unlike “Sir Nose D’VoidofFunk”, many of the poems in this
volume appeal to a broad range of readers—with or without the personal
notes Prufer requested to “not only deepen the readers’ understanding of
what, exactly, the issues are for the youngest generation of talented poets but
will also allow those readers who are interested in a more personal way of
reading the poems." See the world of personal intimacy and strange,
haunting geography that Joshua Clover creates in “The map room”; Denise
Duhamel’s entertaining “Sex with a Famous Poet”; the moving and desper-
ate yearning in Suzanne Gardinier’s “Letter to My Mother”; or Kevin
Young’s encounter with the persona and art of Jean-Michel Basquiat in,
“Campbell’s Black Bean Soup”:

Candid, Warhol
scoffed, coined it
a nigger’s loft—

not The Factory,
Basquiat’s studio stood
anything but lofty—

skid rows of canvases,
paint peeling like bananas,
scabs. Bartering work

for horse, Basquiat churned
out butter, signing each

SAMO?”. Sameold. Sambo’s

soup. How to sell out
something bankrupt
already? How to copy

rights? Basquiat stripped
labels, opened & ate
alphabets, chicken

& noodle. Not even brown
broth left beneath, not one
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black bean, he smacked

the very bottom, scraping
the uncanny, making
a tin thing sing.

With his tight lines and deft enjambments, Young gives us both a sense
of the world Basquiat confronted as well as a bit of the ambience of
Basquiat’s method—the labels stripped, the alphabets consumed, the
copyrights mocked.

As most poets in this book are both readable and challenging, likewise,
many have honed their talent and intelligence beyond their years—rarely
making the mistakes or showing the shortcomings of the “young” poet. Joy
Katz, Rick Barot, and Greg Williamson, for example, are three poets that, as
represented in this anthology, could hold their own with contemporary
poets of any age and acclaim. Katz’s poem “Taxonomy”, though brief, is
innovative and ambitious—examining the life of Thomas Jefferson while
simultaneously reveling in and lamenting in the inadequacies of both the
written words of Jefferson and the words of Joy Katz. The poem begins
with an italicized line and quotation from Jefferson—all of his “lines” are
italicized: “Language is only an instrument for the attainment of science”.
“Taxonomy” explores how much Jefferson could or could not keep to his
word. In the last section Katz brings the beauty and agony to a conclusion
in the figure of the ironic poet as a tourist (maybe even as a patriot),
standing at some ridiculous overlook to see what the dead patriarch might
have seen:

You can stand on a cliff before the heave and tear

in Jefferson’s mountains, in the sublime,

and not escape the awe. You can kneel above the abyss,

two hundred and seventy feet

of gouged rock and silver threads of stream, your back

to silver grilles of cars parked row on row in searing sun.
Here the eye ultimately composes itself

Jefterson added later, much later—looking away to the plain,
away from the arch that sprung

as it were, up to heaven.
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Just as strong as “Taxonomy” and even more moving is her poem
“Falling” which rescues the Proserpina story from the seemingly endless
parade of bad and mediocre poems about the abducted daughter and
mourning mother, Ceres. Adding to the myth a childhood imagination of,
fear of, even longing for a heroin trip, Katz recounts Proserpina’s damnation
in frank, bold terms:

She got pulled down and learned to like it. It happened gradually, from
the warmth maybe, the moans . . . all those half-years in hell and one
day a murmur, almost somnolent, a// right then, fuck me in the ass.

Out of the immense clutter of Proserpina poems in contemporary poetry,
this is the best one I've ever read.

Rick Barot adds to his controlled, mature line, a great sense of humor
and seeming ease—as in these self-confident, semi-flippant lines from
“Three Amoretti”: “The mouth to begin with—lightly pursed, / insouciant,
as if about to say nsouciant”. Barot writes with the intellectual agility and
meditative endurance of Auden, while following Basho to find, but with
irony, the sacred in small things. He considers himself, according to his
contributor’s note, a devotee of Joseph Cornell—his world is equally strange
and immensely more erotic. To begin with, read the complex, jovial,
sensual “Riffing”. This poem manages to coherently include Tom, Dick,
and Harry; do, re, mi; Frost, Pound, Basho; Barot’s mother’s unthinking joy
of planting roses . . .

Just one thing and then
another, Tom says, his tongue here and then here.
Each kiss different and yet somehow the same.
To one rose how many notes can you bring?

Also read the tender, humorous “Portishead Suite”, here’s the last section:
In the small forest of the city park where we find ourselves talking,
sunlight’s half a phenomenon of itself, half wind. One shift of the
leaves’ canopy lights the wedge of your jawline. With another, the glare

of eyeglass. I think, I have to try to remember everything.

The light reminds me of the three goldfish I once bought in
Chinatown. Feeder fish, the clerk called them, though they grew to the
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size of small ficus leaves. They lived years even on the barest care. At
night I stared at them, their movements small cursives in the dark.

The most metrically and formally talented poet in this book, Greg
Williamson, will be read with pleasure even by those that are oblivious to
such blessings. His sequence “Dark Days”, a meditation on the seasons,
war, words, and the world—is built upon a blinding symmetry and a
swirling interplay of refrain, rhyme, and quatrain. I have no doubt that this
poem has helped the author earn a number of well-deserved rewards—it’s
far too complex to get a good sense of by excerpting for a review, but for
what it’s worth, here’s the adventurous third section, “Conspectus Against
Anthropocentric Assumptions in Polemical Rhetoric™:

We should have seen it. Coming back
In June, the sun achieved its northernmost
Ecliptic point, the solstice, which we post

Beforehand in the almanac

And on which day our region sees
The maximum of solar lumination.
Because the planet’s axis of rotation

By 23.500

Inclines from perpendicular
To the Earth’s plane of orbit, seasons change
With variations in the photic range

Of our G2, main-sequence star.

Cork-celled abscission layers grow
On petioles of leaves. As chlorophyll
Dehydrates, pigments such as xanthophyll
And carotene begin to show.

Climatic shifts that conincide
With mass migrations can contribute to,
In humans, elevated rates of flu,
Fatigue, despair, and suicide.

Still, these are biological,
Not indications of occult intent.
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We are a protoplasmic accident.
That is the simple truth. Let all

Of nature’s signal flags be furled.
The mysteries are over. God’s dead. Nor
Should one detect some latent metaphor

In the dark days of the cold world.

There are many other poets in this book that deserve to be mentioned
and read and no doubt other readers will have other favorites. (Keep your
eyes open for the youngest poet in this book, HeidiLynn Nilsson—a poet
Prufer might be credited with partly “discovering”—having published her
poems as well in the magazine he edits, Plezades. Nilsson is a virtuoso of
enjambment and reading her work is like finding some brave mixture of
Robert Creeley and Emily Dickinson.) The New Young American Poets,
however, can not be criticized for anything much more that what antholo-
gies are usually berated for—not including this or that poet, or enough of
certain poets to get an adequate sense of their work. In this regard, I'd have
preferred more poetry and less of the sometimes-disappointing personal
statements in the contributors’ notes. I certainly wish I'd been give more
of Kevin Young’s work on Basquiat and more of (Yale Younger Poets Award
winner of 1996) Talvikki Ansel’s poems engaging the Finnish folk epic
The Kalevala—the alchemical tone of the one poem we get from this
sequence only begs for more. Likewise, I wish there was some sign that
Rick Noguchi could write about more than surf-boarding or that Nicole
Cooley could do something other than the tired subject of witch-hunts
and burnings. In the end, however, this is a good book—it'd work in the
classroom as an introduction to the most contemporary of contemporary
poets and it’s worth reading ragged. No doubt it will leave many editors,
poets, and publishers jealous.
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DAYTIME AND STAR-
LIGHT

James Applewhite. Louisiana State
University Press, 1998. 56 pages

The poems in James Applewhite’s
eighth collection, Daytime and Starlight,
like most of Applewhite’s work,
continue to expand and explore the
poet’s contemporary awareness of
history. These are clear, powerful
poems, gentle in tone, varied in subject
matter, and masterful in execution. The
poet’s careful eye misses nothing,
whether he is contemplating the “old
stars” of Hollywood, or the “no-longer-
mobile homes already tombs, even/
before the tornado comes” that “poke
their white snouts out like bad/ jokes
from groves” or even “the remnant
Aurelian wall” where “Roman girls . . .
wrap/ legs around their men to kiss.”

Running through the book are
various memories and evocations of
fathers, from the poet’s own father
(“Father and Son,” “The Mortal
Father”) to literary and artistic predeces-
sors (“Wrightsville, Thinking of
Wordsworth,” “On Winslow Homer’s
Weaning the Calf”) to the poet himself
as father in “Sailing the Inlet,” to even
the pope, who makes an appearance in
“A Distant Father.”

Formally, the range of Daytime and
Starlight is impressive. The quatrain is
the stanza unit of choice, and
Applewhite is at home whether he is
writing in free verse, long meter,
rthyming couplets, or some arrangement
of his own devising. Indeed, even the
“In Memoriam” stanza makes an

appearance. Yet for all their formal
variation, these are for the most part
quiet poems, as if Applewhite is
concerned lest verbal and formal
pyrotechnics overshadow the people and
spaces these poems remember and
evoke. Slant or off thyme predominates,
and this tendency, along with a rela-
tively loose metrical line, combine to
create a subtle music that persuades
before it is recognized.

Followers of Applewhite’s career
may feel that Daytime and Starlight isn't
quite as successful a book as its immedi-
ate predecessor, the sublime A History of
the River, but that doesn’t mean it isnt a
book worth owning,. It is.

—Mike Smith

PURSUIT OF A WOUND

Sydney Lea. University of Illinois Press,
2000. 75 pp.

In Pursuit of a Wound, Sydney
Lea presents a world where nothing
is stagnant, where hospitals resemble
airport terminals, houses burn, people
and animals die, songs and hearing fade,
and where the “trout have vanished,/
along with some of us.” In this, his
seventh collection, Lea looms over his
poems as a man nearing sixty, sentimen-
tal and furnishing a poet’s love and
attention to names and places. The
disjunction between the eternal and the
ephemeral drives these poems in their
pursuit of salvaging lives and details
from the realm of the “trivial and slight”
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to preserve them through “meaning—/
though what sort, exactly, none of us
could say.”

The collection begins with the title
poem, which says, “Today, in the vines,
I saw a clutch of pheasants, the mother
hen flopping from me as if—wounded.
As if I'd pursue a wound. Which of
course, I did.” It is almost as if by the
very composing of these poems, Lea
chooses to participate in a world where
“a famous poet’s phrase about things
being ‘yoked together by violence™
were the overriding mantra. From the
death of a frog shot and fried for supper
with “legs kicking in the pan” to the
death of Freddy who was “mowed
down” by a car, these poems, pursuing
their wounds, vow “to wander, in
proper wonder, a valley in the shadow
of death.”

The book is divided into four parts.
In part one, “Reasons to Hate Poetry,”
Lea intimates that poetry is “yoked
together by violence” to loss. In the
title poem to this section, we see how
invention is spurred by unfortunate
situations which immediately, to the
poet, begin presenting significance and
symbolism. Lea writes, “Our sensitive
poet puts Jim in a nearby clinic, a tangle
of I.V. tubes/in his body, sedated
because it gets violent because he’s got
no notion of Fate,/is not like us—o
childhood! o innocence! And though
we won't say it,/a part of us breathes: a
poem! a poem!” and “The helicopter, air
ambulance that drones/above, will
present a figure. For something. We'll
dream it up later."

In part two, “Local Story,” Lea
retreats into the world of loss with a
long list of the departed and departing.

SHORT REVIEWS

We learn of Mack and “poor Bill” who
have cancer, “Poor Freddy Dunbar” the
“Village Fool” who was run down by a
car, Breck who “hanged himself at
twenty-two,” a drowned girl, a waitress
whose son was killed by a drunk driver,
and even dying pumpkins.

In “Fin de Siécle,” the schisms
between what could have been and what
is, between the eternal and the ephem-
eral, are made apparent. In “Girls in
Their Upstairs Windows,” the speaker
reminisces on two childhood loves:
“His two youngest daughters can race
across the lawn/To swim in their pond,
while their father scribbles a poem,/One
that—despite the evident blessings—
leans/On other dreams that fell over
him.” In “Ars Longa, Vita Brevis,” the
irony of finite human lives is contrasted
against seemingly immortal literary
works of great significance.
(Shakespeare and Chaucer are invoked
here, but Lea wonders “Do people still
take heart from Bishop’s ‘One Art’?”).
He builds this irony by introducing the
trivial (and therefore the disparaging): a
carving in a tree—a girl’s name “SUZI”
and the year ’96.” In the title poem to
this section, Lea contrasts the details of
family life with seemingly permanent
landmarks, all duly named: “The
Lookout,” “Connecticut River,” and of
course, “a patch of open water she called
The Gash.” Lea writes, “Again and
again/I go on The Lookout, the view by
now so familiar/It seems eternal, which
makes me (though I know better)/
Think of myself up here as eternal t00.”

In the last section, “Phases,” Lea
attempts to reconcile the irony and
terror of mood-altering medication
(Zoloft) and supposed reality, all the
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while stressing the message that, in spite
of its toils of loss and emotional cost,
life is good, and the ability to “care and
weep for the local boy who lately died”
is good as well. Towards the end of this
seven-page poem, written in quatrains
that wax and wane as their title suggests,
Lea asks, “Where am I heading?” The
reader is tempted to answer: in Pursuit
of a Wound.

—Jenny Boully

GIRL TALK

Julianna Baggott. Pocket Books, New
York. 245 pages

Julianna Baggott's first novel, Girl
Talk, is the story of Lissy Jablonski and
the truth she discovers after her father,
Dr. Bob Jablonski, runs away from
home during her fifteenth summer. In
response to Dr. Jablonski's abandon-
ment, Lissy and her mother, Dotty,
depart for their own adventures and
late-night sessions of "girl talk,"
conversations in which Dotty informs
her daughter about life prior to Lissy's
birth. During these confessions, Lissy
learns that the man who raised her isn't
her father.

Besides discovering that her mother
is adept at covering up and distorting
the truth, Lissy also discovers a set of
grandparents she didn't know she had,
her mother's first love and other secrets
revealed, all of which add up to a
poignant break-through for Lissy and
her mother.

The book is peopled by such folks
as Kitty Hawk, Lissy's stripper-roomate;
Church Fiske, her old boyfriend who,
though quite wealthy, longs to be part

of the middle-class; and Anthony
Pantuliano, a one-eyed Lothorio with a
huge penis.

Girl Talk is also the story of Lissy as
an adult, a writer for an advertising
company who finds herself pregnant
and pushing thirty, unmarried and
unmoored. In alternating chapters, the
grown-up Lissy speaks and remembers
that summer that her mother claims
later it never happened. Listen as she
describes Dotty, who isn't exactly a
typical mother:

"It was all a surprise to me,
beginning that one night when I
stumbled from bed, a gawky fifteen-
year-old girl (back when gawky was just
on the verge of being sexy, but not quite
yet) and found my mother in the
kitchen, wearing a black bathing suit,
standing in the glow of the refrigerator
light. She was bent over, leaning in, her
head slightly lifted to cool her back. 1
can still see her lit up in the refrigerator
in that pose, like an immodest starlet on
an otherwise dark stage.”

Baggott is a versatile writer with
many short stories and poems in print.
Her poetry collection, This Country of
Mothers, is forthcoming from Southern
[llinois University Press. Baggott's eye
for detail and her love of quirky
characters add spice to this coming-of-
age tale.

—Anne Barnhill

LIVE FROM THE HONG
KONG NIiLE CLuB

August Kleinzahler. Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux. 2000. 86 pages.
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Collections of early poetry often provide
a topography of the poet's aesthetic
development. At times they are
dominated by career concerns. It is
naive, however, to believe that any
published documentary volume can
completely escape commodification.
Hipster audiences and academic cliques
are dominaing the publishing industry
and when one discovers a collection that
actually maps out a poet's maturation it
is a find. Kleinzahler's volume is made
from out-of-print chapbooks and small
press printings.

His mature work (Green Sees Things
in Waves and Red Sauce, Whiskey and
Snow) has marked him as a poet of
minutiae expansiveness, verbal craftiness
and urban wit. All these traits can be
clearly seen in the poems of Live from
the Hong Kong Nile Club. At his best,
Kleinzahler is able to draw a deft lyric
that captures instances, moods, in a way
that brings vibrancy to the settings and
uniqueness to his characters. At his
worst, his poems are over-revved slam-
fest "poems" that merely annoy rather
than provoke. What is of prime concern
is the lyric and its almost pastoral feel at
times; moments of weather and seasonal
change are what provide the back drop
(and usually titles) for Kleinzahler's best
work, as in the poem "The Inland
Passage":

And when the weather breaks
in a country like that, where
spring and autumn don't seem
to change a thing, a curious
distress comes to most faces
and the mountains, disrobed
of their twists, loom

above the town
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with an unreal acuity.
It was on a day like that
I left.

or this passage from "September, with
Travelers":

Now curtain drawn

earlier each evening and the dinner
wine

left half-finished

while outside the pine boughs
and cedar

take on a new life in wind,

their bounding shadows
And elaborate display on walls.

These poems refuse to give over to
"poetic language" and thus are able to
dodge becoming over-scenic. The
characters that emerge from the poems
in this volume are truly amazing. They
are peopled or voiced by casual eccen-
trics, individuals made strange by their
seeming randomness in atypical
placements. Take the poem "Friday
Morning in the Haight" where we get
this marvelous view,

The gray old man at the door

of his TV shop pauses,

bent

with pain shooting through like
the express

at a local stop. Gas
maybe
or cancer working the membranes

another voyeur-esque moment in
"Earthquake weather" with its obser-
vance of a frayed street woman,
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She's talking to herself
or somebody

spasm talk

heaving

broken apart

as it escapes her weather

x>k

Faces staring

as bus makes its turn
she'll lay her stripe down
when the air gets still
she'll slip right in

and make you breathe
wrong

Even the quiet musing of "Warm Night
in February" saying "It smells of
summer out,/ She said/ in Safeway's
parking lot,/ tilting her head/ to reach
more air" and especially "Evening, Out
of Town" with its gaze upon "Boats/
with a single lamp ride the water's lip,
and the quiet/ keeps vigil for a small
intrusion: the shadows/ presage so many
things/ but no intrusion, only some
memory unhoused” are introspective yet
expansive. What energizes these poems
is the melding of the mundane scene
with "folk," which reveals the eccen-
tricities of being (the resonance of
being-in-the-world).

Live from the Hong Kong Nile Club
is divided into two sections, East and
West, and are not chronological. Most of
the poems used as illustrations here are
from the West section, but each part
contains an ars poetica that seems to
plainly state the points between which
all of these poems could be graphed.
"Art & Youth" from East cites Pliny and
Swinburne in a tone that is strikingly
neo-Romantic, if not a tad bit snotty:

Before the heavens were busy
with Sputniks

and idiot beeps that say 4ey! To
to far-off worlds

we ran at the lights with jars. We
ran and ran

until nothing was left of our bodies
to spend.

And ache so sweet was born
those nights

in the heat, in the grass, at
summer's waning

that we try for it years later in
the dance

of lust and lust's passing.

The preferred color of this poem is not
purple, but indigo. Yet "Art and Truth"
is playful and energetic, full of vigor
that needs and wants to push out over
everything. By contrast, in Wesz we read
the companion piece, "Art and Life,"
that immediately glosses over the poet's
own former aesthetic in a delightfully
toying, self-critical manner,

That's really quite a lovely figure

you bring off

with those morphemes

arrayed so that when taken up by
the mind

they deploy into a kind of umbrella

ranged round an emotion

fleeting and delicate as to seem

the afterimage of an emotion

or of a dream perhaps

or nothing at all,

but always with that high finish,

your signature

the delightful origami of an

exiled prince
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Most of all, Kleinzahler's poetry in
this volume is fun; it makes you smile,
while still providing a sense of beauty
and a provocation toward wonder.
What must be kept in mind in reagrd to
these poems is that Kleinzahler, whether
he's the "once there was a storm in the
form of a boy" dandy or the
"postmodern” wanderer, writes with a
savvy eye that will only wink its
meaning. The implication in these
poems provokes the reader into the
defensive posture of "What do you
mean by that?" Often this is mere
inquiry, but regularly enough it's
accusative. And how rare is it to find
yourself in actual dialogue with a work?

—Daniel Sumrall
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EDITORS SELECT

John Biguenet, The Torturer’s Apprentice,
Ecco/HarperCollins, 2001.

Biguenets first collection of short
stories, a late, long-developing

fictional debut, profits mightily from
his deep erudition and his patience.
These tales abound in intelligence and
delight and an imagination released
upon subjects whose familiarities are
turned on their heads. Their curt,
direct titles (“My Slave,” “The Open
Curtain, “I Am Not a Jew,” “The Vulgar
Soul,” “Do Me”) signal the clarity at the
heart of these elegant constructions.

David Huddle, Noz: a Trio, Notre Dame
Press, 2000. Distinguished short-story
writer Huddle’s sequence of three
related stories, taken together, form a
novel in the making. The two shorter
sections are buttressed by a novella-
length tale (“Not”) written in short
fragments. Small-town society in
contemporary Vermont captured by one
of the leading diagnosticians of life, love
and social mores.

Jay Neugeboren, Big Man, Mariner/
Houghton Mifflin, 2000. Neugeboren’s
first novel, published in 1966, just
brought back into print, his story of
the east-coast college basketball scandals
of the 1950s. Praised as “The best novel
ever written about basketball” (James
Michener) when published, the young
Neugeboren’s anger and acuity still
resonate through the decades come and
gone. A startling look into the past that
is just around the corner.

R.D. Skillings, Obsidian, Arts End
Books, 2001. Subtitled “An Epic Tale
of Provincetown,” NDR contributor
Skillings’ short novel (his first) is set in
the early 70s, the Vietnam war distant,
dangerous, and disillusioning. But, in
Provincetown, during its last pre-AIDS
years, it is another story altogether,
where jokesters, savants, jacks of all arts,
addicts and greenhorns, compete for
love and sanity. Skillings’ elegiac and
luscious prose makes this short wonder
a treasure.

Kwame Dawes, Midland. Ohio Univer-
sity Press, 2001. This fine volume

of poems was chosen for the Hollis
Summers Poetry Prize by Eavan Boland
who calls it “a powerful testament of the
complexity, pain, and enrichment of
inheritance. . . The achievement of this
book is a beautifully crafted voice which
follows the painful and vivid theme of
homelessness in and out of the myster-
ies of loss and belonging.” Dawes, who
was born in Ghana and grew up in
Jamaica, has lived in Canada, England,
and America, where he now teaches at
the University of South Carolina. He
has published five previous volumes of
poetry, one of which was awarded the
Forward Poetry Prize. World Literature
Today calls Dawes” work “poetry as it
ought to be written. . . unshakable and
unstoppable.”

Dana Gioia, Nosferatu: An Opera
Libretto. Graywolf Press, 2001. This
fascinating text is the libretto for an
opera by Alva Henderson which will
soon be staged in New York. Based on
EW. Murnau’s famous 1922 silent
vampire film, the subject is a natural for
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opera. The book includes a foreword by
Anne Williams dealing with the figure
of the vampire from Byron through
Bram Stoker to Gioia himself, arguing
that Gioia “liberates the vampire from
the shadow of Dracula through the
medium of a silent film.” Gioia himself
contributes a long essay as an after-
word called “Sotto Voce: Notes on the
Libretto as a Literary Form,” which is
an attempt to write a poetics for a
fascinating but little-understood genre.
A bit of Henderson’s score is available
on a preview-CD from Contact Corbett
Arts Management. The verse seems
persuasive when sung. This may be

one of the best libretti since the Auden-
Kallman The Rakes Progress and Alice
Goodman’s Nixon in China and

The Death of Klinghoffér. It is also
persuasive as a dramatic poem to be
read on the page.

Michael S. Harper, Songlines in
Michaeltree: New and Collected Poems.
University of Illinois Press, 2000. This
long book represents a body of work
that should be known by all readers of
American poetry. Harper is represented
by good poems in most of the major
anthologies, but anthologies do not
have room for his longer poems or
sequences, and these are impressive.
Also, his work gains by being read at
length; we enter a verbal, social,
historical, musical world. Music,
especially jazz, is central to Harper’s
work. The famous “Dear John, Dear
Coltrane” comes early in the volume
and the recent “A Coltrane Poem:
September 23, 1998” ends it. There is
plenty of useful, and not pedantic,
back-matter: a note “To the Reader,” a
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statement called “Notes on Form and
Fictions,” and a gloss of important and
repeating allusions. Diane Theil will
review the volume in a future issue of

NDR.

Geoffrey Hill, Speech! Speech! Counter-
point, 2000. With publication of this
book by British poet Geoffrey Hill, one
begins to weigh the poet’s American
career against the earlier, British,
publications in some of the same ways
that critics are inclined to measure
“early Auden” against “later Auden.”
Hill has resided mainly in Boston for
more than a decade and the influence of
his life in this country has finally begun
to show: Speech! Speech! would never
have been written in Cambridge or
Leeds. While continuities with the
earlier work are clear enough, the
change not only in Hill’s style, but
perhaps even in his poetics, is impor-
tant. NDR’s reviewer of Hill’s last book,
The Triumph of Love, clearly favored
“early” Hill over “later”; so too does
NDR contributor and regular critic of
Hill, William Logan. But we editors at
NDR find this recent book by Hill, like
The Triumph of Love before it, explor-
atory, risky, brave, and stylistically
electric. We will in due course review
the volume properly here.

New and Selected Poems, James Schevill.
Swallow Press, 2000. Schevill’s early
work was praised by William Carlos
Williams and Robert Lowell, and one
can see why. The poems manifest both
the edgy American speech of the former
and the formal control of the latter.
About a third of the book consists of
new poems, including the ambitious
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“Rembrandt Confrontation.” For the
rest, Schevill provides a judicious
selection from earlier books like Private
Dooms and Public Destinations, The
Stalingrad Elegies, Violence and Glory,
Ambiguous Dancers of Fame, and The
Complete American Fantasies. Schevill
has had a long and distinguished career,
and his work deserves to be better
known. This intelligent and manageable
selection should help.

F—
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Seth Abramson’s poems have appeared in the Mississippi Review,
CrossConnect, the Melic Review, and elsewhere. A 1998 graduate of
Dartmouth College and a life-long resident of the Boston area, Seth cur-
rently lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he is pursuing a J.D. at
Harvard Law School. Chris Agee’s first collection of poems, In the New
Hampshire Woods (The Dedalus Press, Dublin, 1992), was among the
finalists for the 1994 Kingsley Tufts Poetry Prize. His new collection, First
Light was among the finalists for this year’s National Poetry Series in the
U.S. A selection of his poetry is included in the anthology 7he Book of Irish
American Poetry, edited by Daniel Tobin. His collection of Balkan essays,
Journey to Bosina will be published next year. Sandra Alcosser’s Except by
Nature received numerous awards, including the James Laughlin Award
from the Academy of American Poets. James Tate selected A Fish to Feed All
Hunger to be the Associated Writing Programs Award Series winner in
Poetry. Alcosser co-directs the graduate writing program at San Diego State
University and is currently the Richard Hugo Professor at the University of
Montana. Ned Balbo’s first collection, Galileos Banguet, was awarded the
1998 Towson University Prize for Literature in honor of a Maryland writer
under 40. A recently completed manuscript, House of Song, has been a
finalist for the 2000 Ernest Sandeen Prize in Poetry and for the 1999
Richard Wilbur Award. He has reviewed poetry for Antioch Review, Pa-
rabola, and Verse, and teaches at Loyola College in Baltimore. Tama
Baldwin’s poems have previously appeared in journals such as Poetry,
Georgia Review, Ms. Magazine, Antioch Review, and the Obio Review. Work is
forthcoming from Spillway, Mid-America Poetry Review, Writers Forum, and
others. Adam Berlin’s first novel Headlock was published by Algonquin
Books of Chapel Hill. His stories and poetry have appeared in numerous
journals, including Other Voices, The Santa Barbara Review, Aethlon, Puerto
del Sol, The Bilingual Review, and The Northwestern Review. He has been
nominated for two Pushcart Prizes. John Breedlove co-edits Zx9. He is
completing the Ph.D. in the University of Illinois at Chicago’s Program for
Writers. Frances Padorr Brent’s poems have appeared recently in the Yale
Review, the Denver Quarterly, and The New Yorker. Christopher Brisson was
born and raised on Buzzards Bay in Massachusetts. He is a graduate of Tufts
University and Sarah Lawrence College. A writer and actor, he divides his
time between architectural history, literature, theater and film work.

217



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

Thomas Butler is a Ph.D. candidate at University of Notre Dame. His
dissertation focuses on the poetry of J. H. Prynne, Peter Riley, and other
writers in the small press scene. Richard Cecil’s third collection of poems,
In Search of the Great Dead, was published by Southern Illinois University
Press in 1999. He teaches in the Honors College at Indiana University,
Bloomington. Christopher Chambers lives in New Orleans where he
teaches at Loyola University. His work has appeared recently or is forthcom-
ing in Quarterly West, Quarter After Eight, Hayden’s Ferry Review, Exquisite
Corpse, and BOMB magazine. Philip Dacey is the author of seven books of
poems, most recently 7he Deathbed Playboy (Eastern Washington U. Press,
1999) and The Paramour of the Moving Air (Quarterly Review of Literature,
1999). His latest chapbook is What's Empty Weighs the Most: 24 Sonnets
(Black Dirt Press, 1997). Joe Francis Doerr is a Ph.D. candidate in English
at Notre Dame where he is writing a dissertation on the works of Tony
Harrison, Geoffrey Hill, Jon Silkin, Ken Smith, and Jeffrey Wainwright.
His long poems "Corrigenda" and "F U TH A R K 2K" will be published
in the forthcoming anthology 7he Possibility of Language: Seven Younger
Poets (Samizdat Editions, 2001). He has been a Dolores Zohrab Liebmann
Fellow since 1999. Alice Elman is coordinator of Women’s Studies and
Humanities at Suffolk County Community College, in Long Island, NY.
“What We Were Afraid Of” is part of a work-in-progress, Memoirs of a
Good Girl. She would like to thank Dani Shapiro, Laura Brown, Karen
McKinnon, and Ellen Schutz, her sister colonists at The Millay Colony for
the Arts, and Vermont Studio Center, for their help. For a complete bibliog-
raphy of the work of her late husband Richard Elman, poet, novelist, and
journalist, see www.literati.net/Elman. Joan FranK’s recent short fiction
appears in Salmagundi, The Antioch Review, Bellingham Review, Ohbio Review,
Western Humanities Review, South Carolina Review, and similar journals; her
literary nonfiction has appeared in 7he lowa Review, the American Literary
Review, American Book Review, and Confrontations. A MacDowell Colony
fellow and Pushcart Prize nominee, she has completed a collection of short
stories called Boys Keep Being Born. Martin Galvin has had poems recently
in Poetry, Flyway, Orion, New Republic, and Atlantic Monthly. Best American
Poetry 1997 selected a previous poem also in Poetry. A chapbook will be
published this summer by Bogg Publications, an American-British opera-
tion. Barry Goldensohn teaches at Skidmore College. He is the author of
St. Venus Eve, Uncarving the Block, The Marrano, Dance Music, and (with his
wife Lorrie) East Long Pond. Feebe Greco received her degree in creative
writing from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Her work has recently
appeared or is forthcoming in Flyway, Spindrift, Owen Wister Review, Green
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Hills Literary Lantern, and The Sulfur River Literary Review. Jeffrey Greene is
the author of American Spirituals (Northeastern UD, 1998), 10 the Left of the
Worshiper (Alice James Books, 1991), and a chapbook Glimpses of the
Invisible World in New Haven (1995). Janet Holmes teaches in the MFA
Program for Writers at Boise State University. These poems are from
Humanaophone, forthcoming from University of Notre Dame Press; she is
also the author of The Green Tuxedo and The Physicist at the Mall. Brian
Henry’s first book of poetry, Astronaut, has appeared in the U.S. (Carnegie
Mellon University Press), England (Arc Publications), and Slovenia in
translation (Mondena Publishing). He is an editor of Verse and has pub-
lished criticism in places such as the New York Times Book Review, The Yale
Review, Boston Review, The Kenyon Review, and the Times Literary Supple-
ment. He teaches at the University of Georgia. Roald Hoffman is a theoreti-
cal chemist as well as a writer of poems, plays and nonfiction. His latest
poetry collection Memory Effects, was published by Calhoun Press in 1999.
Karen I. Jaquish has an MFA from Vermont College. She teaches at Indi-
ana-Purdue University—Fort Wayne. Recent publications are Denver Quar-
terly and Prairie Schooner. Richard Kenefic works for a small electronics
company in Fort Wayne, Indiana. His poems have recently been published
in New Orleans Review and are forthcoming in Yankee. John Kinsella’s many
books include Poems 1980-1994 and Visitants (1999), both from
Blooodaxe/Dufours. He is co-editor of Stand, International Editor of The
Kenyon Review, and a Fellow of Churchill College, Cambridge. He has just
been appointed Richard L. Thomas Professor of Creative Writing at Kenyon
College for 2001. Sandra Kohler’s first book of poems, 7he Country of
Women, was published by Calyx Books in 1995. Her work has recently
appeared or is forthcoming in Prairie Schooner, Countermeasures, Flyway, The
Gettysburg Review, and The New Republic. David Kroll’s paintings were
recently gathered for a retrospective exhibition at the Gallery of Contempo-
rary Art, Lewis & Clark College. He lives in Chicago. Lorene Lamothe’s
poems have appeared in Alaska Quarterly Review, Hayden’s Ferry Review,
Oxford Magazine, Wisconsin Review and other journals. Richard Lyons
teaches at Mississippi State University. He has published two collections of
poems 7hese Modern Nights (U Missouri P) and Hours of the Cardinal (U of
South Carolina P). His recent work has appeared in The North American
Review, The Gettysburg Review, and The Nebraska Review. James Magorian
has had poems in the Atlantic Review, The Baltimore Review, California
Quarterly, and the Wisconsin Review. His latest book of poetry is Haymarket
Square (1998). Linda Mannheim has lived in Miami since 1999, but she’s
really a New Yorker. Her fiction has appeared in Nimrod, the Gertysburg
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Review, New York Stories, and Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine. She is

the recipient of a National Endowment for the Arts fellowship. Michelle
Margolis works as a freelance writer in Newport Beach, California. She

has had poems published in 7he Carolina Quarterly, Cimarron Review, The
Journal, Poet Lore, The Cape Rock, The Comstock Review and others. Diane
Mehta is a New York-based poet and critic. Her poems and reviews have
appeared in Agni, the Gettysburg Review, the Antioch Review, Bomb, and
Open City. Jere Odell lives in South Bend, IN. His recent poems have
appeared in First Things, ACM, Mudfish, and the Notre Dame Review. Poems
are forthcoming in the anthology The Possibility of Language: Seven Younger
Poets (Samizdat Editions, 2001). Gary Pacernick has published several
poetry volumes and critical texts and edited the letters of David Ignatow.
He has also had several plays performed on various stages. His interviews
with 14 distinguished Jewish poets is forthcoming from Ohio State Univer-
sity Press. For many years he edited the poetry magazine mages. He is
professor of English at Wright State University. Donald Platt’s chapbook
Leap Second at the Turn of the Millennium was published in the spring of
2000 by the Center for Book Arts. His first book, Fresh Peaches, Fireworks,
& Guns, was published by Purdue University Press in 1994. He received a
fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts in 1996. His poems
have recently appeared or are forthcoming in 7he Paris Review, The New
Republic, The Kenyon Review, Ploughshares, Poetry Northwest, Quarterly West,
Nimrod, Shenandoah, and The Southern Review. He is an associate professor
of English at Purdue University. Kevin Prufer’s second book, The Finger
Bone, will appear from Carnegie Mellon University Press next year. He’s
also editor of The New Young American Poets (Southern Illinois, 2000)

and Pleiades: A Journal of New Writing and has poems in Ploughshares,
TriQuarterly, Boulevard, and past issues of the Notre Dame Review. Michael
J. Rosen is the author or editor of many books for both adults and children,
including three collections of his poetry. He edits Mirth of a Nation, a
biennial humor anthology and acts as literary advisor to the Thurber House
in Columbus, Ohio. Jane Satterfield’s first book, Shepherdess with an
Automatic (Washington Writers’ Publishing House, 2000) won the Towson
University Prize for Literature. She reviews poetry for Antioch Review and
teaches at Loyola College in Maryland. Jason Schossler is an Ohio native
and works as a freelance writer in Bethlehem, PA. He is a graduate of the
MA Program in Creative Writing at Temple University and has published
fiction and non-fiction in Event and The MacGuffin and the Indiana Review.
Scott M. Silsbe was born in Detroit. He completed his undergraduate
studies at Western Michigan University in 2000 and will attend the
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University of Pittsburgh in 2001. He is a proud disciple of Rybicki Markus.
R.D. Skillings’ novella Obsidian was recently published by Arts End Press;
his novel How Many Die will be published by the University Press of

New England. He has been associated with the Fine Arts Work Center in
Provincetown since 1969. J. David Stevens teaches creative writing at Seton
Hall University. He would like to dedicate his stories in this issue to Tom,
Gerrie, and Alex—his favorite Irish connection. Virgil Sudrez is the author
of over fifteen books of prose and poetry; recently he has published a
collection of poems titled 7 the Republic of Longing. He divides his time
between Miami and Tallahassee where he lives with his family. Susan
Terris’s book Curved Space was published in 1998 (La Jolla Poets Press). In
1999, she had two books published: Eye of the Holocaust (Arctos Press) and
Angels of Bataan (Pudding House Publications). Other recent books are:
Killing in the Comfort Zone (Pudding House Publications) and Ne/l’s Quilr
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux). Her journal publications include 7he Antioch
Review, The Midwest Quarterly, Missouri Review, and others. Dennis
Trudell has published other short-short stories in the Obio Review. His
fiction has been included in the O.Henry Prize anthology. His poetry
collection Fragments in Us: Recent ¢ Earlier Poems was published by the
University of Wisconsin Press. He lives in Madison, Wisconsin and teaches
at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater. Brian Teare received a Stegner
Fellowship for 2000-02. He received his MFA from Indiana University,
where he held the Lilly Fellowship in Poetry. A former poetry editor for
Indiana Review, his poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in Crazyhorse,
Crab Orchard Review, Gulf Coast, Pleiades, Quarterly West, and Third Coast,
among other journals. Igor Webb teaches at Adelphi. He is widely pub-
lished as a fiction writer, poet, critic and autobiographer. This is his second
appearance in the Notre Dame Review.

F‘—
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Kevin DiCamillo
Gary & Elizabeth Gutchess
John E Hayward
Samuel Hazo
Tim Kilroy
Richard Landry
Steve Lazar
Carol A. Losi
Jessica Maich
Vicent |. O’Brien
Daniel O’Donnell
Beth Haverkamp Powers
Mark W, Roche
In Honor of James Whitehead
Kenneth L Woodword

Sustainers are lifetime subscribers to the Notre Dame Review. You can
become a sustainer by making a one-time donation of $250 or more.
(See subscription information enclosed.)
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