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Lutrick Lee Clark

Dear Camel Cigarettes,

You and I know about my addiction.

But since, that’s old news,

Let me share with you some good news. Although,
This task will be hard,

| have a new reason to drop cigars.
My tobacco friend,
I'm experiencing love!

Not just the romantic type of love though,
UNCONDITIONAL

Is the healing type of love best for me.
That love is too sweet.

It makes me feel good without condemning
It’s the type of love

That continuously supports me even when
I have no money.

It’s the type of love

That doesn’t believe in reciprocity

“I will be your friend
Regardless of your cigar scent, I'm a friend!”

So, out of these five dollars, here’s your percent.
But please, remember

After this, that’s it!

This girl undoubtedly loves me.

This guy undoubtedly loves me enough

To walk with me as I try to quit. So,

Imma use the remainder of my funds

To buy a pack of Double Mint.

P.S. Cigarettes,
liventually, there will be a permanent




goodbye. Until then,

You might win some, but I won'’t stop trying.
Unconditional love keeps me flying.

...(.Brolw the o&lws 0‘1 the Gods

Today 1 saw a creature

Taday I saw life, no Death!

Today I saw what was and what is.
Two face showing its grimacing ways
there is no feeble way in that of nature.
Always pungent, always pure

Today I saw contaminared energy

You are right, now that I think

Energy can not be defiled or contaminated
Only the vessel in which energy is carried
ciun be afflicred

Thar Car still craved the sun,

still craved love and compassion,

1o not Thae Cat, that energy!

Disease stricken the vessel is

to where does that lead us?

KNOWWHERE, the hole!

complacency is insignificant, vigor is

But Truth, ah now thar is special, that is True!
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Everyone thought that she was a slut, which, of course, she was.
She would catch their stares at the office and smile secretly when they were
looking down at her chest. Today she wore a white dress two sizes too small
and pink lipstick not quite the color of her nipples, which six men from her
building alone had seen in the past couple months. She was not ashamed of
her sluthood. In fact, she took pride in it. Not many women her age (twen-
ty-seven or twenty-three, depending on whether you asked her or not) could
boast of such a quantity of lovers—or lusters, rather—to say nothing of the
quality, which would vary by specimen but never quite deviate beyond the
level of her experience and expertise. After each encounter she would lie back
and think about a dream she had when she was seven—she walked without
legs, carried away from a bleeding street by an angel. Then she would laugh,
usually aloud. Her recent partner would seldom question the laughter. He
really didn’t care, just as much as she didn’t. They had played their parts and
could go on with their lives, scratching off another tally mark on the grow-
ing list of debauchery. Some had questioned, though. Some didn’t enjoy
being laughed at after the greatest performance of their middle-aged lives.
She would tell them that they tickled, and they would shut up, angry in the
face and leave. She would laugh harder, then. Men were such simple crea-
tures, really—controlled by their loins. Life was much easier being a slut, she
thought. She could overcome any problem, as long as a man was involved.
She e njoyed the power that came with giving herself to the stupid brutes. At
work the day after, she might bump into the guy at some point, and he would
ilways make it awkward, trying to tell her he had a “good time with you last
night™ and “maybe we could do it again sometime?” No, thank you, sir. Sir.
hure, it was sexy, buc it implied the bitter age difference. Sir. They would
prumble, angry in the face and leave. She smiled secretly. So easy. Honestly,
i grreac many of them would have gone by forgotten had they not brought
attention to themselves the next morning. Of course, she never really paid
attention to their faces, or even their bodies for that marter. They were there
to be used and discarded, like the filthy condoms chat would spill in her trash
can, Then they would ask for a smoke and she would laugh. Smoking is
pross, sir. Sir. They would grumble, angry in the face and leave. She smiled
secretly. So easy,

While she thought of her dream-—her special, twenty-or-sixteen-year-
ald dream (depending on whether you asked her or not)—she would go down
thie list of encouncers, places and positions, anything meaningful or distinc-

tive. They all seemed to run together, which she was fine with, Like a day

ol work or an episode of a TV show; no meaning outside the context of the
st of them, Another day at the office. Another night with another faceless,
Liodiless man. She would go down the list and evaluate them—the ones she

could remember—as opposed to herself. She would always find them lacking,
and increasingly more so as her list grew. Not one man had satisfied her, truly
sitishied her, Bven if the performance itself was fine, they would always find

i way to screw things up. Either trying to look directly into her eyes or talk
[itst (always something bumbling, awkward, and completely unnecessary) or
blushing., One of them even told her that he loved her, for God’s sake. She
luughed, unconcrollably. When she was done, he had gone, which was fine.
Of course, she ate all of it up, but it just made her view of men that much

more of a desperate joke. Love, seriously.

She had been a slut just about ever since she could quite remember—
(ourteen or fifteen or sixceen, perhaps. She had forgotten her first time, all but
i faint memory of a blue or green tattoo on the guy’s chest. It may have been
her second or third or fourth, but she knew that it was an early one, so she
just called it the first and was fine with it. It didn’t really matter anyway. She
seemed to remember that some kid at school-a senior, she supposed—asked if
she wanted to do it after school. She said sure. She had never really thought
about it before, but it really made a lot of sense. Afterward, she knew that

this was to be her life, her identity.

Love. Sex, sure. It wasn’t pretty or glorious like the romantics would
have you believe. It was simple, like anything else, like watching TV or
sipping coffee or taking a nap. It was actually kind of disgusting, primal.
Sometimes comical, and even, at times, ridiculous. The nice thing would
Le to not laugh. But she wasn't a nice person. Many wouldn’t—couldn’t,
she imagined—continue after she let loose a gale of her terrible laughter.

She didn't mind. That wasn’t the point, really, to finish. In fact, she much
preferred to end it in thac manner. It wasn’t quite as messy, and she still got
what she wanted in the end. Although, in a way, something was lost. The

man trying to talk or do something clever after the fact, the sweet rejection
the next morning; all lost if she gave in to her laughter before the end came.
[t didn't really matter, though; not in the end; not when you really thought

about it fora bit,




Sex, sure. Love, though? Not likely. Not in her experience, and she
presumed not in anyone else’s. It was a joke. A desperate joke to entice the
young (whom she believed she still belonged to). Playing emotions and dup-
ing the naive. A devious, societal mechanism, perhaps, or an old wives’ tale,
an urban myth. And that was all. That was all it could be, she reasoned. A
ploy to encourage marriage and children, cogs and wheels, pulleys and levers,
and so on, and that was all. And she would have nothing to do with it. She
couldn’t imagine being tethered to one of the beasts for any length of time,
and certainly not the rest of her life. And children? Please.

She had never been in love. Of that much she was cerrain. Of all
the men she had had, none had seriously struck her as anything more than a
plaything, a pretty string to bat around for a bit before the ends unraveled,
split, gathered dirt, and fell limp, lifeless, and onto the next one. Every once
in while, if she fancied a little bit of bored, meaningless fun, she would tie the
string around her wrist or ankle and wear it until she gort tired of it or until
it actually became used to or attached to her, whichever came first. Then she
would toss it carelessly into a trash can on the next corner, as carelessly as flip-
ping channels, with about as much regard to the man’s emotions as he had for
hers, she imagined.

Emotions. Of course, they didn't exist. It was all an act, every lictle
smile, every lictle lie, every stolen line. The hugs, the holding hands, the
playing with the hair, the dinners and hints and and and. All they wanted
was to get down her pants, or so they thought. She knew better, however.
She knew that most of the fun was in the chase, so she acted deliberately,
cutting them oft mid-hunt. If they were to drop her off ac her door after a
first date, she would invite them in. It shouldn't have caught any of them off
puard, really, knowing or knowing of her. But too often, they fell into the
trap of expectations. Of a night of satisfying sex, of a talking relationship, of
a meaningful fucure. And too often they found themselves trying to catch a
cab in the middle of the night, shirt untucked, shoes untied, red in the face,
and left her in her room, thinking of her dream, laughing to herself, and go-
ing back over her life’s list. It was all so easy.

Too easy, she sighed, as she turned on her side. She turned her lamp
off and crawled on top of the covers. A cat outside kept her up for twenty

minutes. She hated cats,
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[ wish I understood the beanty in feaves falling. To whom ave we beantiful as we go?

David Tgnatow

Oh to be

Lilke a tree

And get more beautiful
As we die;

To block the winds,
Distort its blue

But still enhance the sky.
I want to be

Lilee a tree

Before and as

I die,
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Do you see those rough men stooped

Over their bar stools, quick slender fingers
Rubbing notions out of their unshaven chins
And shuffling their coffee mugs about the
Counter with some semblance of purpose?
They were dogs once, in Zanzibar, long ragged
Snouts working about the refuse of Stone Town
That they might continue their search one day
Longer after another long night of avoiding
The aggressions of sailors who once promised
Things to their One True Love in the sweet
Smelling darkness of her father’s barn only

To forget amongst the seductively exotic
Temprations of Elsewhere and Otherwise.
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The waters of the Lake of the Ozarks swirled like a whirlpool. Chill-
i wind blew che trees hard, bringing with it sheets of rain. People who'd
fan into the downpour for a matter of seconds came back dripping, their
Clothes sopping. Branches would crack, trees would fall.

| stood at the edge of a ramshackle porch, watching through tired
cyven us nature worked its wonders. A couple dozen teenage boys and dedi-
cuted parents had crammed into a rickety building behind me, cuddling
with one another and lifesaving equipment. With them was a handful of my
stull: young men and women barely older than those they were charged to
protect. The door had been blocked by a close friend of mine, who happened
10 be the largest worker we had.

“What do we do if the tornado touches down?” I asked no one in
particular,

My best friend, Spot, looked nervous, his eyes darting to the swirling
WiLters,

Vince, the director of the waterfront, nodded to the water, “Safest
place to go is the learners’ area. We won't get picked up then.”

[ looked to the swirling waters, feeling decidedly skeprical. That was
our plan? Run into the water? That sounded like the perfect way to wind
up dead and soaked. The last thing I wanted was to have my body dripping
10 it flew through the air, and I certainly didn’t want to be the one to have
(o turn and tell all those people that our brilliant plan for survival involved
running into swirling water.

| shivered in my swim trunks.

“Albert, are we getting anything on the radio?” I asked. My eyes
durted to our door guard, who held a two-way to his ear. He looked like one
of those “special” people you see so often in bad movies: his afro pulled away,
and his body shifting to keep warm.

“Nothing yet,” he responded, sparing me a glance.

That was about what I expected. I blew out my lips.

“What do we do, Matt?” asked Spot.

“What else can we do?” I responded, looking to him. “We wait it
out, hope it goes away.”

Not an answer anyone wanted to hear. They wanted me to tell them
everything would be fine, Heck, | wanted someone to tell me that. To take
the reins of command from me, assure me everything would be okay, and




possibly give me a blanket and some cocoa. But that was apparently my job.

[ opened my mouch...

“Take off your shoes,” I suggested, bending over. My fingers deftly
undid my laces, lifting the two sneakers up. A handful of others remem-
bered the “game” as well, and had already bent over. Those that didn’t were
(quickly figuring things out.

“We just have to keep our shoes together,” I repeated. “Not our feet.
[('s casy, really. Saw it done when I mentored a seminar.”

It was hard for me not to sound like a grizzled veteran by now. Four
years at Westminster College had given me more training and hands on ex-
perience than I'd ever expected. Add on the nationally recognized Boy Scout
leadership training, seven years working various camps, pre-teaching experi-
ences, church volunteering, and dozens of other little details, and you have a
twenty-one year old who sounds like he'd just returned from Iraq, after his
tour of Afghanistan, of course.

We placed our hands in our shoes then lifted, pressing them against
our neighboer’s. Once we'd formed our strange train, we casually walked the
required distance, a smiling supervisor looking on and taking notes.

Notes that could very well decide our future fares. In order to get a
viulted position at Westminster, one must complete “leadership training.”
T'his was a two-night, intensive, propaganda-laden affair. We candidates
had already gone through the first night, a long-winded barrage of lectures
designed to inform us of campus policies and history. Basically everything
we'd heard our Freshman year, only dryer.

Now we had to go through “leadership exercises.” Which consisted
of quizzes, puzzles, and walking with your shoes connected.

I snorted once we'd reached the end, smirking confidently. “That

Was...

“...easy. Just fold your arms over your chest,” I demonstrared,
mimicking a corpse, “and fall back. Make sure to keep your body petfectly
straight, otherwise you'll break the line. Don’t look at me: either close your
cyes or look up. Now, whenever you're ready.”

The last person fell backwards off the platform into the waiting
hands below. A satisfactory thunk echoed throughout the forest, followed by
the sound of golf-claps. T grinned, and headed for the ladder down.

“Nuh uh,” grunted the man called Shooter. He pointed to the edge of
the tiny placform, “it's your turn now,”

I pave him a look which clearly communicated how many different

types of crazy 1 suspected him of being. "I don’t fall well.”

“You mean to tell me you just talked all those people through ic, and
you're not even going to do it yourself?”

I looked over my shoulder, noting the drop: ten feet, tops. I could
stand on the forest floor, and reach up to the touch the platform we stood on.
I, God forbid, I fell, I'd probably survive; it would hurt like hell, but I'd get
up and wall from it.

Bvery other member of the Great Rivers Council Boy Scout Summer
Camp Staff had gone before me. For most of them, I'd been the calming
voice that had convinced them to “trust fall” into the waiting arms of their
fellow workers. Everyone from the tiniest fifteen year old to Albert, also lov-
ingly referred to as “McBronto.” Each one had climbed the ladder, listened
to my serene tone, then fallen into comforting arms.

“You don’t get it, I didn’t even do this when my dad was catching
me,” I pointed out. I turned to look at Shooter again, “I hyperventilate and
cry whenever I even think about falling.”

Hyperventilating and crying were about as unmanly as you could
get, and not what you wanted to see from your fearless leader.

“Matt, everyone’s watching you. I'm not going to make you do any-
thing you don’t want to,” he waved at the ladder, “you can climb off if you
want to. But you've got to try. Show these people whart it’s like.”

I looked down--

“Don’t look down.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“Now, remember what you told everyone else?”

“Get to the edge,” I mumbled, shuffling over. I moved as if I fully
expected to fall ac any time. My muscles had already seized up. Doing any-
thing besides panicking sounded impossible.

| began panting.

“Alright, stop,” ordered Shooter. “You're already freaking yourself
out,”

“No shit.”

“Just relax.”

[ took a deep shaking breath, forcing myself to stop. I knew all the
steps. Knew I'd have to cross my hands, roll them up to tuck under my
chin, then fall back. So I might have started to freak out a litcle. To start
hyperventilating, Calm was very far from my mind.

“Matt, relax...”

| tried to relax, to put the sicuation out of my mind. To realize

{ bt




“Bverything’s going to be alright,” Dave, my boss, assured me.

He looked relieved, and as happy as he could be, given the circumstances.
IHardly anyone had slept the night before, after all.

I tried not to cry.

He'd just called the Scout Executive. The topic of the conversation?
Yours truly.

The night before I'd gotten into an altercation with another staft
member. An underage staff member. My fate as a staffer lay in that phone
call; for that matrer, my fate as a human being might very well have lain
there. Now that I'd been promised safety, all I wanted to do was crawl back
to my bunk and pass out.

“You need to go get changed,” ordered my boss.

I looked at him as if he were crazy.

“Just because you had a hard night doesn’t mean you get to skip
today.”

“Waterfront?”

“Waterfront.”

I nodded, then went to change. For the rest of the day I'd wear
my official BSA uniform shirt over a black tank top, and my blinding or-
ange swim trunks. I'd also wisely purchased water sandals. The perky sun
heamed down on me, and things looked to be perfect.

I'd hook up with Albert and Spot, my roommates and long-time
friends, and we’d all head down together. We’'d merrily tread the steep trail
down to the waterfront, laughing and making jokes. The relief was palpable:
none of us had expected me to be there, after all.

When we'd arrived we'd all be given our specific jobs, all preparing
to test the incoming Scouts’ swimming skills. Technically I was the highest
ranking person down there, Program Director, overseer of all things program
and he number 2 man in the entire camp: a boss at age twenty-one. But in
reality I ceded authority to Vince, our Waterfront Director, a hairy man more
than double my age. He ran a smooth operation, though you'd never know
it from the outside. Everyone laughed and splashed about in the sun, put-
ting on business faces whenever scouts appeared.

A storm came out of nowhere. One moment I'd been leaning against
my reach pole, drowsy in the heat, then next, I was shivering and wonder
who’d turned out the lights. Clouds formed quickly, and the temperature
dropped alarmingly.

“Send the scouts away.”

I don't remember if 1 ordered it or Vince did. But we both knew we

———

couldn't very well test swimmers in this weather, We quickly pulled our
dall to the porch of the waterfront shack, and wearily, warily watched the
wonther,

The two-way would squawk, informing us that we were under torna-
o warch, By then we'd begun ro figure it out: rain poured down, blurring
the scenery, and winds shook the huge trees. I shivered in my swim trunks,
tossing my uniform shirt hap-hazardly over my sleeveless torso

People started arriving, figuring that we were the safest place. Any
port in ascorm and all that, T knew full well who was supposed to be re-
(ponsible for all of them:

The guy who hadn’t slept last night.

I confidently issued ordered everyone. Younger staff members, both
mule and female, went into the shack, along with several troops of boys,
and a sprinkling of worried parents. No one was allowed to be out in the
weather, even if they wanted to watch the storm. Well, no one except for me
andd my direce subordinates: Spot, Vince, Albert, and another Vince we called
Iink. Fach one of us tried to look confident, though we knew exactly who'd
Bet to die first.

[ put Albert in front of the door.

I pave my shirt to a shivering girl.

And I stood near the edge, the winds of the storm buffeting me.
[Liin hit my skin, miniature bullets signaling my sluggish nerves. I squint-
v, watching the waters swirl. I couldn’t let my anxiety or fear show. Espe-

cllly with...

...the supervisors looked on as we laughed and completed our tasks.
Our color-divided group (teal) quickly finished the little leadership challeng-
ou, It came easily for us, like the shoes had before. We'd ended up giving
ourselves personal goals. Play the game without taking your shoes off, for
cxample. Another unnecessary layer of difficuley.

I'd like to think I was a leader among leaders. I'd constantly look at
the advisors, smiling and hoping they noticed me.

In fact, I don’t do well with people I'd never met before. I realized
this, and it made my “leadership” sound forced. It had literally killed my
wore during some official tests, particularly my “camp school” training for
the BSA. Now looked to be a repeat performance of that.

I'd earned a high “B” then...

“We need to form something with balloons?”

“HMow about a big "W and a big ‘C'?”

That sounded incredibly Tune co me, bue my greacest artistic en-




deavor was a wingless ceramic duck I'd cobbled togecher for my mother. So 1
grabbed tape and helped form two giant letters. Because remarkably: I could
spell.

Later I was able to give a better showing of myself. Writing respons-
es had always been a strong point for me, and I easily handled logic puzzles
and arguing. I'd be a shoe-in for the job I wanted, especially considering
their quasi-affirmarive action policy, which gave special consideration to
students of different backgrounds, such as commuters, i.e. yours truly. This,
along with my senior status, made me just perfect:

Golden,

Of course, I'd later find out I didn’t get that job. Too many people
had signed up for it, and I ended up...

Falling.

The sensation has always bothered me. Some people joke abour it,
saying “it’s not the fall, it’s the sudden stop at the end.” Give me plenty of
sudden stops, just spare me the fall.

I'm not sure if it’s the helplessness, or the sudden feeling in my
stomach. Maybe it’s just some deep rooted psychological issue. My mother
probably dropped me as a baby or something. Regardless, falling cruly terri-
fies me.

Which is why it had taken me several minutes to prepare myself for
falling ten feet into the arms of people I trusted most. Shooter had managed
to talk me chrough the stages, though I'm not certain if even he expected
me to fall. I'd known the moment he’d called me out that I'd have to do it. I
couldn’t walk off that platform, not and face all my subordinates later. How
could I be expected to give people orders if I couldn’t even do something
simple like this?

So I'd stood, and blubbered. Babies had more aplomb then me.
Tears had streaked my face, and I'd had a full blown panic attack on the edge
of the platform. I'd yelled out “Matt falling!” a good three times or so. Fi-
nally, I'd simply let myself go backwards.

And get caught.

Later we'd stand in a circle, talking about the events of the night.
Everyone had stayed up all night, doing various team-building activities.
Activities that bore a remarkable resemblance to certain “leadership games.”
Though my boss had decided that anyone in upper management had to avoid
this activity, so that the lower workers could bond together. T wasn’t about
to argue: this meant I actually got to sleep that night. In fact, I'd bailed out

carly, because I hadn't want to climb a tower,

Afraid of falling, remember?

Anyway, we stood in the circle, and the lean ex-marine named Cliff
witlked us through the night.

“liveryone did impressive work. You learned a lot about each other,
andd wlot about yourselves. Each and every one of you did your best, and ac-
complished what you set out to do. Take what you've learned here tonight,
aned use i1t throughout the weeks, when you're dealing with Scouts. I have
[aich in cach of you.”

liveryone felt good about him or herself, smiling through exhaustion.

“I do want to point out one thing in parcicular,” Cliff leveled a finger
He Ime,

Everyone stared at me, and I suddenly wished I had a good foot or so
more heighe,

“Matt didn’c want to fall today. In fact, if it were up to him, he
wouldn't have. What he did today he did for you. That’s the leader you
hive, Someone who'’s willing to do exactly what you do, even if it terrifies
[iim, He's behind you all the way, and you should all respect that.”

Later I'd earn the COPE name “Big Balls,” for my actions.

I'd really just done it because I cared more for the rest of them then
myself, at the cime, so, yeah, what Cliff had said. Sure, I'd wanted to finally
be able to say I'd done it, but it didn't really matter to me. I was there to
lielp other people, to lead, I guess.

It would be a week later that I'd stare into swirling waters, my ex-
havsted mind racing, wishing someone would sweep in and tell me it would
all be alrighte.

[nstead 1 just ordered my friend to stand at a doorway, and I'd take
point, staring into a storm, waiting for it all to be over.

(ﬂ’ ko [uﬂ ,ﬁgjfmsem
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Hey! Who put these leaves in front of my face?
They are blocking my view of outer space.
But yet, I realize, those leaves are so green;
And there’s so much on Earth I've not yet seen.

S’kucﬂe

The real truth is not you.
By my boot I hear your tongue
Licking the Pound-given blacking

You never spoke but I always knew what you said
I read your eyes and heard your face

We swam in nothing

Ran into every wall

I sank in sand every night you didn't call

We went home, but you disappeared
You broke my necklace
I cut off my ear

There were never enough hours in the day
For you, for me, for us to just get away
From che smoke clouds, from broken feec
Your lips left a smoldering fire in me

We didn'’t last too long,
Back in forth is this canoe
You row the wrong way
But if only I knew--

You are the hole in pocket
The gum on my shoe
I tried to scrape you off

Bue really, it is me that's stuck to you,

j[osceph ﬂmen&[m'iz
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“Uropia,” Mom said this word a lot then
sounded like a brand of orange juice
that bird egg color my art teacher used in second grade when we were paint-
i1y our class mural
Cult,” Brian and John said, but they weren't even really my friends
ancl she pulled me out anyway
we were about to use the good paints, but Mom was so happy now
cyes closed humming to the radio
like before Daddy left for Oklahoma, I didn’t say anything

| learned black is beautiful and so much more
that school had never taught
I'l¢ talked about our neighborhoods and I got to
serve soup, feeling so big
['veryone was brown and pale and golden at once
o one ever spit the n-word through horse lipped sneers
andl everything He said
wis so much bright color, that we started to go all che time
| left cach meeting with fireworks in my throat, fingers so slick and fidgety
with hope
e and Mom would stay up all night talking, squeezing hands
he talleed really fast through the dark, brushing my head with her smooth
finped hingers
by, I chink this is it, this is truly it. Soon the world is gonna see us—"
cvery morning was so yellow

Muany word l‘lOuldCrS;“[ight,"
(ruch,” “lies,” but mostly “salvation”
cverything would end like in the movies
(e awlul sci-fi movies where a little earth explodes on the screen
il our family was the only safe, the only good
0ot sometimes, red marle punishments
Lt 1 understood

o one else knew, the stuguid boys playing ball in the cul-de-sac




who seagull yelled “Billy, throw, Billy throw!” all cthey thought of, blank
paper to me

He loved every one of us

“I never detached myself from any of your troubles, I've always taken your
troubles right on my shoulders”

He talked and talked for days

they fed me mushrooms while Mrs. Geometh

put her head between His legs and everyone watched

their faces melted off and the crowd became a breathing

tiger belly, we were not human

and everything He said was true, so pulsing true

with colors that screamed at me and then the walls were screaming,

and I was gone gone gone and the tiger belly was swallowing me up

“How very much I have loved you,” He began.
It was time, just like the rehearsals
“We have been so betrayed. We have been so terribly betrayed.”

“I tell you get movin’, get movin’, get movin”

I was moving, moving, moving forever until I thought

the line would never end

ghost ballroom music played and the babies were crying

“To me death is not a fearful thing; it's living that’s treacherous.”
1 was so scared, but Mom looked so sure

everyone closing their eyes saying “Yes, yes”

I didn’c say anything

“Stop this hysterics...we must die with some dignity...lay down your life
with dignity do not lay down your life with tears”

my stomach was sick, I was ice

next, next

when I drank down the bitter soap tasting grape stuff

and we laid down together like in a tornado drill

our arms around each other we were holding on

for dear life.

If‘\ il!" N nmlw
"qu}ﬂuhu@:ﬂmﬂ

My house

i draley and cold.,

Sometimes lace at nighe I chink the furnace snapping on
iy father’s voice,

Flallasleep,

[ tirn over to the cold side of the bed

It mikes me — not chink

It lll(‘tl'll)(‘l'

(i house

[Leuding pase bedeime with a red plastic flashlight —
Listen for my mother to come home from work

When I could hear my parents downstairs in soft voices,
niiht voices

arely audible above the house’s silence

anicl the ochers sleeping —

there were four of us in that room —
Samehow it didn’t seem as crowded as my house

tloes HOW

I livten for them to come upstairs —
liin steps were always slow and steady,

hers quicker,

I wnaps the light off — turn over — to the cold side of the bed

il I know it’s juse che furnace snapping on
(1)
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Caitlin qum

[ dlon't remember the last time I said I love you.

I can recall every angry word, but T don’t remember the last time you smiled

JUIst for me,

[ % almost a year now. Since | turned and walked away from you. I never




thought I'd leave my broken heart behind and move on wich a shadow of

the original. I told myself forget about it and live a new life without you. It
worked while I was an ocean away. But now I'm back here, sitting next to you
every day. I see you smile and I can’t remember what it was like when I made
you happy. I can’t remember what it was like when you made me happy.

I never thought I'd regret not hearing you say “I'm sorry.” I never thought
I'd be too proud to apologize for being a bitch. I know I hurt you, I can see it
now, even without you here to point it out. But for some reason I can’t work
up the nerve.

Is it pride? Or is it fear? Fear that we’ll repeat our past. I can't fight with you
again. I can’t look at you in exasperation once more. The same old story wore
me out the year before, and I won't stick around for the sequel.

I guess what I'm saying is, I wish we never were. If we never were, you never
would have said. I never would have done. It never would have hurt. A year's
worth of broken silence is worse than the loneliness never would have been

I'm sorry I'm not good at apologies. I'm sorry I won't forgive you. I'm sorry I
regret loving you.

CPLL@&@ qu Cwuj M‘E"ﬂﬂ'

Hhe o N;m'r ﬁrgltul (Bua'lq ("ﬂmu ('.mlldln.l u(J IlIU'I‘(Ir(’.I.
ﬂ“ﬁson an[ewsﬂti

Summary: He tried to ignore it all - the suitcase in the hall, the packed bags by the
cont oo, the half-empty closet in the bedroom ... It would make everything easier, she
buewy, if she could just forget him. After all, she had been the one to walk away.

When he lefe the library, he tried to ignore the suitcase in the hall-
wiuy On his way to the kitchen, he tried not to see the packed bags gathered
near the frone door. Just like when he had tried to ignore the bedroom’s half-
cinpity drawers and closet this morning.

It became harder to ignore when, entering the kitchen, he saw her.

She just looked up at him, a brief glimpse acknowledging his en-
tinee. Nothing else. No words, no greetings or nods. A quick look before her
focus returned to che paper and breakfast.

Such was how it had been for days. Whatever happened to the fire
Lietween them, the passion that had sprung suddenly and grown quickly,
neither would say. Whether she was trying to ignore it, suppress it, he didn’t
L now, Bt her words of denial, her claims it was not there any longer — those

e kinew were false.
Yet anytime he tried to talk to her about them only resulced in argu-

ety

She just stuck by her decision to leave.

I'he scraping of a chair across the wooden floor tore him from his
thoughes, He looked up just in time to see her hurriedly leave the kitchen,
Lot oyes remaining focused in front of her, her head never turning back to
Lok wt him.,

It only took him a half-second to follow after her.

“Ikate,” he said, seeing her standing next to the suitcase, one hand
renching down to pick up the handle.

She seill did not turn around to face him.

Ie took one step closer, but her voice stopped him from going fur-
(e

“Sam,” she whispered, her head shaking, “don’t ... Just don’t.”

I'le bit back the angry reply that wanted to break free at first, know-
(e that it wouldn’e help the situation at all. “Will you just look at me?” he
muttered,

She didn’e say a thing as she lifted the suitcase and headed towards
the door, her head shaking the whole time. It was not until she stood before




the now-open door that she whispered an answer.
o can’t.”
And she never looked back at him as she walked away.
*

She sat quietly at the desk in the hotel’s small room. Sparsely fur-
nished, it was barely large enough for the desk and bed, bur somehow, the
owner had crammed a dresser, a large, hideous armchair, and two, smaller
tables inside as well. The sounds of cars on the street below came through
her cracked window, and although she looked out of the glass, she didn't rake
anything in. She didn't see the vehicles as they raced down the pavement;
she didn't see the pedestrians as they walked along the sidewalks, bags under
their arms and phones to their ears.

Though she looked in that direction, she could not really see any-
thing.

Her thoughts remained on him. She saw his face when he smiled, the
glint in his hazel eyes. She heard his laugh, the way his voice would sound as
he whispered in her ear. She remembered the way his lips felt as he kissed her,
the way it felt when his strong arms wrapped around her, holding her close.

No matter where she tried to focus her choughts, she could not turn
them away from him.

And yet, a part of her wished she could forget him. It would make
everything easier because she had been the one to walk away. She had been the
one trying to deny everything.

And damn her thoughts for betraying her, damn her heart for not al-
lowing her to forget.

Groaning, she stood up and, throwing her suitcase on the bed, started
digging through it. She needed to find something — anything — that would
help her mind focus elsewhere. A book, perhaps, one she hadn’t read in awhile

But the framed photograph that greeted her sight instead was not
exactly something that would help her forget him.

She remembered that day, the sights, sounds, and smells of it all clear
and vivid in her head. It had not been that long ago — a month or so — but as
she sar on that hotel bed, the scarred, wooden frame that protected the picture
held loosely in her hands, a part of her felt like it had been decades in the past
— another lifetime.

“I never want to forget this,” she whispered, her body curled up
against his own as they lay together in the bed. Sunlight started to shine
through the cracks in the curtains, the dawning of 4 new day arriving, Turn-

ing her head just slightly, she met his own gaze divecely

“Well, then you won't,” he answered, a hand pushing a seray brown
el ol her hatre away from her face as he spoke. He nodded his head towards
e object on the bedside table. Te was the picture that had been taken earlier

ot iy, as the ewo of them wandered the shores of the beach. “The photo-
dph will remind you, it’ll make sure that you don’t forget.”
But what if she wanted to forget, damn ic?
Put it away, Kate, she thought. Just put ... it ... away ...
Yet her hands didn’t move to hide the picture.
*®

I'he sudden sound of a car door slamming shut tore his attention
Lo the half-empty bottle sitting on the kitchen table. A glass sat next to
i aleohol, though it had long since been abandoned once he opted to drink

(ahi from che botele itself. There was no one here to stop him, no one be-
e himself chat would even drink the liquid, after all. What was the point,
Jdicrelore, of pouring his drink into the glass if he was just going to drink the

niie botele anyway?
I e just wanted to forget, and this was the best option he had at pres-

Bt the sound of someone driving up to his home had interrupted
i he rose from his chair, leaving the bottle behind as he climbed the
g to reach the front door. A rumble of thunder sounded, but it was so
Lt it was barely heard; the storm would not be coming until much later in
e niphit, Note that he personally gave a damn when it stormed, though; it
ot us if he had anything to do. At least, he did not have anything to do
(e wonld be influenced by the weather.
I'le reached the door and with a quick turn of the knob, brought it
AN (Pi)('“.
Kate?”
At hirse, he briefly thought that perhaps he'd had more to drink than
Ll originally thought, that he had already passed his limit and there
i was the sound of that approaching car; he never had even left the
liei, ‘That the entire thing was nothing but a dream, and he would wake
uising and chrowing the glasses and bottles across the room —
lHecause she couldn’t be here now. Not when she had left, just hours
not when he was trying to forget her.
['ven if he knew he couldn’t. That it was impossible to try and forget
hat they had.
“Sam."
"

As she looked at him now, standing in the doorway, his brown hair




falling loosely around his eyes, she wondered how she ever could have thought
she could deny her feelings towards him. How she could have thought that
they were not there anymore, how she could have even believed that she had
the ability to walk away — and be happy afterwards.

How she ever could have even thought it would be possible to forget
him.

“I couldn’t do it,” she whispered. “I was lying to myself, trying to
forget, but I just ... couldn’t leave it all behind.

“I couldn’t forget.”

‘The photograph in her hands fell to the ground, forgotten, when he
didn’t let her say another word.
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Awake with rays of liquid sunlight
In my eyes, tugging them open
Comfortable without my blanket
For half the night
It lays a warm heap on the floor.
I'look to my side and see

Nothing.

Only a pillow, not even
A crease in the bed sheets.
Quickly I throw on a second skin
Of lilies and daisies and go out to
Greet my warm awakener
I've brought a jug to water my friends
Their fragile roots absorb every drop
Their petals open and brighten with thanks
I don’t want to go back inside
I strain to resist the comforts of my familiar home
I know that inside it’s

Empty.
Out here is the firse of many long and wonderful parties
And T have bright company

And I have the uim.
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Death is a funny thing. Have you ever noticed how a funeral can bring
family members together who haven't spoken in years? As I looked through
the crowd at my grandfather’s funeral, I saw cousins, aunts, and uncles that
I'd never even met. All of them were somehow related to my grandfacher, but
none of them knew him like I did. There was no one in my life that I could
relate to better than Grandpa. The two of us were fast friends since | was a
boy. Time went on and I grew up, but Grandpa was still the man I admired
most. As I stood there, looking at the casket of Gene Ryan, I couldn’t help
but think of the ways he made me the husband and father—the man—that |
am today.

I was five years old when Grandpa and I first started getting close. |
distinctly remember that Thanksgiving. We sat at a long table wich the tur-
key in the center. The women placed cranberry sauce and candied yams beside
it. When all the dishes were in their proper places, Mom looked at me with
that knowing morther’s look,

“Sorry, Petey, there’s not enough room. You'll have to sit over here,”
she said, placing her hand on a card table a couple feet from che adults. Sul-
lenly, I plopped from my seat at the large table and shuffled over, sitting on
the folding chair. I frowned. Beside me was my baby cousin, who always
seemed to need a diaper change. My other cousin sat across from me, throw-
ing Cheerios at my head. I think at least ten ended up in my gravy. After a
moment of staring at my plate, Grandpa slowly stood, grabbed an old metal
folding chair, and scooted beside me.

“Dad, what are you doing? Aren’t you going to sit with us?” my aunt
croaked from the adjoining table.

“Nope, Catrie, I'm sittin’ with Peter over here. Not enough room for
me anyways.”

The adults sitting at the rable looked at each other and then just
shrugged, knowing you didn’t argue with Grandpa. I couldn’t have been more
excited if T got a new bike.

Grandpa’s favorite subject was the war. Eagerly, I listened as he
recounted tales of heroism and hardship. I'd just stare atr him with wonder
on my face, raken in by every word. If there was just one thing Grandpa was
good at, it was telling stories. The two of us sat there enjoying turkey and
pumpkin pie as the rest of the family chactered around us. I would demand

story upon story of his exploits, Every time I'd ask for another, he'd chuckle

MNe yes

e and smile, his warm brown eyes connecting with mine. ['hough his

i deep with wrinkles, his soul was more alive as it burned through
Always I wanted another story, and always Grandfather would s(j.y,

i 5 T v
VoIl Peter, 1 got a million, and you're gonna run me dry one day.” I'lo

WOt | o
liuch time I was supposed to see Grandpa was the most exciting day

Ay lile, 1'd ask if he could be my babysitter whenever my parents went
- and when he'd ring the doorbell, I'd run to him and clutch his leg. Dad
Uil upologize for me, but Grandpa would just say, “Well, son, I been
Uil Nazis and marriage. I can handle Peter.”
Liing the times he'd keep me, he’d tell his stories under a fort we'd make
it ol couches and blankets. He'd place an old helmet on my heafl as I .
e my toy gun, He'd treat me like a soldier, and every detail of his |
Lo came to life. When Mom and Dad came home, both of us WULlld. whine
"ot before we finally said goodbye. Mom always said I made him into a
B it ‘
| '.Il ymetimes when a bunch of us would be sitting around at a family
(hering, Grandpa would begin to tell another story. No one Would bother
Lo for more than a few moments, and soon they’d be taik@g about-
G trips and shoe sales again. Grandpa's face would fall a httlel until I
o i to continue. He shook his head and turned toward me with grave-
' his countenance and gazed firmly into my six-year-old eyes. )
Uorer he said, “there are only three things really worth it in this worl~d. He
luyved three worn fingers on his right hand. “Three things “-’OI'th dy%ng for,
¢ I'hey’re your God, your country, and your wife. Hear me? Those is tbe
e that maceer.” I scared at him a moment, not completely understanding
e meaning of those words, but they always stuck with me.
e lollow |.|‘||q December was the hardest of my life. Grandpa slipped. on
i steps a couple of days before Christmas and had to go to vthe hOSpltall.
| temember the trip up the elevator. Dad tried to get me to jump when it :
copped, but T wasn’t in the mood. When I walked into the foer.n, everyone in
orner was crying. [ walked up to Grandpa and picked up his hand.
“Girandpa?” I said in a small voice. .
Slowly, he opened his eyes. When he saw me he smiled and pressed

|

e button to make the bed sic up. ' "
“IHey, Peter, I'm glad you're here.” He motioned for me to sit on the

Lol with him, and my parents joined my relatives on the other side of the

FOnIm
“What's all chis about, Grandpa? ;
e looked at me o moment and then began to chuckle. “I dunno, Pe-




ter. They're fussin’ over nothin’. Do you want to hear about the time I looked
one of them Nazis straight in the eye and lived to tell about it?”

Suddenly losing my concern, I nodded in anticipation,

“Peter,” Mom said, “let Grandpa sleep.”

“Come on, Laura, I'm sleeped out. Let me talk to Peter.”

She smiled a little chrough red eyes. All the adules filed into another
room to discuss Lord knows what.

r I looked at them for a moment before turning toward Grandpa again.
‘What’s gonna happen to you, Grandpa?”

My grandfather sighed and gathered my tiny body in his arms. “I
broke my hip. I'll be in a wheelchair from now on.”

“Oh—"

“And I got one of them diseases with the fancy long names. It’s called
Alzheimer’s.”

“What's that mean?” I said, trying to be brave and keep from crying.

“Nothin’, Peter. Just know that no matter what I say or do, I'll always
love you.”

I couldn’t contain my tears. I grabbed Grandpa's neck and sobbed.

“Peter,” he said, “it ain’t worth it. Everything’s gonna be all right.
And I know, ‘cause I've been through everything. War, losin’ my wife. But no
matter what, you can get through it. You're a good kid, Peter.”

It wasn’t because of understanding that I wept, because I didn't know
what Alzheimer’s was. But Grandpa’s grave state and somber words were ap-
Pparent, even to my eyes, as serious business.

On Christmas Day, Grandpa was gathered with the rest of us around
the tree juse like every year. I was looking forward to the BB gun waiting for
me amidst the stack of gifts. I didn't peek, but I did overhear dad arguing
about giving it to me.

“No, Dad, he can’t have it. It’s too dangerous.”

“Come on, Bryan, I shot a gun when I could hardly walk. It’s time
Peter had a gun of his own.”

“All right, Dad,” my father said after a sigh, “but you're teaching him
to shoot.”

. Sure enough, there was my gun in the package. I hugged Grandpa as
tightly as I could.

The next day, we went outside so I could get my first lesson. We set
out cans for me to shoot while Grandpa pegged squirrels with his 12-gauge.
After T got the hang of it, he handed me the shotgun and told me to shoot.
Boy, when I shot that thing, I went flying backward, Grandpa laughed. I sat

Py e plastered on my face, “Let’s do it again!”

Grandpa shook his head and chuckled, “Not today, Peter.”

Years passed, and every Christmas was harder. It started with simple
things, burt as I continued to get older, Grandpa was forgetting more and
more. He would suffer horrible dreams in the night and wake up yelling or
drenched in sweat. He came to live with us because it got too bad for him to
live alone. Sometimes, we'd sit down for a story, and right in the middle he’'d

pause and seem distant.

“What happened next?” I'd urge.

“Why, Peter, I-I don’t think I remember.”

“Remember . . . you were sittin’ in the trench and your buddy Johnny
said, “Why, Gene, we’re outnumbered two to one.””

Grandpa shook his head. “Sorry, Peter, it just ain’t there.”

The rest of the night he struggled to jog his memory but he never
could. Soon every story was vague. One day I saw him weeping in his bed-
room. When I asked him what was wrong, he just looked at me and whis-
pered, “Nothin’s there, Peter, It’s all gone. I-I'm helpless.”

The worst incident I can remember of Grandpa’s forgetfulness was
when I was around fourteen. He looked at me lovingly and smiled and didn’t
know my name.

Even though the real Gene Ryan seemed locked away in a frail man’s
hody, he still inspired me the most when I was sixteen years old. It wasn'’t his
lopsided smile or his strong hands. It wasn’t even those cherished words of
liis many stories, though each of those changed my life. The defining moment

15 at a parade on Independence Day. I sat on the sidewalk next to Grandpa,
vhiose weathered eyes held barely a sign of life. He folded his hands and
tired somewhere past the horizon as if waiting patiently for a distant end.
¢ were surrounded by all kinds of people sitting in lawn chairs or lounging
1 the ground beside us, chattering about plans for barbecue and bottle rock-
As the veterans walked by, carrying the American flag, no one stopped to
|y attention. Grandpa feebly tried to lift himself up. Once. Twice. And on
the third time he stood as the symbol of his country passed by. The only man
tinding was the one in the wheelchair. The moment passed and Grandpa
lowly eased himself back into his seat. He looked at me, the corners of his
mouth slowly rising. His long dead eyes glittered with spirit, wet with tears.
It wis then I remembered his words. “Three things worth dying for, Peter.
Lot God, your country, and your wife. Hear me? Those is the things that

i |Fll'l‘”

I'm convinced that Crene Ryan was the greatese man who ever lived,

Vol looked at his casleer, clathed in the glory of the Stars and Seripes, 1 hoped




I'could be half the man Grandpa was. That bright November morning, I
bowed my head and pulled my two boys close while the twenty-one shors
fired out. As the soldiers finished, a single tear rolled down my cheek.

“Daddy, why are you crying?”

“Grandpa Gene was a great man, Macthew. I'm proud to be his grand-
son.” I paused and hugged them tightly. “Come on boys, let me tell you the
story about how Grandpa looked one of them Nazis in the eyes and lived to
tell about it.”
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To a scientist

There is no such thing as sand.
Bach grain is its own unique piece
Quartz and obsidian and limestone,
Tinier than a doll’s hand.

In the sand, I drew your name

And kept it safe

Picked up crabs that threatened to dig in
Guarded you from dogs’ paws and children’s feet

But soon the sun went down
And the tide came up.

The sun went down

And the tide came up.

I'laid down, over you
I'laid down, to cover you
But all those tiny rocks started to flow, anyway

Some out to sea
Or che other side of the beach.

Somehow, I picked myself up and walked home
Now your name is gone

But these little pieces, these little rock entities
Are still stuck to me.

: bn-nlll]lllﬂ! (‘.‘ﬂ;)[lll't
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John Ford drew you out West

With visions of Martian landscapes

The color of the jagged rust flakes

Thar drift from the rotting carcass of
Your Father’s rusted out 1947 F1 pickup.

Full of rough, two-fisted characters

And color coded personalities,

You went West looking for the open spaces,
Following the romantic visions of ' Amour and Gray,
On the back of a shiny new motorcycle
Purchased with a second mortgage and
Fueled by the drive of midlife crisis.

You found no painted Italians lurking

In the great canyons of the West,

Only the looming presence of concrete
Supporting lakes full of leaking speedboats.
The only cowboy you saw was a 40 foot
Waving automaton, greeting the eternal
Optimists moving along the Strip below.

Rowdy, a souvenir cacrus in a

Terracotta pot decorated with

Turquoise medallions and painted beads,
Rests on your desk next to a dull

Name plaque, R. Arney: Accounting Services,
And an old time photo of your family
Playing cowboy, you trying to look tough

For the pretty lady behind the camera

And the man chained to the desk back home.
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And there is a silence here. A canyon running
deep. A rift between the mountaintops that
causes such a great divide. And it

is in this canyon deep that silence falls so
heavily. No light illuminates the stifling hush.
The valley here is quiet.

There is a chill upon the breeze. A chill so
alien. There is a dreary cold upon the silence
lying thick.

And it seems that every day these mounrains
inch apart. Farther than they were before.
The silence is much greater now.

And there is a chill upon the breeze. The
mountains move away. And there is a
silence here. A silence heavy like

the mountains and as chilling as the breeze.

miﬁnq
licia Gibbs
We waited till the sun had gone, and the moon so boastful shined.

We lay in the grass and sipped the stardust like an aged translucent wine.

We felt the change in the wind as it shifted north and west.
I'lay and felr the rise and fall, the life and breath of your chest.

We were young at dawn and lovers by twilight,

I waited for you until the clouds veiled the sky.

The warmth of your hands; soft, brown petals,

The prickle of your chin like pine needles and nettles,
It was warm. And it was good.

We weren't waicing for the sun to come back,

We enjoyed the overcast and the blue bleeding blacl.

[ {¢lt you mending what was stolen and broken,
|ealing the wounds with words that were less then spoken.

We had no fire or warmth burt our bodies seeping heat,
[{ wasn't lust, but my God, that our bodies would meet...

loget ll('l',

\We waited in that ethereal night,

(Il time leapt and bounded and chased us away

1110 that ready heat of morning and the musky loom of midday.

We'd wait till the sun went again, then
We'd dip back into the dusky midnight bourbon, or tonight, perhaps, a good
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A | forever condemned to watch
o those I love most find their love
il | remain here by myself,

with a fake smile: T won't shove.

I'lie muscles of my iris in my eye
e the bars of my life’s prison.

| witch che beautiful ones

(un from my jail: from my vision.

Muggots marrying maggots.
I'his case of misanthropy
[il1s my blood with anger
el hate: my only company.

| watch the tunnels of dust,

[urmed by the wind over the dunes
of my empty kingdom from inside
[iire chambers: whistle hollow tunes
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“Hi! Welcome to Famous Dave’s BBQ! How many of you are there to-
day?” The beaming hostess, her tone so high and enthusiastic, makes me wonder
about her real motive. It can't be simply welcoming us to lunch.

“Two,” is my dry response. “How many does it look like?” is whar T want
to ask.

“Okay! Right this way!” As the hostess leads us to our booth, I feel as if
I have just stepped onto an immense pig farm. Pink pig cutouts on the walls wear
cheesy bandanas and equally cheesy grins; they stare at us from every angle. Some
even have cowboy hats.

“Is this okay?” the hostess wonders pointing to a booth.

“Yeah. It’s great,” we say.

“Your server will be right with you!”

“Thanks,” we mumble as she shoves the menus under our noses. I take a
moment to soak in the surroundings; annoying country music blares through the
speakers, old and rusted barn memorabilia hangs from the walls, obnoxious des-
sert and drink menus cake up half of the table. I'sigh. I open the menu.

Pictures of BBQ sandwiches too huge to eat in one sitting threaten
to jump into my mouth. Different BBQ sauces are described with flaming or
curly-q fonts indicating whether they are spicy or sweet. More pink cartoon pigs
are shown cooking BBQ. Ironic. By the time I can digest the menu, our server
arrives with enormous plastic cups overflowing with too much ice and not enough
water. The entire cup will soon be one giant ice cube anyway thanks to the AC
blasting toward our rable. When I look up, she already has her notepad and pen
ready to take our order. It is luncheime. In and out.

“Do y'all know what you want?” she asks with a smile as big as one of the
pig’s. Iclose the menu. I close my eyes. I have not been able to eat out since I
returned from France. Compared to the open air cafés in the south, dorting the
coastline of the Mediterranean, American restaurants are too, well, American.

I barely have time swallow my first bite when the server swoops down on
us once again.

“How is ic?”

“It’s great,” we say. Is there any other response to that question?

Eating out throws cultural differences into sharp contrast. Sitting in
this cold and crowded American restaurant, I daydream about walks along the
beach, our idyll on the French Riviera. Longing turns my stomach upside down.
My greasy mound of beef tips smothered in sauce stares up from the plate. I can
imagine the pig’s wide, grinning face. Mocking me. T still feel displaced, ill at

cone inaculeare chae used o be mine, particularly when I go out to eat, Every
morning I expect to wake up to the sound of waves and gulls and roaring moto-
Lilow, Tor now, these are only the sounds of my dreams.
Return culeure shock is a bizarre phenomenon. There is no way around
i | tried to prepare myself. 1 cried to trick myself into believing I was happy to
L bucle. I even cried co recurn the sentiment when my mother told me she was
i telieved to have me home. But just as I knew that the server was going to top
ol our waters after every other sip, I knew it would happen to me. It did. And it
iefuses to budge.
[ntruding on our lunch as well as my thoughts, the server returns.
“How is everything?”
“It’s still great,” we say.
I hate thar question. It has no real answer. When servers ask, “How is
erything?” they don’t want to hear chat the sandwich has tomatoes when I asked
(hat they be left off. They don’t want to know that the steak is overcooked. They
it to hear that everything is great. They want a bigger tip. Any response
ather than, “Ie’s greae,” would call their work — and their tip — into question.
| hear it from everyone when chey discover I lived and worked in France.
[low was it?” I want to answer with my own question. “Well, not bad, but
liow was living in America?” But I never have the guts to ask it — just as I would
never send my food back for fear of what the chef would do to it — so with a smile
11l pentle shake of the head, T give the answer I know they want to hear. “It was
girent,”
Bicter? Unappreciative? No way. But, I wonder if they, like the server,
i really interested in the rruth. The truth — thae I became accustomed to new
viys, that T prefer the slower paced French life to the hectic American one— would

care them. Perhaps even anger them. It would challenge them to call elements of

(heir own culeure into question.

On our way out, heaps leftovers packed safely in Scyrofoam boxes, the
liontess asks, “How was it?”

“It was great,” we say in unison.

I squint as we step outside and my eyes adjust to the brightness. Low-
cring my sunglasses from my head to my nose, I bump into my companion’s
[ormer boss on the sidewalk. This is the first time we have seen him since our
retirn, but he knows we moved to Cannes for a stint. She was working for him

vhien we decided to move. He obviously didn’t know we were back.

| cun see the dreaded question forming on his face, being written on his forehead.
“How was France?”
I close my eyes behind my glasses. Isigh.

It was great.”
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Well if I've seen it once,

I've seen it one million times
In the back of my head,

In the front of my mind.

Your body shakes
And shivers into mine,
But you never fully unwind.

In the river, there, we made our beds
And tried our best to forget

The books we'd read.

“You think too much,”

They'd always said.

And our bodies melted
Like sugar into tea,

You into me.

We were finally combined,
Bur still incomplete.

Oh, you're the broken chord

In my favorite song

But I still sing along...

(Please don’t string me on for long)

In the morning, we make our peace
But by our day’s second AM

We're fighting like cats and dogs
Instead of counting sheep...

(We haven't slept for weeks)
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After a brutal day at high school, I came home to the Beast and my
mother. As soon as I saw the two together, I knew that it would be besr to
just escape to my room. My day had been rough; the same old bullies tor-
mented me on the entire ride to school, asking me if I had even hit puberty
yet, and if I was going to grow a set or balls, or a set of tits. So, like I've been
apt to do lately, I skipped out on the last half of school. Mom and the Beast
hadn’t noticed me when I ran past them, or when I slammed the door behind
myself. Not that I expected them to, anyway. Right now, I just wanted to be
away from everyone. When I was by myself, it was so easy to separate my-
self from the world. I jumped onto my squeaky bed and listened to Mom’s
muffled yells. I couldn’t decipher a single word, mostly because the furious,
gurttural roars from the Beast overshadowed Mom’s voice almost completely.

My mother is one of the toughest warriors in this land. No matter
how many times the Beast tries to take over our lives, week after week, she is
always prepared for battle. I can see her in my head: a glistening silver hel-
met with a tall red plume protecting her head, a breastplate engraved with
ancient, magical runes to keep her heart from harm, and a razor-sharp broad-
sword with jewels encrusted into the hilt to keep her enemies in their place.
Although there are times when I'm scared Mom'’s going to lose, like now.

As I heard that roar again, a rage-filled bellow from the beast, [ can
imagine one of its enormous claws piercing Mom’s breastplate. I can hear her
voice shaking, trying to hold back tears of deep, aching pain. Mom always
wins, 1 tell myself. There’s no need to worry. She'll give the Beast a nice, new
scar soon, and it’ll go away for a while. She just has to wait for the Beast to let
its defenses down, and take aim. She always wins. No worries.

I grabbed a pillow and shoved it under my head. For a brief moment,
the familiar sounds of war subsided, and I wondered if maybe, possibly the
Beast had reverted back to its original form. There used to be times when,
after losing a battle to my mother, the Beast would temporarily revert back to
its once human self for a shore time. Now, however, I didn’t even see a glim-
mer of the man it once was. I thought about what the Beast was like before
the sickness, the medicine, and the lies. Before the fantasy curse. I kept trying
to drag the pre-Beast image out of the back of my brain. I felt I was staring at
an eye puzzle, like one of those optical illusions where you have to look at it
cross-eyed just to see anything at all. And even then, you aren’t sure if what
you saw was cthere in the firse place, T shue my eyes and siphied deeply. I knew

daumn well how ateractive and almost inescapable the pull of fantasy was be-

ciuse every day 1 let myself be enveloped and nearly consumed by it. I didn’t
want to be like the Beast, but I felt like T was going down the same path.

The noise from the battle started to completely fade away, and as I let
|eep overtake me, I realized something about the fantasy curse that fright-
cned and excited me.

I liked it.

Hit#

I woke up dizzy, as though the swirling and twisting random
(houghts and images during my dreams had made me physically ill. I crawled
ot of bed and sart cross-legged in the middle of the carpeted floor of my room
1icl waited for the nausea to subside. I had discovered years and years ago that
it was impossible to shut my brain off, even while I was sleepy, so the dizzi-
ness was nothing new. Slowly, I waited for the world to stop spinning.

I listened.

The twirling overhead fan had been left on, and my dark curtains
concealed any evidence of the outside world. It was quiet except for the soft

vhirring noise of the fan and my steady breathing.

I glanced at an old alarm clock of mine that was nearly buried by
(hindoned notebooks, overstuffed, worn folders, and scattered wooden pencils
vhich were so sharp they were like graphite daggers. 4:15 a.m. I stood up,
leeling sore from my sleeping position, but strangely awake and alert. I went
(o my door and twisted the cold knob until the door opened a crack. I paused
[ o moment before I left the room to listen. Nothing, again. I stepped out
iito the hallway, and blinked hard.

I wanted to see ghosts, phantoms of death eagerly waiting to float
ont of a wall and frighten me. Or perhaps, a pack of goblins ready to kidnap
ime to their village for a sacrifice to their demon god. I hoped for bats to drop
[rom the low ceiling and rransform into seductive vampires. I even closed my

¢ lor a moment to give these creatures a chance to sneak up on me. Bur,
hen 1 lifeed my eye lids, my ghosts were nothing more than the tacky wall
s adorning each side of the hallway, my goblins had mutated into dust
unnies under a tiny antique shelf, and my vampires slipped through the
ks of the hardwood flooring.

I let out a big sigh, and continued my night walk down the boring

arridor, At the end of the hallway on the left was the entrance to the kitchen;
| wtopped here for a moment, and heard a sharp click. A sudden soft glow of
Lihe created a splash of yellow upon my face, and I covered my eyes with one
ol my hands, As T was momentarily blinded, I heard a scream chat quickly

turned into an decitated groan




“Did you wake up in the middle of the night just to scare the life out
of me?” Mom asked as she crossed her arms. I blinked from the glare of the
kitchen’s light radiating from her plumed helmet. I couldn’t even tell if she
had been wounded by the Beast or not; her armor appeared untouched and
perfect to me, and there was no evidence of the earlier battle. And then I saw
one of my treasures grasped tightly in one of her hands. A notebook. I paused
and considered snatching the notebook out of her hands. But, what good
would that do now? Surely she must have already rifled chrough it. I lifted
my eyes back up to her face and hesitated a moment before saying anything,
Mom’s face looked different to me; her mouth was drawn tight, as if she were
trying to trap any possible words that could escape her jaws, and her eyes
were red and squinted.

“Sorry,” I muttered while I walked past her and into the kitchen, “I
just woke up.”

Mom followed me and pulled out a creaky wooden chair from our
small dinner table. She lay the notebook down on the table as though it were
nothing more trash. Mom sighed as she sat down in the chair she had selected
and folded her hands together on her lap. “How was school today?” she finally
asked.

My eyes floated back to the notebook. I wondered if Mom had read
what was in there, and I tried to remember what exactly I had written in that
one. I bit my lip and started picking at my hangnails. “It was fine. Boring as
usual. You know how public education can be,” I explained.

“Really? What did you go over in your classes today? Any moving
discussions over classic works of literature?”

What was with the interrogation at four something in the morning?
I shrugged off her usual sarcasm and pulled off a particularly long hangnail. |
watched in a sort of bored fascination as a tiny amount of blood seeped to the
surface of my skin.

Mom let out a long sigh. “Are you even paying attention to me?” she
asked, irritated.

I wiped the blood away. “Of course I am, Mom. Always,” T responded.
“You asked about what my classes were about, and if we had any mind-numb
ing discussions or whatever. The first answer is ‘nothing useful,” and the
second would be ‘when am I ever moved by the drabble that comes out of my
empry-headed peers?””

Mom was silent for quite some time after my comment. I listened o
the sound of the plastic clock on the wall above the oven. Tick. Tock. Tick.
Tock. The longer Mom was quiet, the longer it seemed for che next tick and

the next tock to come,

“You haven't gone to class in nearly a week.” Mom'’s words broke my
concencration on the clock, and for a second, her words didn’t have mean-
iny to me. And then, my stomach flipped inside out beneath the skin of my
ihddomen. She had found out, I realized, and who was the dirty rat that had
exposed me?

“That’s a lie,” T said bluntly.

Mom scoffed at me and shook her head. “Sweetie, can’t you just tell
e what'’s wrong? 1 spoke to your teachers today, and they are very worried
ihout you,” she told me as she placed a cool hand on top of mine., “Where
liive you been going instead of to the high school for these past few days?”

An image of my favorite willow tree in the park instantly shot into
iy head. Beneath the long limbs, I was hidden from this world, and it was
the perfect place to write. I could get lost underneath that willow tree with
moving hardly at all.

“Listen to me!” Mom interrupted. I noticed that the shaky voice from
vurlier that night was making another appearance. She unfolded her hands and
[luced her fingers to her temples.

“Please!”

I stood up a lictle straighcer. Perhaps the Beast had wounded her
curlier, and T just couldn’t see the wound. The battles normally occurred so
liequently that Mom and I had become almost completely used to them; they
were routine. But, I knew she was different because Mom has never begged
e like that before. I've never heard my mom so desperate and pathetic, and
{0 moment, I thoughe I saw her armor disappear.

“I just don’t like it there,” I said simply. At least that was the truth.
Mom started massaging her temples and, to my surprised, she actually chuck-
Il

“'Don’t like it?”” she repeated. “So, you're just going to be a high

ool dropout, then? And what would be your plans after that?”
“I would become a published writer.”
Mom laughed. “Is that so? Sounds like you've got it all planned out,”
Lo i sarcastically. “My son, the published writer who never finished high
hool.”

| decided to forgive her. Mom didn’t understand what writing was
01 me because she'’s not a writer, nor did she understand how much I hated

liool. Mom is a warrior. “And why are you awake?” I asked.

“Don't think changing the subject will get you out of trouble,” Mom
inisted with a tone of irrication. “I was reading. . .this.” She picked up my
Hotehook in one of her hands and starced flipping through the dog-eared

poes, s chis whiee vou do during class? You scribble in your noteboole?”




Scribble? She made it sound so trivial. I decided not to answer, and
instead 1 went back to my hangnails. I listened as my mom turned the pages
one by one.

“I started reading your notebook after he left last night. His sickness
is worse than I thought it was, and I think he’s stopped taking his medication
again. . .” Mom trailed off; she looked as though she wanted to cry. Finally,
she cleared her throat and continued. “T found your notebook in the car early
yesterday,” Mom explained. She stopped flipping through the pages and I
could feel her eyes staring at me.

“What made you think you had the right to go through somerhing of
mine?” I asked, looking up at her. It came out ruder than I had intended it to
be. No one reads my creations. No one but me. I thought I had hidden that
notebook well, jammed beneath a seat in an old box of tissues. I had forgotten
I had stuffed it there a long time ago.

Mom closed the notebook and shook her head. “Why are you being so
difficult with me?” Mom waited for an answer, and when 1 said nothing, she
spoke again. “I'm only trying to look out for your own good because you are
my child, and I love you. You understand that, right? I care about you, and I
know school is annoying and can be difficult. But please, you only have about
three and a half more years to go until you graduate. Can’t you just set aside
this fanatical writing until after that? You have to live in the real world before
you can write about a fake one.”

I yanked out another hangnail. Mom doesn’t understand. She is a
warrior. I didn’t know what to say, if any answer I could give would make her
underscand me. We sart there in silence until she finally got up from her chair
and pushed the notebook over to me.

“You know, your father was a writer, too, before he changed,” Mom
mentioned as she started walking towards the stairs that led to her room. My
head instantly snapped up and we locked eyes. She had slapped me with the
flat side of her broadsword, and the hit made my head spin.

How could she say something like thac? Nobody like that deserved
to be called a writer. What was she trying to prove, anyway? How dare she
compare us! I wanted to scream at her, or throw something, but most of all, I
wanted her to understand why writing was so vital to me, and that T was dif-
ferent from. . .from. . .

Mom sighed despondently, and then slowly made her way up the
stairs. I watched her leave, and then clutched my notebook tightly in my
hands.

[ forced myself to go to school the next day. My tree was calling

to me, but Iignored its pleas and left my notebooks ar hame, 1 found that

dehough my trensures were stashed 1nomy room, I couldn't stop thinking
hout them. Onoany paper | was given, I scrawled epic legends and elabo-
ture descriptions of imaginary monsters on the margins. The football players

were court jesters, the preppy girls became frilly princesses, and the principal
became a bitter tyrant with a gilded crown. My mind was everywhere except
i1 school, and even when I was on the bus, I couldn’t focus. The cruel bullies
o my bus who, when I actually went to school, teased me about my imma-
ture stature as freshman male disappeared, and T forgor I was on a bus at all,
lo me, I was riding on the back of a sunflower-yellow dragon, who was taking
me back to my castle. And, on my hands were, as my mom might say, scrib-
bles depicting over twenty ideas that became a kind of inspirational tattoo;

| may not have brought my notebooks, but my hands had been an adequate
aibstiture,

As I walked down the street towards my house, I thought out what I
would cell Mom. I rubbed one of the graphite daggers in my pockets, finger-
ing the stamped “Number 2.” Hey, Mom, I went to school today! Yeah, I
cven left my notebooks at home. Are you proud of me? I wanted Mom to be
happy, and to appreciate what I loved to do. I didn’t want her to compare
me like she had done last night. I wanted her to see that I was different, but
in a good way, and that I wouldn’t be a failure. I wouldn’t snap. I could still
live in this world, even if my “fake” one was trying to consume me. Even if I
tnjoyed the delicious and dangerous taste of the fantasy, I wanted to prove her
wrong.

I had reached my house, and opened the front door, only to be greeted
[y the Beast.

My heart nearly drilled its way out of my chest when I saw it. The
Heast was standing there, only about fifteen feet away from me, with my
notebooks and folders strewn all around. It turned around to face me when it
realized I was there. The Beast was disguised as a grungy, forty-year-old male
with loeng, greasy, shaggy hair. I could smell his rank clothing from where
| stood, and he was wearing a worn and faded suit jacket. It was my dad’s
luvorite jacket to wear to job interviews, before his mind became cursed and
le degraded into something unrecognizable and horrible. I watched in dumb-

truck horror as the Beast ripped out several pages from the notebook it held

captive,

“Your mom told me about you. You've taken up writing, huh?” the
Heast inquired. Its voice sounded slick and angry all at the same time. “T re-
member when 1 used to write, Nobody ever liked what my pen and T created.
['hey said it was a bunch of nonsensical shie.”

Where's Mom ™ Lasked, ignoring its rant,




The Beast smiled, and showed two rows of nasty, totcing teech. I cook
a few more steps inside the house, and I saw my mother laying on a nearby
couch, unconscious and bleeding from a terrible gash on her forehead. She
took a sharp, shuddering, and shallow breath. I realized, with a sickening
dread that overcame my senses, that Mom’s armor was gone. I saw Mom for
what she truly was, there on that couch. Her once glorious helmer was an
ancient baseball cap to hide her thinning hair, her breastplate was a pink, cof-
fee-stained, bathrobe, and her sword was nothing at all. Mom was just a tired,
middle-aged woman who had lost the fight.

“You bastard!” I screamed. “You bastard!” My eyes filled with hot,
furious tears, and I clenched my tattooed hands until my nails dug deep into
my skin. The Beast only laughed at me as he ripped my notebook in half.

He reached down to pick up a folder, and flung its contents into the air; the
loose-leaf papers fell all around us like giant snowflakes. He picked up anoth-
er notebook, and laughed again as he flipped through it. My face flushed from
the rush of hot blood to my temples.

“You're quite the writer, aren’t you?” The Beast mocked. He tore out
several pages and shredded them. “How does it feel to have your ideas ripped
apart? Does it hurt? Do you feel like a part of you has died?”

I unclenched and clenched my fists again as the cursed man before
me destroyed years of work in a matter of seconds. The tattered shreds of my
written pieces of imagination covered the floor around us, and all I could
think about was how much I loathed what my father had become. My entire
body was tingling, as though every atom of my being was seizuring with a
kind of untamable fury. I took one of my number two pencils out of my jean
pocket and held it firmly in my hand. My skin was alive and twitching. I was
dizzy and sick and angry and images of all sorts of unreal monsters and hellish
creatures swam through every bit of the gray matter trapped inside my head.

Dad grasped another folder in his large, sweaty hands and flung it at
Mom. The sheets of paper flew out like birds and perched themselves on my
mother’s bathrobe. He howled with insane laughter ar what he had done, and
my father started slapping her bloody face with one of my notebooks. And
then I exploded. I just couldn’t stand it any longer. He wasn’t Dad anymore.
He was the Beast. His curse had been infecting Mom and me for way too
long, and I was tired of hiding under the bed beneath those rusty springs. I
raised my pencil high in the air and stabbed the Beast in the throat with all
the force I could gather,

Blood burst from its throat like a small fire-hose, and the Beast let out
an intense howl of anger and pain. It collapsed on the ground with its eyes
open, gurgling undecipherable and guttural noises, Soon, the terrible noises

S —

stopped, and after a few body twitches, the Bease had been slain, Ic lay in a
pool of darlk blood and bits of scribbled-on paper, with one of its claws out-
stretched towards the few undescroyed notebooks just barely out of reach,

As mom started to slowly come back into consciousness, I knew that
she would never have to don her battle gear again. The Beast had killed thou-
sands of my ideas right before my eyes, but for some reason, I didn’t feel any
siudness or anger about the loss. Instead, I felt a deep pity for the creacure that
lay at my feet and for the man it once was. [ glanced at my tatcooed hands,
red from blood and black from ink, and felt comfortable with this sort of real-
ity for the first time in my life: my father was a writer. I am a writer.

The creatures in my head instantly stopped moving, and instead they
started laughing. The echoes of their joyous laughter made my temples throb,
and my ears ache. My lips twisted into a wide smile as I shut my eyelids. I
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“...Does anyone want a mint?... They give you so many; there’s no way I could
eat them all...”

Single verse of matter, spill-splatter, explode on the
face of the human race in the disco days of '74.

The grunts and roars of Achilles” mount in Ancient
—Shh—the night is long; the bong is

Circling, circling, in a widening gyre.

The mire of.

Clear it, man, the '90’s are finding their place.

Laissez les bons temps rouler!

Don’t you know that Nixon shot the nightingale?

And that hell is nothing but your best friend?

You remember when Freddie Mercury died

(and I wonder if you cried),

but I digress.

Success depends upon not a red wheelbarrow

and not the hand that pushes it

but the Will {to Power, to Believe).

To conceive of a better possible world

is to disprove the God of the New Testament.

—Do you agree?—

My father made me you,

and yours almost made you me,

three or four presidents in between.

The scene is over, the curtain falls,

but you don'’t say “I die,” for

you are no Hamlet, nor were meant to be.

Hoffman has convinced you that

the universe does not exist,

but believe her when her face makes a tomato shade.
This phase is almost over; cherish it now because it’s about to begin again
down to the smallest detail.

Smell the black pot of Kafka in the morning and know
that life is nothing if not Absurd.

(Vonnegut died the day before T finished Slaughterhouse-Five)

“Buy 2, get | free” 1s the modern religion.

I a pigeon was L by Flighe 935,
no one remembered 1
Self-
disme-
mbered shit
15 all we are, all we can be,
despite the US Army’s plea that good and bad are black and whire,
that spite is only for cowards and traitors...and the Underground Man.
I'he sand sinks syringes in the waves of Miami.
Have you ever been there? Oh, you would have enjoyed it!—
deployed it did he did napoleon said she, but
cnough of that! The ripe old age of 39
and the world ends, descends, obscured by clouds, only to ascend again
again—
The culmination of creation realized in your transitory breath,
and suddenly you are aware of your godhood,
and I will leave a sunflower at the gravestone that reads:
J P
THE MODERN UNIVERSE
s0 that the future will know thart Jesus is a fraud.
"...Does everyone know what a beach ball is?...”

‘ H)Pu[m‘ Scieence

“@«m (BEILQT

I'he humming neon

Is mured by the light
PPercussion of falling rain.
My clumsy chopsticks
I'oke about in a box

Of Hot Mongolian Beef,

\s | step from the

Curb onto the damp street.
\n El Camino almost

likes off my good leg

\nd I ask whatever
IHappened to the flying car?
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A handsome man
not dark nor light,
a lovely shade of tan.

With emerald eyes and flecks of gold
like sparkles of the sun,
holding within a strength of old.
Hair deep like ebony
cur close and neat.

He exudes a speechless might.

His is a life of strength
rooted in much loss.

He goes to great lengths
getting points across.

Poignant with his words
he speaks heartfelt of

simple joys, happily of the birds
free from all up above.
He watches as they fly, soaring through the light.

A break from work,
provides & moment free
from all the torque
that wraps him up
and strangles him lightly.
Personable and full of mivth
he makes friends with ease.
Friends do much 1o soothe the aches
which often seem to bite.

He continues on
In his living of each day
Demanding himself to stay strong,
For there is no other way.
Despize the tie of tears and death
Lying within bis beart,

His warmth is one that soothes

S

And plays a goyful part.
Character of gold. . .still,
Imperfect as the vest,

His thoughts and words
Do succeed in pulling out the best,
He wealks his winding path
and simply tries to be
@ man of good and heart and smarts
and shares that light with me.

(K@Lorn
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[ remember vividly

How loud they were

How careless their fights became
The way they spoke

About each other

On the phone

[ remember exactly

How thick the tension was
How it consumed

Every inch of the house
How it contaminated
Liveryone around

I remember impeccably
How mystifying it was
I[How absurd it seemed
[0 argue and make up

[ low she could maintain

But I remember

I low much love she has
IHow much patience
And I appreciate

I low a woman can be

Reborn
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There are few things more awkward than being an audience to a
grown man belting out “You Are the Wind Beneath My Wings” in ucter
sobriety. And when I say “utter sobriety,” I am referring to him and me both,
though not by choice. This scene is brought to you courtesy of an annual
trip to the land of old. And when I say old, I really mean old people. Fin
and Feather Resort has been a meeting place for my entire extended family
on my mother’s side for so many years the trips have begun to blur together
In my memory as an endless montage of themed buffets, off-key renditions of
“My Achy Breaky Heart,” and parrot paraphernalia. The gathering functions
simultaneously as birthday celebration for my Granddad, Labor Day-palooza,
and family reunion. The ‘resort’ is comprised of many rows of small red cab-
ins, surrounded by neatly squared plots of grass, resembling an army base or
the small, artificial Mr. Rodger’s neighborhood. This sounds unpleasant, but
it’s really not ar all.

Every evening at six o'clock there is a giant buffet filled with food
from all of the essential food groups: fruits, grains, dairy, vegetables, and
marshmallow salad. The wait staff appears to have been hired straight our of
junior high and in previous years have been dressed (inexplicably, it seemed
to me) in hula skirts, flapper dresses, and most recently, scrubs. There is an
organ player I always believed to be blind, who reliably delivers organ songs
and birthday shout outs. BEvery year I expect him to have died, and every year
he is there, merrily playing organ ditties with surprising vitality. A parrot
resides in the gift shop attached to the dining hall, where Fin and Feather
uests come to be delighted by the bird’s theatrical talking, crying, and oc-
casional joke telling. Finally, there is the yearly karaoke night, where the
young and old alike band together to embarrass themselves while half-sino-
ing, half-shuffle-dancing to “Burterfly Kisses” or any number of Dixie Chzijcks
songs. Like nursing home dances, there is a subtly comical undertone to the
entire Fin and Feather experience, but the cheesiness is its essence.

Reuniting with my parents and siblings is always somewhat anticli-
mactic. Distance draws out a sweetened version of familiar relationships. It
makes my sister a best friend; my mother, a forlorn poet. “I miss your smile
and lying next to you when we watch movies,” my mom would interject at

random, sadly cheerful, in our sparse phone conversations, | am never home-
sick but in the brief life of these sentences, poignant in their honest simplic-
ity and a reminder that no one else will love me lhke that, In this moment

[ want to cry. | promise myself I will be present when I'am with my family
again. The weeks before trips home are spent building up sentimentally-en-
riched memories or hopeful ideas for bonding activities in an attcempt to en-
sure the fullness of my appreciation in experiencing them, only to revert im-
mediately upon arrival into the familiar role of daughter and sister, forgetting
so easily the distance that was yesterday and is soon to be between us. Taking
my family for granted is something that comes too easily, a default setting of
my brain. Sporadically, the realization that time with them is brief seizes me,
and T try to lap up every detail, frame it in the mind of my heart; but more
often than not, complacency numbs me to this initiative, and all that remains
are those pin pricks of time when I am so keenly aware of the it slinking away
but am petrified in routine.

It was my first from-college trip to Fin and Feather Resort. My facher
came and picked me up; the car ride was spent arguing about philosophy, an
exhausting and exhaustive working out of an agnosticism I could not yet call
mine. Upon arrival came the underwhelming consummations of my siblings’
internet pining, who could tell me via Facebook messages how much chey
missed me, but when given the opportunity of communication in person,
stuck coolly to reserved greetings. There is something so awkward and un-
natural about developing polite relationships with the people you once regu-
larly annoyed the hell out of without reservation. Of course you loved them,
but the love was always an understood obligation, and to show it was mushy
and contrived, like calling your dad “sit” when you were in trouble. The
cousins were in the next cabin with my aunt and uncle, where we would all
later sit on couches and pull out beds talking about my uncle Phil’s seventh
grade fly impression that won over my aunt and I would forget, for a while,
all that I now didn’t believe, because of the way they said God, like He was an
established fact. And I wouldn’t argue, because for once, I didn’t want to be
right.

The grandparents’ cabin was further away from all of ours. It usu-
ally was; The Grandparents were an island. They were an island made up of
my mother’s father, Granddad, her stepmother, Grandma Barbara, and their
only offspring rogether, a small, shivering Chihuahua named Bambi. Bambi
I1. Their first Chihuahua had died after a long doggie life, and they loved
him so much that they decided the second one might as well be called Bambi
t0o, since neither of them could get used to calling it anything else. Some-
times I was sure they loved that dog more than any of us. The first official
visit to their cibin wis always the unspoken duty of the first to arrive at Fin
and Beather, o hesitant effore put forth by the people who were willing to

Lrave the tenstons ol generational barriers and che shyness that comes pack-




aged wich being related to someone who is otherwise a stranger. 1 never knew
closeness with grandparents was capable of exceeding this polite acknowl-
edgement until friends would mention having really scrong relationships with
one. My relationship with my granddad consisted of greetings and good-
byes, hugs which entailed “I love yous” that I always wondered if either of us
meant. At times I would get that same panicky realization of time lost, and 1
would toy with the idea of asking him about his childhood. T knew nothing
about him, except that he was kind of scary and racist and had married a gruff
woman who lost her son in a car accident, and yelled at me as a child when I
got blue Winterfresh gum in her carpet. But it was just an idea. I had never
been close to him before and I knew I wouldn’t start then; that took time, and
there was never enough of that.

The official birthday lunch was held under a pavilion in the midst
of sporadically rain-drenched nature and weather-dictated Frisbee games.
We ate mango and cilantro salsas, bad steaks, and drank wine from plastic
cups. At the end of the meal, before the chocolate cake, my granddad stood
up. “T want to say something,” he said. An uncomfortable silence waited
intently for his words, and my firsc thought was that he was probably drunk.
However, when he began, I saw that he must have planned this speech. “I
just wanted to say that I have enjoyed all of these years here. I know I don’t
always say it, but I love all of you and...I'm proud of this family and of each of
you.” My mother told me later she had never before seen him cry.
I would be lying if I said that things were different afrer that. Not long
after, my granddad made a woman cry by cussing her out for not having her
dog on a leash while walking past his cabin. Embarrassed and crying her-
self, my aunt later found the lady and apologized. Things fell into their old
comfortable spots, The Grandparents remained in their cabin while we and
the cousins went out to the lake. When the weekend was over, we hugged
politely. My mother held me in the small cabin before I left with my dad, too
long, because I knew when I pulled away she would be crying, and she was. |
saw my sister was crying too; I had to breathe awkwardly for a few seconds to
make sure I didn’t, then we looked at each other and laughed like we always
do when things become uncomfortably sentimental.

A couple of weeks later came parent weekend, and I was an orphan.
My friend’s parents adopted me and thar day we had gone to eat at Bek’s
with her grandparents. Lane was close to them; especially her grandmother,
who she told me looked like a tall and beautiful Pocahontas when she was

younger. Upon returning to the dorm, I saw my dad had left me a message,
and T knew. I held my breath when I called him, and squeezed my eyes as
if it would soften the words: “Your granddad's been killed, Some nineteen

R

year-old kid crashed his truck into his bedroom and the engine crushed him,”
The driver was drunk and losc control of the wheel, his neck snapped and he
died instantly. His friend in the passenger seat Was still alive but got scared
and ran away. The engine was ofl top of my granddad and partially his wife;
they remained there for over an hour until the boy finally told someone what
had happened. By then it was too late, my granddad was dead. His wife and
he had said their parting pieces beneath chrome, with their dog, soaked in car
fluids, between them.

I called my mom more often after that. I felt guilty not being there,
going through the ordeal with the rest of the family, but I was mainly re-
lieved. 1 was glad to be seven hours away from home, where I could easily
check out of the affected region. To say the deach was difficult for me would
be an overstatement. Ina way, I had expected it. It was almost as if he knew
it would be his last visit to Fin and PFeather with us, and I liked to think of it
as a kind of parting gift. I was more saddened by the principle of his death
than the actual loss of him, and this was a sadness in itself. How easily, I
wondered, do we surrender our relationships for the sake of convenience?
Would 1 go my whole life living right next to people and never know them?
| answered myself honestly: Yes, because to know people takes time, and
there is never enough of that. But for the second time, [ wouldn't mind being

Wrong.
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I have a photo of a2 man whose name I don’t know. It’s a three-by-five
inch black and white photo of a muscular white man in his mid-twenties.
He’s dirty with greased back hair and a simple wardrobe. He's standing in
what seems to be the middle of nowhere surrounded by miles and miles of
dirt wich dust hanging in mid-air. In the far distance is a tiny, yet well built
shack. I don’t know why I've kept the photo. What I pondered most is why
exactly I framed it and hung it up.

I found the photo tucked back in one of my mother’s closets. Shortly
after she passed away 1 was the only one of her five children who cared enough
to clean up her home and gather her most important possessions. While com-
pleting this rask I found the photo of the man I don’t know. It was among the
many, many other neatly stacked photos I found in a large cardboard box in
the very corner of her bedroom closet.

When I first found the photo I broughe it to the attention of my Aunt
Sheryl, my mother’s younger sister. I visited her at the Senior Retreat Center
and inquired about who the man might be, but it was a question that my
Aunt decided would be best left unanswered. At least, not answered by her.
“Your mother was once a rebellious teenage girl, too,” she stated very surely.
“MY mom?” I questioned her. She looked at me as though I should have
understood right away. “We were all once rebellious teenagers,” she replied
and looked off in the distance as if caught by the powerful pull of wonderful
memories. I left her then, not wanting to break her away from happier times.

I wondered on my way back to the parking lot and the entire drive
back home even more questions about the man in the photo. Where was he?
What WAS his name? Why did my mother keep this phorto all cthese years?
Was he important to my mother, and if so why? And, why was I so captivated
by his stern face and squinting eyes? I had to find out more about the man
whose name I did not know.

I chose to call my older sister, Claire, when I returned home. It was
Saturday morning and she would more than likely be stuck at home with her
three bratty children in their San Francisco Bay home. Claire was 6 years older
than me, happily married and living the stay-at-home-mom dream. A dream
1 did not share with her. I was hoping since she had a few years on me that she
may have come across this photo before. I phoned her as soon as I walked in
the door of my little apartment. She answered quickly, “Hey C. It's Becca,” I

chimed. “Heeeeyyy Becca,” she screeched. I heard in the background two of

my nieces screnming their “hellos” to me. 1 giggled. “What's up?” she asked,
“Well,” I responded, "I was going chrough mom'’s things last week and,” She
cut me off, "aahhh....Mom. God, I miss her Becca. I mean, she used to call
me every day and ask to talk to the kids. Really, I'm not sure how great the
kids are doing, you know?” I didn't know, but T agreed with her to avoid a
drawn-out explanation about why I don’t understand kids and how I don’t
want to try to accomplish that horrific feat. I decided to rake advantage of
the breaks between her sentences and continue where she had cut me off,
“Anyways, | was going through her things and I found this box of old photos.
Mostly you, me, Bobby, Tom, and Mary. Things like birthdays and Christ-
mases. But in the middle of one of the stacks was a photo of this guy. It was
black and white. The kind you see in Depression Era photo galleries. It really
perplexed me. Do you know anything about it?” There was a pause.

“It’s just an old photo,” she said with a little less perkiness in her
voice. “Maybe,” I said, “but why did she keep it if it was “just an old photo™,
I'm really more interested in who the man is than really why she kept it.” An
other pause, a little longer this time. “His name is Max,” she told me. I was
stunned. She really knew who he was? “How do you know that?” I quickly
asked. “Why does that martter? I thought you just wanted to know who he
was, nothing else?” she snapped. I laughed a little at myself. “Well, yeah, but
now I'm curious,” I said with a smile on my face. “Fine,” she said “Why don't
you come over from Tahoe and visit us this weekend and I'll tell you more.
The girls will be ecstatic to see you. It’s, what, a four hour drive?” “Three and
half. Three if T drive fast,” I stated.

Water was the only thing that my sister and I had in common. She
lived in the Bay Area and T lived right beside Lake Tahoe. I traveled more to
Las Vegas than T did to visit my sister, though the trip to "Sin City” is twice
as long. Our age was one reason we had little in common. I'm twenty SIX,
she’s thirty two. She prefers gardening to gambling. I prefer neon signs to
night lights and empty hotels to full bedrooms. Yet, for some reason we ifre
related and T have to deal with her.

I traveled the three hours to my sister’s two story house on Friday
afternoon, arriving just in time for dinner. Claire was right. Her daughters,
Kristine who was eight and Tiffany who was 11, were very happy to see me
They were even happier when I gave them the gifts I had brought. We ate a
spaghetti dinner with salad; another thing that my sister and I differ on is oul
lood tastes. When the kids were excused from the table they were occupied
with my gifts. C's husband, Dave, went to his study to work on a case when
he finished his dinner, His law firm filled most of schedule, even his weekends

it appeared, I helped my sister lear the table and do dishes. We scood side by




side as we washed, rinsed and dried blue accented plates and salad bowls. The
air was tense. We had agreed not to talk about the photo until tomorrow. The
girls would be at soccer and dance practice and Dave would most probably be
occupied in his study. I couldn’t think of a single topic to spark conversation.
I just kept seeing that photo in my head.

I slept in the guest bedroom. It was beautifully decorated in pink flo-
ral fabric and lace-trimmed pillows. There were fresh towels in the guest bath
and a vase of daisies on the dresser. Everything seemed to coordinate. Not a
single decoration or piece of furniture seemed out of place. It kind of made
me sick to my stomach. I slept there anyway.

The next morning my sister had a full spread laid out on the breakfast
table by eight a.m. There were pancakes, eggs, bacon, a bowl of strawberries,
a glass pitcher of orange juice and a carafe of steaming coffee. The table was
set with plates, bowls, glasses, and silverware in preparation for everyone to
awake. | stood in amazement beside the table, still in my flannel pajamas with
my hair pulled back in a clip. I hadn’t even brushed my teeth. I heard Dave
upstairs waking the girls up. I listened to the girls tease each other as Dave
coaxed them along in gerring dressed and ready for breakfast. Claire hurried
up the stairs to help Tiffany find her soccer cleats. Kristine then insisted that
her hair be braided that morning for dance. Dave grabbed a cup of coffee and
headed to his desk, the door to his study still open. I sat in a chair and nib-
bled on a scrawberry, not wanting to start eating before everyone was seated.

It took thirty minutes for the girls to find everything they needed for
their morning and Claire looked exasperated as she headed down the stairs
carrying a navy blue sports duffle bag and a cream colored hand bag decorared
with a poodle in a tutu. Without even saying “Good morning” Dave, Kris-
tine, and Tiffany had headed out the van. Claire sat in her seat and frowned.
“Good morning,” I said cheerfully. She just looked up at me. I poured her a
glass of orange juice and helped myself to the pancakes.

A couple minutes passed as we ate breakfast before I got the nerve
to bring out the photo. I put it down on the table next to her plate and she
stopped eating immediately when she saw it. She picked it up gently and
stared at it. She sighed a little. “Max...” she whispered, “it’s been a long
time.”
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The warmth in the three-season room is making me sweat, even
though snow fell the night before and will fall again tonighe. I sip my tea and
look out the window, see a pleasantly overgrown backyard, full of trees and
shaggy bushes, lawn decorations, and a swimming pool closed for the winter.
A cat brushes against my leg to say hello. It's strange how everything seems
somehow familiar to me here in Dresden.

My mind returns with my eyes to the table, and to my hosts. I smile
a foreigner’s smile at them, trying to say, hi, thank you, lovely home, all with
a facial expression. They smile back — they've been smiling the whole time.
They speak no English. 1 speak no German. The tea is good, though, and the
cookies simple but satisfying. I feel welcome. Yesterday my girlfriend and |
arrived in Dresden (Two days ago I was in Berlin, a week ago, London. Yes-
terday, though, Claire and I rolled in...) to spend two nights wich her discant

cousin Stefan, an architecture student, These are his parents. Stefan reenters




the room. “Ve go soon now, OK?" Thankfully, he loved the opportunity to try
out his English on his American guests.
ok

Eager to show us a good time, Stefan talks all day of the “party in za
vood” where we will kick off the night. The party in the woods, to involve
what he terms “traditional German music,” turns out to be just that —a
gathering of kids our age at a one light-bulb shack barely visible from the
road outside of town. I'm half expecting an compah band in lederhosen, but
the traditional German music is a schlagger-fest, a celebration of the kirschy,
sappy love ballads popular in Communist Europe in the 70’s and 80’s.

Thankfully for us, Stefan is not alone in loving to use his English.
Carapulted into instant celebrity as word gets around that two real live
Americans are present, we are both quickly enveloped into the party’s chaos.
A thick, ruddy girl leans inches from my face. “I vacation in Florida each year
vid my family and ve very much enchoy boating and skiing on za vater are
you from Florida too?” She’s drunk and spitting in my ear. It’s ok. I'm drunk
too. Claire smiles at me, red-faced, from the corner (more abour the smile?)
as an unsteady man in a too-tight jean jacket with beer spilled down his
shirt tries to spin her in a dance. I smile back. Stefan tells me that the singer
playing is Roland Kaiser, and that he is “wery popular vith our parents.” I
can’t understand a word of what Roland says, but the twenty people singing
along with such unbounded enthusiasm reminds me of the proverbial college
kids belting out Journey at a bar in the states. Now another song comes on,
something about Moscow. The music is turned up, and everyone forms a loose
circle, locking arms and dancing ad spinning and falling over each other and
spilling drinks and laughing and happy.

Sometime in the twelfth century, a Slavic tribe settled on the south
bank of the River Elbe and began a community that would eventually be-
come the city of Dresden. Since 1485, it has been the capital of Saxony. For
hundreds of years it was the seat of dukes and kings who gathered togecher
renowned architects, artists, and musicians from all over Europe and turned
the city into a center for technology, learning, and the arts. During the Indus-
trial Revolution Dresden became a leader in banking and manufacturing as
well. The rwentieth century saw the city continue to grow in both population
and culture; Dresden was a major hub of modern art in Europe until it was
outlawed by Hitler. But World War II would bring a sudden change in the
course of its history. The now infamous firebombing of Dresden in February
of 1945 by the British Royal Air Force and the United Staces Army Air Force

killed approximately forry-chousand German men, women, and childreen,

almost all civilians, The cicy contained no significant war induseries or troop
concentrations at the time, and was thus largely undefended. The bomb
ing creating a firestorm of unprecedented devastation — it leveled almost the
entire inner city, burned alive any living thing above ground, and sucked the
oxygen from underground bomb shelters, asphyxiating hundreds of huddled
families. What was once a capital of culture and learning, known for hundreds
of years as the “Florence of the Elbe,” was turned into what Kurt Vonnegut
described in Slaughterhouse Five as “the surface of the moon.” Dresden was a
nightmare of deach and ruin.
sk ok

On the train ride from Berlin I couldn’t help but wonder how many of
the people I would see walking the streets were decedents of the victims and
witnesses of the firebombing — how many walking the streets had witnessed
it themselves. Obviously the bombing was a huge turning point in the city's
history; I wondered what the city would have been like if the destruction had
never happened, and what it was like today. I wondered how its citizens fel
about it. I wondered how they would feel about me, as an American. Al-
though all that T had read and seen told me that the city was still very beauti
ful and a fine place to visit, Dresden is only two decades removed from the
shadow of the Iron Curtain. It’s not really a tourist town, and its people are
not as used to Americans as those of the popular European destinations.

I expected to meet at least some level of resentment or anger. I didn't.
I expected Stefan to take us to some kind of memorial. He didn’t. I expected
him to mention the bombing in his overview of the city’s history. He didn't,
Even when he took us to the Frauenkirche, Dresden’s glorious church that
was destroyed in the bombing and rebuilt in 2005, he made no mention of
what had happened, only that “it is not za orichinal, because, you know..."
The promotional material Stefan picked up for us from the local tourism office
did not mention the destruction either. It was obvious that this city and its
people are focused on the future now, not the past. Everywhere we went we
were treated with the utmost graciousness, with kindness and affabilicy that
is often hard to find amidst the hustle and bustle of other cities. Taxi drivers
laughed and joked in broken English. Pub-goers tried to teach us to curse in
(German. Beer maids sat down and talked. Dresden was one of the most wel
coming cities I visited in Europe. Unfortunately, I could only imagine what
experiencing the city would have been like with its fantastic architecture and
ancient streets still intact. Vonnegut also describes the rebuilt Dresden of

1967, It “looks a lot like Dayton, Ohio, more open space than Dayton has,”
he says, 've never been to Dayton, but I think I know what he means, Much
of Dresden looks Tke an American town — like everyehing has been there for




only forty or fifty years. Full of apartment complexes, shopping malls, super-
markets, multiplexes. All squares, straight lines, unadorned, plain. Modern.
And, with a few exceptions, boring. Were it not for a small patch of centuries-
old buildings on the edge of the Elbe that survived the bombing, it would be
hard to imagine that this city even existed in 1945.
ook

Today I have a copy of a picture hanging in my room. Stefan, Claire
and I are standing in the middle of the rebuilt town square, backed by the
Frauenkirche’s towering white dome, centered in a crowd of families, couples,
and elderly tour groups all enjoying the crisp but sunny eatly spring. Two
Americans, one German, arms around each other and smiling. We had en-
joyed a pleasant morning, strolling along the Elbe, touring the tiny Old
Town — an opera house, a palace, and a few other beautiful Baroque buildings
left over from Dresden’s glory days. The three of us talked about the upcom-
ing American election, Champions League soccer, and career plans. Stefan told
us stories of kings past, of the important cultural figures and movements that
came out of Dresden, and his vision of the future for his hometown and his
country. Stefan was very proud to show his city off —as he should have been.
As we walked through the Old Town that morning, I noticed that the faces of
so many of Dresden’s surviving buildings are stained black. I wondered if it
was from the bombing.

I didn’t ask.
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The Soldier

Civilians and generals say we brave

and true will take the earth. A part

of history can't refuse his role, so I

am history. Middle Eastern post and socks
turn yellow. Reinforcements never come.
We live by cards and die by dice, despite
the general’s useless strategies. The heat
of Southern European troops will melt

us down and we will run like blood.

The General

The men will say they live by chance, but I

have played the cards and screw the dice. It’s skill
and strategy and cunning, crafting false

alliances that conquer Earth. I fell,

but cached my horde in corners. Now attack
where Africa is thin. My cannon come.

My world is one.

The Player

The world is flat, laid out between desserts

and milk. The infantry are neatly piled

in bins with cannon and cavalry there.

My adversaries ring the table, wrapped

in sweaters, clutching cider, snarling "War.’

We roll the dice and deploy sets by turn,

our tactics judged. Play safe to grow and win,
but con your foe with reckless moves. What's life
without a little Risk?
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James liked being inside of buildings. What was there not to like?
They kept the weather from becoming too unbearable, there was furnicure
made to fit human needs, there was usually nicer things than outside, and
they generally just looked nice. The thing that James liked most of all
though, was that being inside of a building made it much easier to forget
about how the outside looked, all parched and barren. Actually, the thing he
hated the most about how it all looked was the ever-crumbling buildings that
he hid himself in so frequently; James wasn’t sure if that was ironic or not. It
was hard to remember how the outside looked without also remembering how
it had gotten that way and how different things had gotten from the way they
once were.

It had been five years since the bombs went off. Unlike many people,
he couldn’t actually remember where he was when it happened; an unfortu-
nately aimed piece of debris saw to that. He had woken up under a pile of
rubble with a splitting headache, but otherwise none the worse for wear. It
had probably been lucky he had been unconscious under that pile, actually,
otherwise he probably would have been either killed or robbed (quite prob-
ably both) had he been up and walking around in the chaos that ensued. Even
il he couldn’t remember the exact moment everything went straight to hell,
the aftermath certainly didn’t leave anything to the imagination. No matter
where James went, the landscape had been turned into wasteland. To be fair,
he hadn’t seen the point in travelling very far, so he couldn’t be entirely sure
about the fate of the rest of the world, but he could guess.

Not that any of that mattered. James had managed to eke out a liv-
ing with whart little there was left through his own efforts and the occasional
tracdle with other survivors. He did the lacter only when the former proved
insufficient, though; dealing with other people was kind of depressing. Just
like the waste outside, they always reminded him of the way things were
before. Even worse were the children. James couldn’t even so much as glance
at them without thinking about how they should be climbing trees or jump-
ing rope instead of rifling through the old rusted-out junk piles that had once
been vehicles and hiding from the bandits and crazies. It didn’t do anyone
any pood co get all sentimental, least of all himself.

He always did his best to cry and forget all the suffering and bedlam
that was going on in the world, Usually he managed to do it bue it was inev-

itable that sometimes chese sores of morose thaughts would manage to creep

into his skull. 1t starced happening again as he went about his usual daily
routine of watering the plants he used to grow a livable supply of food. James
hated it when this happened; sometimes he would feel completely melancholy
for an entire week before he managed to build up another wall of apathy.

As he sighed in resignation, James happened to look out the window
at the wastes around the office building he had taken up residence in and
blinked. That definitely wasn't good. A rather large group of people, many
not entirely sober by the looks of them, were making their way towards his
current abode. By not looking out the damn window, James had let these
people come right up to his front door without even the slightest notice!

As he berated himself, James took another look at the group of people
coming his way and noticed something that had escaped his attention upon
first glance. In the middle of the band, there was a smaller group with much
more submissive air about them than the boisterousness of the rest. As he
watched, a man in the center group accidently tripped over his own feet and
fell to the ground. Rather than help him up, a larger man from the surround-
ing group gave him a swift kick and what was probably a curse of some sort.
Grear, not only was there a big group of people coming to his building, but
it looked like they were slavers as well. Another peek out the window told
James that immediate escape was not an option; he was on the tenth floor, and
the group was close enough that by the time he managed to get to the bot-
tom, they'd be there. He'd have to hide and hope that an opportunity to get
away would present itself.

Fortunately, there was probably enough time for him to clear out all
his things so it wouldn’t be suspected that there was anyone living there.
James seriously doubted the people would be in any hurry to get to the tenth
floor if they wanted to get up that high at all. More likely most of them
would stay more rowards the bottom and send a few up top to keep watch.

Calmed somewhar to have a plan, James began collecting everything
he thought he would need and putting it into a ragged backpack: food and
water, some flint and steel, a small knife, an extra set of clothes, a pistol, and
the meager supply of bullets he’d managed to scrounge up. Everything else
he hid in various supply cabinets and desks around the floor. About halfway
through this, he heard the loud noises somewhere below him that gave him
such a start that he dropped the potted plant he had been carrying which
promptly crashed to the floor. James stood perfectly still, waiting to see if
the sound had been noticed by his unwelcome guests. When no investigation
seemed forthcoming, he cleaned up the mess as best he could and finished
hiding his things, That done, he went to the room he thought was farthest

from the stairs wnd waited neevously, piscol clutched in his hands,




Orther than a few noises of people going up and down the stairs, the
rest of the day was relatively uneventful. Not having much else to do, James
wondered about the timid-looking people that had apparently been captured.
Slavers didn’t normally bring slaves around with them, so these people must
have been recently taken. Could they have been from the nearby settlement
James occasionally traded with? He hoped not. Although he tried not to as-
sociate with them too much, they really weren’t bad people; in fact, the reason
he didn’t associate with them was because they reminded him too much of
how nice it was before.

Stewing in his own thoughts, James didn’t notice when it began to
grow dark. It wasn’t until the sun was well below the horizon did he look up
and notice that the light in the room was gone. It was time to see if he could
sneak out, then. He wished he could just stay in that room until they all left,
but the chance that they might go rummaging around was too great. Reluc-
tantly, James made his way to the stairs making as little noise as he could.

As soon as he appraised that the stairwell was clear, he began to climb
down the now seemingly endless path down. He did so very carefully, put-
ting as much weight as he could on the railings on the side so as to not cause
the steps to squeak.

After what seemed like an eternity, James reached the ground floor.
Being as quiet as he could, he pressed his ear against the door leading out of
the stairwell. He didn’t hear anything, but he supposed that didn’t really
mean much; other people were just as capable as he was in being quiet. Still,
James wanted to get out of that building before anyone went looking around,
so he cracked open the door. The narrow field of vision provided by the crack
helped him immensely more than the short listening session did; there was
no one guarding the doors. He'd still have to be careful, though, as the look
hadn’t given him any insight into the rest of the front lobby. For all he knew,
there was an army of people out there, all with automatic weapons pointed at
the entrance. James didn’t think the chances of running into an army were
very good, however, and decided to risk a better look.

After poking his head out, James got a much better idea of the situ-
ation. Two guards sat on stools on either side of the reception area, either
asleep or acting asleep from the position of their heads slumped onto their
chests. Between them there was a small group of the people they had taken,
presumably to act as hostages in case the larger group got a wild hair to
revole. James was fairly confident that the guards were really sleeping, and
began creeping as quickly as he could towards the exit.

About halfway there, he scopped. Could he free those people in the
lobby? Tt seemed like it might be possible. Obviously the others were out,

since there would be many more of the slavers around, but there were onl
two here. He could shit cheir throats as they slept and actempt to sneals ol
people out. When he thought about it like tha, it seemed downright eas

James even took a step or two towards them and began r aching for his ki

when he stopped once again. So much could go wrong. He could cut (e
wrong artery and the guard would raise an alarm, one of the prisoners cou
wake up too loudly, one of the prisoners could actually another guard ami
them, and a whole host of other things. It just wasn’t worth che risk, St
these weren't bad people. He'd shared laughs with them, traded with the
sure, he avoided them when he could, but that was only because they rem
ed him too much of how things used to be. They didn’t deserve to £0 1Nt
slavery. It just wasn't right. ..

James tried not to think about it as he fled.
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I am a delicate clock

My two hands whirl in all directions

But move in silence, undetected.

The sound I make is a ballet dancer.

I'd malke a nice addition to a mantle

But then again, this clock is too resounding.

Spring is nowhere: the air smells only of bitter cold.
My boots dislike the taste of salty slush and dirt,
While snow falls sparkling upon the rooftops.
Maybe we could cozy up in the cabin

Since the sunlight teases our tired thoughts.
Golden rays shed darkness upon our hearrs.

We slept underwater, snoring bubbles with the fish.
Scooter tried swimming, but scraped her knee:

The scab will scar her youthful dreams.

She’ll have to swim to the bottom to surface for air,
Burt the water tried desperately to drown her.

I'he bitter cold slowly freezes my hands.
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We came back from Europe and found our horse was dead.
lurope was a great time. Estelle cried a lot. Over the horse, not the trip. In
fact, she was very happy throughout our European experience. This is because
she didn’t know our horse had died.
I didn’t know either, of course, so I was happy too. On the trip, I mean. Not
when I found out our horse was dead.
livery once in a while, one can trade one’s vacation days for a vacation. Estelle
and Iwork for the same business and accrued the same amount of vacation
days. We were married in college, see, and entered into the same business
alter graduation. That’s how we had the same amount of vacation days. Now
we don't have any days because we've used them all.
We bought our horse a few years ago with some exera money we had, [

believe we bought it as a sort of present to ourselves for having paid off our

student loans,
Bstelle wanted, and 1 guess 1 did too, to live in the country and own a small

acreage. So we did, so we are. 'We have two dogs, some cats, and a horse. A
dead horse, I mean.
In Burope we were really happy. It was three weeks in heaven. Sienna and
Krakow were our favorites.
[ remember Estelle said, “Phillip, can you feel the history here? Is it not
enough to keep yourself warm with at night!”
“Oh, yes! Quite. If I had not your arms to hold me I would make a perma-
nent residence of this councry.” And we kissed and the trumpeter called the
hour in four directions.
We came back home to the states and had a wonderful night with our beds
pushed together.
There were eggs and toast waiting for me the next morning. Estelle had her
hair about her shoulders and she poured me a cup of hot chocolate.
“Love,” she said. “You and me and eternity.”
She kissed me and I enjoyed a wonderful meal that Saturday morning.
Later we put on our shoes and walked to the kennel. Exceptional dogs, I
must say. Little terrier-types of some kind or other. We let them out and
played with them. The Gregorys, the elderly neighbor couple from across the
way, had taken good care of our pups. And the grass was recently mowed and
the garden weeded.
“What about Boxer?” I asked. “Let’s go find that rascal.”
We held hands and fairly skipped to the corral. “Boxer!” we called.
We found his feed and overflowed his trough in our enthusiasm.
“Boxer!”
We found him laying under the old oak. Estelle screamed and held on to me.
We could just tell. We didn't even have to go very close. We could just tell,
is all.
We stood there for a while. I stared at Boxer and she cried into my chest. 1
smoothed her back and shoulders and ran my hand through her hair. I looked
up and pondered the sky. A tear hit my nose. Another one hit my fingers in
her hair. “It’s raining,” she said, and we went inside.
Estelle threw off her shoes and locked herself in our room. She was crying her
heart out. “Estelle,” I said through the door. “Estelle, won't you let me in,
Estelle. Let me help you out, dearest.”
“Oh, Phillip! Oh, poor Phillip. I'm okay, really. Just let me be alone for a
bit, oleay Phillipy, please?”
“Oleay, Hseee: Olay 11 be alrighe, you know. I'm awful sorry abouc it.”

Some bustoesses oldect co haeing couples, T ehink chis is a safeguard against




the possibility of a mass layoff, leaving a family without an income. 1 wonder
if another reason is to accommodate the space required within a marriage,
Patience and Tolerance exist to acknowledge breaking points.

I drank a glass of milk and thought abouc it in the living room. I thought
about us. Estelle and I. Seven years of marriage isn't very long. Boxer was
with us for probably three of those years.

We wanted a horse because . . . because we had a farm, and we needed a horse.
We bought him old, I guess. And of course we knew he would die at some
point.

She had dreams of learning to ride him, but we watched Gone with the Wind
and she stopped before she started. But we kept him around because he was
such a good horse. We fed him the apples from our tree straight from our
hands. We stroked his mane and laughed art his growing tumescence. Some-
times, when we first got him and were filled with the excitement that comes
with getting a new pet, we would sit on the fence and talk to him and swar
the flies for him. Sometimes we’d sing and Estelle would dance and we had
shows for him there in the corral.

On a hotel rooftop in Paris, reading D.H.’s poetry to each other, stars, tiny
cars below, the sound of humming civilization, kisses and kisses . . .

The sobbing continued in the other room. I rinsed my glass and left it in the
sink. I took the dirty clothes from our bags and separated them. Whites,
colors, dry-clean. I threw the whites in the washing machine and trekked to
the mailbox.

Grad school, finding her in the library day after day, she has classes at one and
four, her with Kingsolver, me with Fitzgerald, finding ourselves beside each
other at the Vagina Monologues, at the English scudent-faculty dinner, talk-
ing ...

Newspapers in the recycling, catalogues on the ottoman, letters on the TV,
Bills paid and put back in the mailbox.

Moonlight, a Ferlinghetti reading, walking to the Bridge, placing the ring on
her finger, three months later married and graduated . . .

There was the sound of something being pushed across the floor and the

door opened. “What,” she started, wiping her eyes, “What do you want for
lunch?”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I can make something.”

“No, let me make something for you.” She leaned in the kitchen doorway in
front of me with her arms crossed and listed my options.

“Well, how about a ham and cheese?”

“Sure.”

The day passed slowly as we read our books on the couch, We went to bed

when the ten o'clock news ended. After brushing my teech, I followed her
(it our room and found our beds apart.

"Lstelle?”

She looked at me with wide, distracted eyes. “Oh, I had to, to make the
beds.”

She got into bed and lay with her back to me.

| sat on my bed and looked at her.

Newlyweds, Alaska, cruise ship, the rocking of the sea and the rocking of the
bed . . .

| walked around my bed and pushed it towards her.

“Phillip! Hon! No, please, not now.”

“I just thought we'd keep a good thing going. I can kiss your tears and wipe
them for you.”

"Oh, Phillip,” she said sadly. “No, no.” Muffled sobs came from beneath her

pillow.

| got into bed and turned off the light.

There was waffle mix laid out for me when I woke the next morning. She left
a note on the fridge: “Went to church, be back noonish.”

| picked up the paper and read the funnies in my pajamas.

We went to work on Monday. I drove.

listelle got up early on Tuesday and drove herself to work. I followed ten
minutes later.

Same for the rest of the week.

| got up early on Saturday and made some chocolate chip pancakes. I brought
them to her in bed.

“You shouldn’t have, Phillip.”

“Oh, okay. Yeah, I know. I just thought, you know, I would.”

She ate two of them and I had leftovers for lunch.

“Boxer’s still down there,” she said at lunch.

“Mm? Oh! My! What should we do?”

“I don’t know. Call the vet?”

I called the vet but the clinic was closed and no one answered the phone.

“It'll be alright for a while, huh? Until Monday?” I asked.

“1 don’t know how long he’s been like that, though.”

“Yeah.”

She went to church on Sunday. We went to work again on Monday in sepa
rate vehicles and forgot to call the vet that whole week.

She got back from church on Sunday and said, “Phil, let’s go dig a hole.”
Vs

We put on our boots and grabbed the shovels from the garage. The grass was




high and the dogs yelped loudly. “Pups!” I had forgotten about them. “Have
you been feeding them, Stee?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Right.”

We found him again in the same spot under the oak. I thought it wasn’t such
a bad place to die, shade and such. But he was bloated. He was probably

five times his original size. We halced our walk. He looked like a giant furry
marshmallow, some bizarre dessert for the wood nymphs.

“Damn!” I said.

Lstelle looked just as shocked and threw her shovel, dropping to her knees
and staring at the ground. “Hey, dear, don’t worry about it. It's natural, I'm

S ——

sure. We'll just have to dig a bigger hole than we thought.”

She propped her elbows on her knees and cried into her hands.

So I approached the horse and tested the earth around him to see if it would

be easy to dig up.

I turned and asked, “Darling, where should I scart? Right here?” |
She sobbed louder and I turned back around to the horse.

The first few inches were the toughest, but I managed about a two-foot square
hole before the blisters really started to bite.

“I'm gonna get some gloves and T'll be back,” I said, dropping my shovel and
heading back to the house.

I came back with fully bandaged hands underneath the leather gloves and
found her sitting with her head resting on the horse’s back, tears going down
her cheeks. “Estelle, I wouldn’t touch it so much, you know.”

She said nothing and I picked up my shovel.

The hole was gone. The dirt I removed had been replaced and patted neatly
down.

“What the hell, Estelle?”

She stood, crying anew. “We can’t just bury him, Phillip! It’s not that
simple!”

| stared at her. “What do we do, then? 1 thought -~

‘I don't know! Jesus, Phillip! What do I know about dead horses, for God’s
sake!” She stood trembling. “I just know we can't bury it like this.”

I dropped my shovel and walked back to the house. What I needed was a hot
shower,

I unwrapped my bandaged hands and stepped into the shower and steam.

A few minutes later I heard the bathroom door open and could make our che
vague form of Escelle chrough the translucent shower glass.

“Phillip,” she said, “Phillip, I need the shower, "

"Can't you see 'm in che shower, Estelle? Do you wane me to get out? Why

in God’s name do you need the shower?”

“Phillip!” she choked. “Boxer’s body just exploded on me or something. I
don’t know whar happened, but now I'm covered in Boxer and I just need to
use the shower, please.”

I stopped cleaning myself and thought about what she said.

“I rinsed most of it off outside with the hose, but I need to be clean, please.”
I opened the door and water shot onto the bath mat and across the floor. We
looked at each other and she undressed and stepped in.

She reeked awfully bad and stood with her back to me. I grabbed my bottle
and drenched her thoroughly in my body wash, rubbing it into her body
through the washcloth.

“How did that happen? It must have been right after I left.”

“Yeah, right after you left.”

She turned and held her arms over her head as she let me clean her face, chest,
and stomach.

I stopped and we looked at each other. I put up the body wash and took
down a bottle of shampoo. I poured it on her and worked it into her hair.
She drew her face close to mine and I massaged the back of her head. She
looked up at me and I held her there with my hands behind her ears. Soap
suds and shampoo streaked down her face and dripped from her nose and
chin.

“We don't ever need to buy another horse, do we Phillip?” she said softly.

I laughed and she laughed and I kissed her. She smiled and she tasted won-
derful. We looked at each other. “No, Estee. Let’s not.” Our eyes were
locked. “But can we buy a double bed?”

“Yes.”

“And can I drive you to work tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“And will we be happy?”

“Yes!”

We kissed again.

“I think that’s fine then, Estelle. I think that’s fine.”




