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team had a longstanding tradition that when a game was rained out, they
met at a local bar to drink for a couple of hours. Kim hated bars, but Rick
went anyway. Entertaining Janie would be something for her to do. She and
Janie ran across the flowing alley and soggy back yard to Kim's house. They
decided to bake cookies.

"Janie, what did you name your new doll?" Kim was dropping spoonfuls
of oatmeal cookie dough onto baking sheets. Janie helped herself to linger-
scoops of batter from the bowl.

\\Tina.

"Tina, huh? Cute. Maybe you cold bring her over with you sometime,"
Janie didn't answer, but picked up a spoon and started scooping dough.
"Maybe | cold make her a new dress," Kim continued. "Il used to do that
for my dolls when | was little."

"She's broke." Janie carelessly let her spoon drop to the floor, and reached
into the bowl with her lingers again.

"How'd she get broken?" Kim bent to pick up the spoon so Janie couldn't
see her lace.

"She was mean and | had to spank her and her leg came off."

"What did she do mean?"

"She spilled her milk."

"Bring her over the next time you come. | bet | can fix her. I've fixed
lots of dolls."

"You have? Really?"

"Sure. It's easy, usually. Do you get spanked for being mean?"

Janie looked at Kim coldly; she looked, with that expression, just like her
mother. "Yep," she said, as ii Kim had asked her ii cookies are sweet.

"Does it hurt when your mommy spanks you?"

Janie nodded. "Sometimes."

"| used to get spanked, too, when | was little. Sometimes | felt like runn-
ing away. Do you ever feel like that?"

"Yeah. | want to go live with my Granny sometimes. She don't spank as
hard as Mommy."

"I think when you get older, you'll be smarter, somehow, for being spank-
ed. | think maybe that's how it worked with me."

"l don't want to be smart."

'What do you want to be when you get big, Janie?"

'l don't kow. A Mommy?" Janie looked at Kim strangely.

"Don't you want to go to school and be something special, like a teacher
or a doctor, and then be a Mommy later?"

"What for?"

"Well, so you'll do something good with your life, and earn a good living."

Janie shrugged. "Hey, it stopped raining. Can we go to a movie?"

"We're not finished here, and | don't have enough money for a movie
today." Kim suddenly felt like taking a nap. She finished baking the cookies;
Janie ran back and forth from the kitchen to the living room, where 'The
Flinstones' was playing on TV, far too loudly. Kim bagged some of the cookies
for the children and walked Janie home. As she turned away from the door,
Janie yelled, "Wait!" and ran out of the house, clutching the dirty, broken
doll and its leg.

"You said you'd fix her."

Kim took the doll and held it up for a good look. It was a mess. "Yeah,
I'll fix it. See ya." With each muddy step as she crossed her yard K;m heard
a soft bang echoing in her head. She wished that Rick were home.

When she got inside, Kim put the doll on her dresser. It looked so forlorn
and pitiful that it gave her the creeps, so she set it on a shell in her closet
and closed the door.

Drema S. Redd
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Brown Twig Thoughts

With a twig like this,

I'd build a tree, ifI took the time.

Time was, we'd burn leaves in the autumn,
before the faceless banned
sweet-smelling pollution.

Summers, the family'd ride to
Twelve-Pole Creek, and

sometimes I'd dowse for water

with a twig like this.

Find it, too, the creek right there and all.
In the summer, when I'd run barefoot
through Ritter Park,

twigs like this crackled underfoot.

Alan P. Scott



Mary, Mary, Mary, Mary

Johnny's our youngest. He was quite a surprise for his Mother and me.
As a matter of fact, Mary thought she was dying. Of course, Mary always
thought she was dying. II her muscles ached, she had multiple sclerosis,
ii her head hurt, she was having a stroke, and when she became pregnant
with Johnny, it was cancer.

She was lour months along before I could convince her to go to the doc-
tor. "You might just as well resign yourself to the fact," she told me, "I have
cancer and I'm going to die."

"Honey, please go to the doctor," I would plead, "Think of the children."

"Why, the children are grown," she'd snapped. "Don't you try to make
me feel guilty. Do you think I'd be dying ii I could help it?"

When she finally did go she said it was only because she had swollen
so much that her clothes would no longer lit and she wanted to know ii she
was going to last long enough to make it worth buying a new outfit. She
said ii she wasn't going to last that long she'd just borrow something from
my sister, Peg. "Il I do have to borrow something of Peg's to die in, you
just burn it when I'm dead," she told me. "That crazy thing would make
some kind of shrine out of it."

I took her to the doctor, she was afraid to drive because of her condition.
We sat in the waiting room for about an hour before they called her back
to see the doctor. Mary sat smugly erect, certain of her fate, and unafraid.
Every once in awhile she would pat my knee and give me a knowing smile.

When they called her name, Mary stood, bent and kissed me on the cheek,
and strode out of the room like a woman who had lived right and was ready
to take her place in that innummerable caravan.

[ was glad to see her go. I mean, [ didn't really think she was dying. She
ate like a horse and people who are really sick just don't eat. As a matter
of fact, I thought that was her whole problem. She was getting fat and just
couldn't deal with it. Now, the doctor would be able to tell her as much,
put her on some diet, and [ would get a little relief from all the morbid talk.
She would be disappointed, probably even threaten to get a second opi-
nion, but soon enough it would be a dead issue. (No pun intended).

She hadn't been gone more than twenty minutes when I heard this shriek
I knew belonged to Mary. My heart almost stopped. I couldn't believe it.
Could it be that my Mary really was sick, dying. I didn't know what to do.
Momentarily, a nurse appeared in the doorway. "Is there someone here with
Mrs. Wells?" I staggered to my feet and numbly followed her to the doc-
tor's private office.

Once inside the office I rushed to Mary's side, determined to be her
strength. She sat in a chair across from the doctor's desk. Her face was in
her hands and she was crying uncontrollably. I put my arms around her
in an attempt to comfort her. She would not be comforted. I looked helplessly
at the doctor, standing behind his desk, who looked helplessly back at me.

"She's going to have a baby," he said solemly.

"It's going to be a mongaloid idiot," screamed Mary.

"Mr. Wells," the doctor pleaded, "there Is absolutely no evidence to sup-
port that."

"What have I done to deserve this," cried Mary. 'What have [ done?"

"Well," I said, much relieved. "Il you don't know, I'm not going to tell
you."

"You go to hell you sonafabitch,” she said. "It's all your fault, anyway.
I hate sex."

I think Mary surprised herself as much as she did the doctor and me, with
her retort, because she immediately regained her composure, picked up
her purse and marched out of the doctor's office.

[ looked apolo g etically toward the doctor and he said, "We'll see her again
in two weeks," dismissing me.

Five months later Mary gave birth to a perfect nine pound three ounce
baby boy. She named him alter her brother, John, who died in the war.
She's certain our Johnny will do the same.

M, ., Napier
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The Archaeopteryx

I am a frog, or a bird, and my throat
swells with song. I cruise

through clouds of mud, where

flocks of yellow eels

bite the tails of trout,

bruising nonexistent heels

as of old, and when the doors of winter
are opened in the sky,

I shall sink down through soft brown ooze
to kneel upon bedrock until

foreign cold is gone, and emerge

to weave my fine yellow tapestries of slime
so I will not fade

like the Archaeopteryx.

Alan P. Scott

Autumn

My Luggage

My luggage sits accusing me
from the back of my closet
as I stay-at-home.

The world's so big

but my luggage wants to
take it on anyway.

Alan P. Scott

Willows fade into the

yellow sky as winter oozes

from under my refrigerator door.
Brown leaves cut my chest,

slicing my mouth and ears

like a lover's kiss, cold

as the foam my mother brushed
from the muzzle of my old dog Blue.

Alan P. Scott



Red

"Sqwaeekl"

"Hit him again, Fischer," Morgan said, peering into the pen through the
darkness.

Slap! The broken piece of fence post came down on the mud-covered h, 4.

"Sqwaeek, mmph, sqweek!" The boards of the pen banged t, ;ether as
the hog smashed Into them sideways, trying to dodge the pain. Slap! Mud
sloshed as the h, § stumbled in circles. Slap! The h, 4 tipped sideways and
lost his footing-plop into shady water. Darker blood sprouted at the back
of his skull. Slap! A last great snort of breath made sputtering noises in the
mud.

Lula woke up in the black night. There wasn't any clock because she had
never needed one. Red fire slipped between the cracks in a pot-bellied stove
in the corner of her shack, casting a flickering light on her brown wrinkled
face. She always slept naked. The skin on her arms was tight and dry lo
the bone but draped down across her shoulders toward her thin breasts.

"Sgwaeek, mmph, sqweekl"

Some ne messing with the pigs, she thought. Lula grabbed a while cot-
ton dress and fumbled with a few buttons. Then she was out the door and
across her small porch. She jumped off the porch into tall uncut grass and,
on bare feet, ran lo the back. The moon was up and she heard voices. White
voices.

"Who that?" She screamed. "Ya'll leave them pigs be!"

Some ne was on the hog pen leaning over it. Pig droppings mixed with
stale mud touched her nostrils.

"Let's get," the man on the pen said. The second man was standing next
lo the pen, his back to her as he started to run. Her feet were moving her
fast now. Lula tackled the first one as he wes jumping to the ground. He
was sldnny. Her momentum carried them into the mud puddles outside the
pen. She bit hard into his shoulder and tasted sweat in his shirt and skin.
Her jagged fingernails searched for his eyes. "Goddamn nigger bitch," she
heard him say as he rolled and put her on her back. His first punch caught
her high on the forehead. Mud got in her eyes. She never saw the piece
of fence post hit her, but she could taste pig blood mixed with her own at
the back of her throat.

"Goddamn nigger bitch." Fischer said aloud. He looked al his bloody
scratched face in the restroom mirror al the Mr. Quick gas station. The scrat-
ches crisscrossed from his narrow brown eyes o his rounded jaw bone.
Where the hell did Morgan go? The mud smelled like shit. He tried to raise
his left arm, but his shoulder hurt like hell. Blood seeped through the dryng
cracked mud. Fischer bent over lo wash his face. The water ran reddish-
yellow from his hands. That h, ; had made too big a fuss about dying. Crazy
nigger. He pulled a handful cf paper towels from the dispenser and buried
his face in them. Well, maybe she'd finally gel the hint and move. Three
acres wasn't much, but was more than any nigger should own. It was late
and a long walk home. Fischer took a last look at his scratch lined face and
went out.

The mid-day sun made the mud's stench even stronger. Flies landed on
Lula's face and crawled across her forehead. One flew away as she opened
her eyes. The mud sucked al her arm as she pulled it free and laid her lingers
to the pounding above her eyebrow.

"Lawd, Lawd," she moaned and sat up slowly, supporting herself with
her left arm. "What | done, Lawd?" She looked through the slats of the grey
worn boards that made the hog's pen. "Red?" She called. The hog lay in
alump, his snout shoved in the mud. Flies gathered behind his crusted ears.
"Lawdy," Lula said softly. Tears carried mud down her face as she came
lo her knees In an effort to gel up.

Lula sat in a pine rocker on the front porch of her home. The crickets
played up and down in unison. Orange and yellow, the sun was lying down
behind the tall cypresses of the bayou while Lula rocked her chair lo the
bellowing of the bullfr, ys. Mosquitoes attacked in waves, but the smoke
from her cob pipe held them off. She gazed down the dirt road that led up
to her house, and then lo the right al her field, the three acres of land cut-
ting into the Fischer's fields, which she planted for herself. Three acres her
pappy had earned through work a hundred limes the land's worth.

The bandage on the side of Lula's face was almost unnecessary. It had
been a month since Red had been killed. She knew who had done ii, but
she hadn't told anyone. It was her land.

Lula searched back down the road in the fading light. She waited pa-
tiently until she could see John's sun bleached blonde hair against the
shadowed oaks. He was carrying something.

"Watcha got?" She yelled.

"Ain't much, Miss Lula, but it's the finest quality," John yelled back. As
he walked closer she could see he was carrying a rabbit, grasping it by
its hind legs so its ears hung down. A shotgun cradled in the crook of his
right arm.

"Rabbit? | give you fify cent for that rabbit." Lula stood in front of her
rocker, hands on her bony hips.

"Fifty cents? Miss Lula, this here's the finest rabbit I've ever seen bagg-
ed in Sunflower County. It toolc me six days to track him down and four
loads of buck shot to bring him to a stop. This here rabbit could run faster
than any car and cul quicker than a razor blade. And he's going to eat bet-
ter than prime rib at the Greenville Country Club. Two dollars at the least.
I'm giving you a deal at that, just because we've been doing business since
| was old enough to shoot, and because you're a friend of the family. Other-
wise, I'd have lo charge you al least twelve, and that's God's truth."

"Um, boy how you do talk," Lula said. "But who can eat a rabbit filled
with shot? | ain't got nary a cent. Wail till | tell your mama you been steal-
ing from old niggers. She whop you black and blue like | done when you
was little. Don't matter how big you getting."

John laughed and handed Lula the rabbit. His face was dirty and sun-
burnt from chopping cotton.

Lula turned and stepped through her front door. A minute later she came
out carrying a hunting knife and an old Coleman lantern. John watched
as she started to skin the rabbit.

"How's your mama?" Lula asked looking up, showing the whites of her
eyes.

"She's doing better since you came and saw her last weelc, but sometimes
| still hear her crying."

"How about you?" Lula asked, slopping to hear his answer.

"I miss Pa, but I'm all right. School keeps me busy, and working on our
land helps. How about that thick head of your? You remember yet who did
that to you?" John reached out and gently touched the bandage around her
head.

"No sir, don't remember at all, but I'm better. | can take ii better and
give ii better than any of them. Lawd knows | can."

"God knows you don't have any sense, not telling Sheriff Baker who it
was that killed your h, 4 and beat you up to stitches," John said. "I just don't
understand unless you got amnesia or something?"
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The students faced the cheerleaders on the stone steps leading up to the
entrance of the school. The town people, many of whom were schooled in
the same red brick building, stood around the circular driveway and cheered
as well. Sammy saw some of his friends standing on the steps and went to
cheer with them, while Charlie had to be content with standing on the
driveway close to the steps with his friends. This was his first year "off the
steps”, Tylerville's synonym for graduating.

The rally lasted an hour and a hall. Afterwards, everyone got back in
their cars and started a motorcade, creating a parade of orange and black.
Charlie and Sammy picked up a few friends, so now the Bronco was full.
The team got on the bus, which was the most decorated, and as i pulled
out, it was followed by a line of horn-honking, orange and black faithful
fans. Each car was full of excitement and enthusiasm. The car rally drove
the length of Chelsea Road. They drove past the hundreds of signs on the
roads, and before leaving the town limits, a last sign humorously read 'Last
one out turn out the lights.'

The team's confidence and enthusiasm carried over onto the field. Tyler-
ville scored twice in the first quarter, than once more in the next quarter
before Tyburn scored even their first touchdown. Tylerville then paced itself
through the second half and came away with a 33-13 victory. Scott Allen
was on the sidelines and ready to play the next week in the playoffs. So
the whole incident with Maybone was forgotten, for the time. After a brief
celebration on the field, Charlie, Sammy and the whole town returned to
Tylerville. Charlie drove his friends to the Par Mar for a small celebration.

"We're going all the way lo the states!" cheered someone.

"This is one of the best Tylerville teams we've had in years!" yelled
someone else.

"Doesn't ii seem funny to be off the steps?”

"I wonder how that chump Maybone feels now," someone finally had to
say.

"Who do we got next week?" "Probably Webster, they'll beat Elkin."

It seemed all the kids in town were at the Par Mar. Even the Tylerville
police car was there, which in another town, probably would have ended
the party. But Sam Heed, the policeman and Tylerville graduate, celebrated
along with the kids.

Sammy stood close to Charlie, -sucking on another blow-pop Charlie had
bought him. Sammy was allowed to stay out late as long as he was with
Charlie. He was the only little kid left out, and Charlie thought maybe he
should be getting him home soon. Too much excitement is probably gonna
tucker the little kid out. After a little more celebrating and bragging about
their team, Charlie got Sammy into the Bronco. They pulled out yelling
and honking.

"You coming back?" yelled Retch.

"Yea, after I drop the little guy off."

They drove along and sang to the songs on the radio for awhile.

'Tm gonna be the quarterback when I'm old enough," said Sammy, try-
ing to get more attention from Charlie.

"You'll be the best ever!"

They passed the Elks Club, where many of the older people were
celebrating. Charlie's Bronco was recognized and there were yells of
supremacy for Tylerville football. Charlie honked back.

"You got a few more years to practice before you can put a Tiger uniform
on."

"Will you come see me play?"

"Sure, and when you score I'll give my Cuckoo-bird whistle, here grab
the wheel."

Sammy knew just what to do, he had done it before. He took hold of the
steering wheel as Charlie cupped his hands and gave a short Cuckoo-bird
whistle, then Charlie quickly took the steering wheel back. Sammy was
laughing with his happy little laugh and Charlie smiled back.

"You know Charlie, you're my best friend," said Sammy, trying to act
as serious as a little kid can act. Then he broke into a wide smile, and Charlie
noticed he was starting to get that same little twinkle in his eyes that Charile
himself was told he had when he smiled. Charlie twinkled back and rubb-
ed the little kid's hair with his hand.

Todd Maybone was drunker than usual, and the other guys in his car were
not much better off.
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"Those God-damned Tigers are a bunch of wimps. They lucked out. I
should have took out that Allen earlier; we could have won."

The quarterback for Maybone's team, Johnson, was in the seat next to
him. "Let's head out to Tylerville and check out the celebration, maybe have
one of our own," slurred the quarterback.

And they were off. Tylerville is known for its dark, narrow, winding roads
leading up to the residential homes of the town. It was this route Maybone
took to downtown Tylerville. All in their drunken stupors, the car was silent
except for the heavy metal rock of Iron Maiden on the radio. Maybone seem-
ed to be in a rush to get to Tylerville, he took the turns last and on the
straightaways he swerved back and forth on the narrow road so most of the
time he was driving on the wrong side of the road. Inside the car an evil
laugh arose from one of the guys in the car every time Maybone came close
to hitting a tree, or took a turn fast, but other than that, no one said much.

As they got closer to downtown, Maybone came upon what was probably
the trickiest curve of them all. Trying to stir up his friends a little, he press-
ed down on the gas pedal. No one in their right mind has ever been able
to take this curve any laster than 25 m.p.h., especially at night because
it was such a hard curve and itwas only wide enough to accommodate one
car at a time. But here came Maybone doing about 35, then he looked over
at Johnson to brag a little. But the look on Johnson's face made him freeze.
His mouth was tensely wide open, and his hand had dropped the bottle of
beer he had been drinking to point at what must be in front of them.
Maybone, slowed by the alcohol, 'urned just in time to see the obstacle in
his path. It was a big black Bronco, with extra lights and big C.B. anten-
nae. The Bronco was making its turn, slowly towards the right, and
Maybone, on the wrong side of the road, was not yet making his turn. He
was still going thirty-live when he hit the Bronco, hard and crushing, on
the passenger side. The Bronco was knocked off the road down into the woods
lining the bottom of the hill. Johnson's head was through the windshield
and one of the guys in the back seat was up in the front seat. Maybone pull-
ed Johnson's bloody head back in the car and then tried to start up the car
again after it had stalled when it hit the Bronco. The car started up with
a high pitched straining sound and a terrified Maybone looked once more
to the bottom of the hill. In the darkness he saw nothing more than a crumpled
mass of shining metal. Maybone turned off his headlights so not to be noticed
and tried his best to calm down the guys in the car, who were yelling for
help. With the loud crash of the wreck and the screaming of his teammates,
he was afraid someone would call the police and he wanted to get out of
there unnoticed. He sped off in the direction (unknowingly) that Sam Heed
was coming. Sam, as it turned out, stopped Maybone for not having his
headlights on and then had an interesting little conversation.

Charlie lay painfully in the hospital bed. He woke from what seemed to
be a nightmare. His neck and chin were strapped in a brace and held up
by a weight and pulley above his head. His back was in sharp pain, and
he found he could not open his mouth because it was wired shut. He look-
ed up to recognize his parents, both red-eyed with black circles underlin-
ing each eye. Their hair was uncombed and they looked tired.

Charlie's eyes, lacking the twinkle, asked many questions.

"You were in a car wreck, dear," his mother answered in a quivering voice.

"You will be all right," said his father, then added grimly, "We have no
idea how it happened, but we think Todd Maybone from St. Matthews had
something to do with it."

Charlie knew how it happened, and ii hurt his head to think of Maybone's
headlights glaring at him.

"Do you remember? You were coming back from the game and taking
Sammy home..." His mother stopped here. At the mention of Sammy's name,
Charlie's eyes widened, he was remembering better now; how was Sammy?

His mother turned to her husband and cried on his shoulder, obviously
not for the first time. Charlie closed his eyes and drifted off again. He dream-
ed. He dreamed of the twinkle Sammy was developing in his eyes. He dream-
ed of the cuckoo-bird whistle and his arms, restrained in casts, unable to
make the sound that had always made Sammy so happy. He dreamed of
the senselessness that Maybone was behind again. It wasn't fair and Charlie
cried softly for Sammy, he cried for his best friend. And, for the rest of his
life, he cried for the simplicity of childhood and whistles.

Ricky Hulcher



Again on the Stairway

His sixty year old feet

Go down to the hallway
Once decorated by

Child art and now

Zebra striped by moonlight
Through venetian blinds.
Outside the cemented

Aisle of procession

Is stillwarm from

The earlier sunlight,

Spilled rice sticks

To his feet like

Sand to skin,

In a pale morning

White rose petals wilt

On paler stone like

Crows pepper dawn skies,
Bouquets of carnations slouch
In neo-classical plastic pots
As ifsaying, "We've done our job,"
On the kitchen table

The chiaroscuro statuettes
Stand beside left over

Hors d'oeuvres and cake crumbs,
Food for the ants,

And a half empty bottle

Of Cane'i white,

Capped and recapped

And room temperature,
Gerontic feet walk

On carpet cushioning

To a vacant room,

Its personality packed away
In black leather Samsonite
And flown to a sunny siesta,
On the bay window sill

Her lighted Princess Touch Tone,
Forsaken courtesy of AT&T

Iee Wood

Stilllife on Grandma's
Bedside Table

Three foil-wrapped packages
0f sinus and flu

Aids lie beside a

Bottle of aspirin with

A powdery cotton cap,
Grandpa calls it "that

01' store bought medicine,"
Two pink lipstick stained

Cigarettes (Ultra-Light) in a
Blue and white ashtray
Made in Japan, one

Still burns, too ultra-light

To do anything else,
A glass of water

From the night before,
Air bubbles cling to

Its crystal walls loo
Weak lo climb out,
An empty coffee cup
In a dessert bowl

Instead of a saucer,

The green plastic spoon
Stirs nothing but cold
Muddy resin and grounds,

A tan ring dried

On the handle while

It rested too long,

A pincushion photo-frame with

Pink and blue bows,

"Here's the newest grand-baby,
She was by Caesarean,"

Pink and wrinkled and

Little more than fetal,
Too weak to climb

Out on itsown,

Grandma holds her head

In her hands and
Sits on the bed,

Too weak to climb
Out on her own.

Iee Wood
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Back to Egypt

Because | would have had Hugh's baby, he is very conscious of my body.
| don't see him often, once every two or three years since our final good-
bye, but when | do, | am always aware of my breasts. my belly, my thighs.
All evidence of our younger selfish passion is gone now, long ago scraped
away by a man in Washington D.C. that | will never see again, but there
is a persistent nudge in my spirit that Hugh and | are still connected. | don't
know. | am afraid this last part must really be fancy. In any event, | saw
him two days ago in the Kanawha County Courthouse and have been squeez-
ing about on my body ever since. He was with a girl this time, a younger
girl, and although at first glance she did not seem pretty, she is most assured-
ly firm. | look at myself naked in the mirror; waist still good but breasts
not what they used to be, laden down with milk from a boy, a boy by a dif-
ferent man. My husband and | have a happy life. The son is live and the
milk is gone but my breasts are heavier and hang low; their fiber is all
broken. My thighs could use exercise.

"Mommie?"

He peeks around the door, my Kevin, and sees his mother standing in
front of a big mirror with only a pair of high heeled sandals on.

"Mommie," he says.

I turn sheepishly, "Mommy just got out of the bathtub. Go downstairs
and watch cartoons. I'll be down in a minute."

He pads down the stairs, humming. | put on my robe. Suddenly, the air
is rent with the sounds of Fred Flintstone banging on the door of his own
house-WILMA!

"Don't fool around with the knobs!" | yell alter him, and soon everything
is reasonably quiet.

Ever since | saw Hugh, | have wondered how he saw me. Was he glad
| got away? Or did he compare mentally the new woman al his side with
the one passing by him. | have wondered. When | got to the office at the
end of the hall - Deliquent Accounts and Reassessments - | could see his
badge reflected in the glass of the door. He had turned around. He was
looking at me. | looked at me too, seeing a woman who was probably a
housewife in a calf-length skirt and matching blouse, short brown hair, and
eyebrows that could use plucking. | paid my debt and left, for the rest of
the day feeling sick and dissatisfied.

My stomach grumbles and | poke at it defensively, annoyed with this gentle
swell of flesh soon to be a mid-riff, remembering too the diet | vowed on
my way out of the courthouse. It is impossible. It is also foolish, | decide,
to starve myself for someone | will never see again.

Kevin is sitting in front of the television in his beanbag chair. He is much
too close. | grab the loops on the backside and pull him toward the win-
dow. He doesn't seem to notice. His eyes are glued to the screen. Fred and
Wilma have been replaced by Tom and Jerry.

"What do you want to eat?" | ask him.

He doesn't hear me.

"What do you want for supper?" | say again. About that time a local com-
mercial advertising a collection of country and western hits comes on. All
your favorite artists for a low price. Kevin looks at me.

'Tm hungry," he says.

Neither my son nor my husband are complicated eaters; they both just
like to be fed. When my husband is away, | fix simple dinners. Tonight |
add cheese whiz to lat macaroni swelled out like conch shells, broil hot dogs
in the oven, open a can of white onions and tender green peas. Kevin is
a breadeater; he would fill up on it if he could. When he was smaller we
used to call him Tommy Tucker but we don't now because, as he got older,
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the name made him cry.

"Your daddy will be calling tonight a 7:30." | tell him, knocking off a
blob of macaroni onto my plate. "What are you going to tell him?"

"l dunno."

"Aren't you going to tell him you love him?" | p®d , "Aren't you going
to tell him to come home soon?"

"1 guess so," he says, shoving the macaroni. When he thinks I'm not look-
ing, he takes a bite of bread.

John calls at seven-thirty-two days, five hours, seventeen minutes after
| have seen Hugh. Eastern Standard Time. Two days in which | have not
thought of Hugh consciously. but subconsciously all the time, two days in
which | have spent in front of mirrors, thinldng about joining an exercise
class, making an appointment to have my short brown hair cut even shorter,
asking another friend who Imew me when | knew Hugh to make it blonde
again. | am wondering if | want to be someone else. | am wondering ii that
someone else was me all the time.

John and | talk for twenty minutes, and then | tell him what | toyed with
telling him, what | had decided not to tell him alter all, "You're never go-
ing to believe who | saw down at the courthouse."

"Who?" he asks, but doesn't sound too interested. He is more interested
in having our back taxes paid. Our names, for a small amount, have been
in the paper twice. "Well?"

"You're never going to believe this. It was the funniest feeling. Hugh
Rader." | finally tell him, and there is a silence in which | don't know what
he is thinking because | don't know what he thinks about Hugh. John has
believed I've always loved him. | continue, "I was just walking down the
hall to delinquent taxes, and | was staring at this girl coming toward me,
casually, you know, just thinking that she wasn't too pretty, when | noticed
the man beside her. He had on a uniform and was wearing sunglasses, you
know those kind that won't let you see inside. Anyway, | was thinking, you
know, that sort of looks like Hugh and then | saw hls identification. It was
County Government day or something, loads of schoolchildren out in the
parking lot, and he had an oversized nametag right above his badge. Can
you believe it? It was him."

John doesn't answer. | am tempted.

"Are you jealous?" | ask him finally, "Have | upset you?"

"Oh, a little. I'm not going to let ii bother me though."

| feel elated and disappointed. | don't know if | wanted him to forbid me,
his woman, to ever go to the courthouse alone again, or what. Am | glad
he acted sophistic'ated, responded in his gentlemanly fashion? There is no
cause, of course, for alarm. He knows | am way past Hugh. We are both
way past Hugh. But this is just what | think he is thinking. His lone tells
me none of these things.

I tell him | love him. He tells me he loves me. We hang up and | know
he will call again on Friday.

I don't put Kevin to bed because | don't want to be by myself. | let him
fall asleep on the opposite end of the couch while | watch television. Later,
when he is deeply under, | cradle him in my arms just like he was a little
baby again. It was a rough pregnancy. Sick all the time. Nausea. Sharp
pains In the lower abdomen. | hurt so bad one night | dreamed the first
baby was put back inside me. | look at Kevin's face in the glare of the screen.
Blonde hair, blue eyes, wide nose just like his father's. No chance.

For the last lour days, | have thought of nothing but Hugh. The house
is full of the presence of John, his albums, his favorite chair, his pictures,
but Hugh is stronger. | don't know why but | tell myself it Is just because



of the baby, thinking about what might have been. Even ii ii were in the
past to do over again, If only | had ii lo do over again, | would not get in-
volved with him. | would not give, no, | would not allow him lo steal those
years of my life. | would be wiser and stronger. | would not let it happen
again. | kepi him alive with a terrible pressure-I have lo laugh, remind-
Ing myself of one of those native women who dance around funeral pyres.
No distance seemed lo matter, just the thought of him, somewhere out there,
was enough to make me hysterically glad.

In an effort to organize my life, | became a schoolteacher. | taught gram-
mar to seventh and ninth graders. On Fridays | read Dickens outloud. |
developed a practical fairness, a great deal of verve, (the students and those
teachers loo who didn't like me said | had nervous energy); | did not allow
the chaos to spill onto the outside. My adjectives were sparing, | wouldn't
allow fragments, and my subjects and verbs agreed.

But there was no clean ending with Hugh. No real goodbye. lust hurried
nights and casual meetings; he was always just dropping in. And running
out. Once he wrote me a couple of heavy letters from Florida hinting at
things that made me happy.. .| am almost ashamed to tell you how happy
those letters made me. And by that time, | was no starry-eyed girl. And
he had done me wrong before.

In the end, he was gone too long. John found me-when | wasn't look-
ing. | was just sort of out there, you know, somewhere between shock and
limbo. Which just goes lo prove something someone told me a long lime
ago; a man looks for a woman he can love, a woman looks for a man who
will love her.

Sure, Hugh came back during this 'reconstructive' period, 350 miles out
of his way, but he acted like he just wanted to hang around. | suspected
he came either to take me or leave me but he would never say and | was
too shy lo ask. Now that is one thing | really would do over, one thing that
would have been in my power. | should have said, | would have said, "Whal
are you doing here?" and he would have given me his answer. But | never
ask him. Instead, | watched him work odd jobs In an area that held no op-
portunity and we would meet casually on the street or on campus (I was
taking a class, he had changed majors again) or in a bar. Once | remember
he worked in a bar. He was a heavy. He gave me adrink. | didn't say thanks;
| said, "You ought to gel a phone." "Why?" he asked. "So you can call
me," | told him. Six months later he got a phone, called my apartment, (I
had moved and he didn't !Imow It, | had a do ¢ he had never met, and a
ring from John that fit me like a glove) "I have a phone," he told me, but
at the lime | didn't catch it. | had forgotten the meaning. He look those kind
of chances.

In the meantime | began to love John. In the night, we held each other
tightly. No, that is not true. He would casually drape an arm or a leg across
me, but the minute he turned toward the window | would cling lo his back.
This annoyed John. He didn't like clutching. He wanted to give me a mus-
cle relaxer; he was in pharmaceutical sales. | said no, but later, when he
was called out of town, | could have used a little valium. Five or ten
milligrams perhaps. Not quite in limbo but knowing the feeling. Here | was,
stuck In a city with a man who avoided me and who | equally dreaded see-
Ing while the heartbeat of my life carved out a future for me, for us, seven-
ty miles away.

It Is Friday and John calls right on the dot.

"Don't expect me to phone Tuesday," he tells me, "I'll be home by then."

"Fantasticl" | say, "But | didn't expect you so soon."

We go on with our conversation. He tells me what the weather is like in
Pittsburgh, | tell him about the weights | ordered from Sears (I opted for
a set of executive dumbbells, six pounds apiece, instead of the exercise
class), the funny way the car has been sounding, but all the while my mind
is racing on to other things. My lavender jumpsuit, a new haircut, and a
tan. | want to be tanned and glowing, or at least healthy and ruddy. by the
lime he sees me.

"Honey," he says, knowing I'm not listening, "Where are you?"

"lumping ahead lo next Tuesday. I'll see you then."

"We'll go out to eat."

"Fiesta Caso?"

“Fiesta Caso would be line. By the way, what you said reminded me-"

"What did | say?"

"You know, about jumping. How goes the swimming lessons?"

"He still won't jump," | reply, referring to our cowardly son who Is the
last In the class to take the dive. "But I'm not complaining. At five, what
can you expect? He Just splashes a lot."

"But all those other children-"

"All those other children swim just the same."

| hang up, put Kevin to bed early, and go lo sleep myself soon thereafter.
| want to be up early. | want to work out with my weights before | go lo
the pool.

| don't make a habit of lying out in the sun. | don't think you should when
you're just past thirty, but today and Monday | will make an exception.
Private pool, private lessons, besides, these are my friends, Nan and her
daughter Kelly. Kelly is twelve and Nan was my best friend in high school.
She stayed home and married a local fellow, had Kelly young, went to a
two year business college. Now she's a secretary for the Board of Educa-
tion. In the summer she gives swimming lessons for spending money. We
see each other at her pool three times a week. In the winter, not as often.

As soon as the children are dismissed, | take off my tunic and slip in the
water. Kelly splashes with Kevin in the shallow end. | float on a raft in the
deep. Soon Nan comes out, relaxed, in a skimpier bikini. She maneuvers
her raft next lo mine.

"Kevin's not swimming," | begin, defensive with my husband, | decide
lo play devil's advocate with my friend.

"Don't worry about it," Nan says, "Just give him lime."

| hear a shriek, a splash, followed by a gurgle. Kelly ks playing a game.

"At least he's not afraid,” Nan tells me, "That's the most Important thing,
| think, that he's not afraid."

"Yeah, you're right. You're absolutely right."

In the few minutes we are silent, | float in a half circle. | think of Hugh
and flop from my back onto my belly. | push the hair from my eyes and
wonder how much to say.

"Nan," | finally tell her. "Something funny happened lo me the other day."

"Oh really?"

"It's nothing. | don't even know why | should mention it but-" | take a
deep breath. "l saw an old boyfriend."

Nan paddles over to the side of the pool and picks up a tube of tanning
oil. She turns it up and squeezes, a few drops followed by a whoosh of air
come out.

"Damn. | don't believe It. | just bought this stuff. Those kids smear it on
and they don't even know what they're doing." She squeezes ii again and
flings it; the tube sails over the concrete and lands in the grass. "Thal was
expensive. It had paba." She trails her finger in the waler, sighs, and she
is back lo being Nan again. "I guess it's my fault. Jim's always telling me
not to leave my stuH lying around." She cups her hands and wets her body.
"You saw an old boyfriend?"

"Yeah, by accident," | give a laugh and now | am splashing in the water.
| fill up my navel, leave wet trails down my calves and thighs. "Hugh. Hugh
Rader. | thought all that was over but | got a rush of feelings instead."

| glance over at Nan but | can't tell what she's thinking. Her head rests
on the pillow and | don't know ii she's frowning or squinting up at the sun.
| study her, my friend since childhood, she's wearing a black string bikini
and her body is practically bare to me. We can talk about things too, and
have discussed everything from our adolescent fears to our husbands'
salaries, but suddenly | realize | don't know anything. | paddle closer, In-
tending to be indiscreet.

"Nan?" | say softly.

She Jumps. "Sorry. | was almost asleep." She pushes her sunglasses down
her forehead and looks at me. "Something the matter?"

"No. | was just thinking about Hugh."

"Who?"

"The old boyfriend." | don't mean to but | snap. | am running out of in-
nocuous things to say. If | were with one of my college girlfriends, it would
be easy to talk about old lovers but | am with Nan and | don't know how
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far | can go. "Have you ever felt anything like that?"

"Like what?"

"Like you'd like to turn back the clock and let the same thing happen
all over again-even though you know it's going lo turn out wrong."

"1 don't know," she soys, shrugging. "I don't remember the last lime |
saw an old boyfriend. Let me think." The raft drifts against the side of the
pool and makes a squishing sound. "Once | ran into Rick Dingess down
at the dairy bar. Remember Rick from high school? Let's see, | had been
married to Jim two years then. | guess ii was a shock. | remember blushing
but I don't think | ever..." She looks over and smiles at me. "Jim got so mad
he couldn't stand it. What did John him soy when you told him about Hugh."

"Not much. It didn't matter."

"Oh." She looks away. | think she is embarrassed for me. | close my eyes
and suddenly | am in a room with very little lighting. The shades are down;
ii is a rainy Sunday afternoon. Hugh lies next to me on the bed, breathing,
and | am curled at his side. We had made love once and ii was a failure;
nothing tragic or flawed, just the sort of thing you don't talk about. | knew
ii was over, not just that day, but everything. Still, | wasn't ready to leave
him and | think he wanted me there too. Carly Simon was on the radio,
droning intensely, and | sot up and snapped her off. Hugh raised his
eyebrowss but said nothing. He lit a cigarette and began to blow smoke
rings. A fat one floated over my head and drifted outwards. | lilted my leg
and caught it with my toe.

"Whal do you want from me?" he asked abruptly.

"Nothing," | said, bringing my feet together, "not a damn thing."

| give an audible sigh.

"Rachel?" Nan's voice is close beside me. "Have | hurt your feelings?
Are you upset?"

| open my eyes against the sun and see dots before my eyes.

"Upset? How could you upset me?"

"l don't know. You were so quiet. | thought it was something | said."

"No," | lied bravely, wondering how much she heard in that sigh. "Il was
just thinking. It's alter three and | still have to go to the store.”

"Yeah, me too. | have to get some plastic liners. You'll never guess what
| decided."”

"What?"

"You know those vegetables Jim's step-dad always brings us? This year
I've decided to freeze instead of can."”

Kevin is almost asleep standing; playing in the water always wears him
out. | take oil his clothes and he falls into bed. | cover him with a sheet.
| am heading downstairs, my arms lull of wet things, when | suddenly realfze
how tired | am. | dump the clothes in the hall and walk to my bedroom.
Late afternoon sun slants through the windows and | pull the shades. | lie
on the bed and let the wetness of my suit ooze between my skin and the
bedspread. | get up and take it off but because | am too lazy too walk to
the bathroom, | dry the damp spots of my body with the palms of my hands.
| lie back down and plump my pillow. | toss and turn but | can't keep my
thoughts out. The last lime we were together was on that Sunday. The room
was scattered with light; ii rained off and on all afternoon. Other things
too, seemed negotiable. | dreamt but | don't remember what | was dream-
ing; | just remember waking to slow circular motions on my skin. It was
Hugh. His hands were busy. One was above my head, slaying my wrists
while the other strayed over my body. | trembled. He took them both away.
| felt robbed and started to say so, but instead | turned to the wall. | was
pouting, slicking out my lip. My heart was beating fast. The bed sagged
with his weight, over and once over he rolled. He closed his arms about
me from behind and | tried to struggle, throw him off, | just ended up on
my back. He shifted to lay across me. The pulse in his stomach was beating
very hard, | whispered, "Oh no," but it was a token. My last protest brought
all the barriers down. | don't know why the magic chose that moment to
happen; ii hadn't happened before and ii didn't happen again. His hands
were everywhere, rubbing, probing, but he wanted other things too. | sensed
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a permanency in his lovemaking that hadn't been there before. He loved
me like forever. And how did | respond? | wrapped my arms about him
like a child and begged him never to leave me, never to die. | don't know
if he heard me. Somewhere in the middle of this ii started to rain. Fat drops
sprmkled the roof, the wind banged the blind out. | stopped for a moment
to listen and he began kissing, turning me over with his tongue on my skin.
Was this a game we were playing? | didn't know so | rolled over, feigning
escape, but he caught me by my knees and took me instead. Now | !'mow
there & a difference between love and knowledge. After that day my feel-
ings for Hugh didn't change but my perceptions did. Alter all, we are just
women and men. And | was a free woman, traveling fast lo places | had
never been. | was laughing. The rain was pouring down, pounding on the
roof, the windows, interfering with the sounds coming out of my throat. The
room was humid. My lips burned with sweat. The salt entered my mouth
and spread like fire. | stiffened, crying out. | looked up to ask him what
was the matter, but he was laughing at me. He traced a linger around my
nipple. | shook my head. If | gave in, if | surrendered, | would come back
to him again and again for this moment, for moments like these. | would
be bond and not free. My pride rose and fell with my breast. | let go. | quit
pretending. | came clean.

This is all too real to me. | should have known | can remember this day
anytime | want. | walk to the mirror and eye myself. My face all the way
down to my throat is flushed. The bed behind me is rumpled; the shade
is down. | touch lightly inside myself and jump, startled at the extent of
my solo passion. So this is how it is. | rub the wetness into my stomach,
ii leaves a streak, and travel up to cup a breast in each hand. | weigh them
pensively. If my husband were here, | wonder, would he make love to me?
Would Hugh?

"Don't you have one for Daddy?"

John stands in the doorway, having loudly kissed his son on both his chub-
by cheeks. Kevin reciprocates and then slides down his leg. John heads
for me.

"Hi. How are you?"

| approach him too and we meet lightly on the lips.

"Fine," | say.

It is always like this for me with us. | have a tendency to warm up slowly.
His actual presence, after being gone for weeks and weeks, is a little over-
whelming, chafing too. Like ii or not, | have already wondered when he
will be gone again. | go to the bedroom to get ready for dinner. | want to
be alone and he knows this. We are going to Fiesta Caso as planned; the
sitter will be here in two hours.

| go to the bath and draw my water. | step out of my clothes and later,
into my jumpsuit. The lavender makes my tan look darker, my eyes brighter.
| brush my new haircut away from my lace. | look bold and striking. | dab
Pavlova on my wrists, behind my ears, at the base of my throat; a light
delicate scent.

"You look great," soys John, coming into the bedroom, slopping. "What
have you done to yourself."

We drive to the restaurant in silence, John sometimes taking his eyes oil
the road lo smother me with a deep curious stare. | pretend not to notice
but occasionally | reach out and squeeze his hand. It is too early for a real-
ly romantic dinner and we gel caught in some late traffic. John puts on the
climate control. As usual, he sets it too high and | have to curl up against him.

Fiesta Caso is my favorite place. An elegant little Mexican restaurant that
smells of hot spices and ripe fruit; ii has hanging baskets of wild green vines
and a large polished dance floor. There are fish in aquariums and fleet-
looted waiters. What is not growing is moving and | like it a lot. | eat em-
panaditas and red snapper and live cheese cookies. John has shrimp with
tomato and fried ice cream. The wine takes the chill off. | run a stockinged
toe up his shin as far as | can past his kneecap. John blanches. Then he
smiles at me "Do you want to dance?" | ask him, "Do you feel like danc-
ing?" But he shakes his head and motions the waiter for the bill. On the
way home | think he is too quiet until | realize this is the way he always
is. John is my rock, firm and solid. When we enter the house, he reaches
for the light but | slap his hand away. "Let's be silly." | tell him, and weave
with him up the stairs. A couple of times he stumbles, a couple of times



he swears. "Get hold of yourself, Rachel, "h e says crossly, but | can't. |
want to be a thousand women to him. | want him to delight and exclaim
over every one. | rub up against him, arching, until finally, In a frenzy born
hall of lust, hall of exasperation, he knocks me on the bed. He falls lace
down and begins kissing. | wrap mysel around him again and again. | feel
the scrape of his beard against my stomach, my thigh against his chin. "That's
my girl," he says, at Intervals, "That's right." And it's true, | am growing
calmer. The other women leave. | think of Kevin swimming and Nan freez-
ing and a hundred other things. | trace his mouth in the dark, he is smil-
ing, anci | reach for him. My toes point downwards. | am myself again.

He ignores my delirntlon.

"What is ii with you?" he asks later, sleeptly. "You were really, | don't
know, out there for awhile."

"Fey."

"Is ii a book? What are you reading?"

"Oh, good heavens, John, ii you're going to blame ii on something, blame
those weights I've been lilting. Those dumb dumbbells."

He turns on his side and soon his is snoring. | press close against his back.
| run my lingers lightly over his body until | find the pulse in his throat
and rest there. His heart beats steady and | give a sigh. Yes, John is a rock
and | must say | will always love him. He sees me through all my changes,
my mysterious yens.

Looking back rationally, | don't think | ever loved Hugh. Il he seemed
a part of me, well, it was a part | could do without. Holding him was not
like reality nor did he ever slay long. Maybe he couldn't. Maybe | didn't
want him to. Once | remember running into a group of friends outside his
apartment. | had been upstairs having it out with him - which meant we
didn't really have it out at all. He would cut and cut in a hundred different
places, bringing up things that didn't matter, (he never did mention the
one thing that mattered) and | would take and take until | could have stabbed
him with a k.nile. But | saw the group of friends and, oh, his window was
still open. "Come with us," they urged, "We're going to Cheers for ladies'
night." "Great!" | said too loudly, "I'd love to go with you to Cheers for
ladies' night." But alter | got home, alter | showered and shaved my legs
and curled my hair and he still hadn't called, | decided to go to a movie
with a girl | met in history class. My friends understood but later, one of
them told me, "You should have been there. Hugh came. He stayed in the
back room and played pool all night." | was furious but now, seeing us both
squeezed into perception, | realize it was all too much for us. Then and
now. That sort of thing wouldn't do all the lime.

John is never home for long, an extended weekend, live days at the most.
Still, we call ourselves a family. One morning, he goes to see Kevin swim,
another he takes my car to the garage. He watches me work with my weights.
"Here, do it this way," he says once, getting up off the couch, coming to
me. He turns my wrists In a new direction. "This will help your pees. That's
what you want, isn't it?"

Late Sunday night, the night before his leaving, we lie in bed together,
lit under the convers like spoons.

"1 wish you could come with me," he says, out of the darkness.

"I do loo, but Kevin has swimming and oh, | don't know, it's more than
that. | guess I'm lazy. Fat and lazy."

"You're not lat."

"Maybe when Kevin gets settled in kindergarten this fall, | could work
something out with Kelly and Nan. Or maybe | could call my mother."

"Fine. Sure." His tone is curt but he's not angry with me. As | have been
talking, as the excuses have been spilling out of my mouth, his hands have
been urging me closer. And | give, bound by giving, my body touched
at his certain pleasure. Out on the road, | know he is faithful to me.

In the morning we are bright and determined, but there is tension in the
air. Sometimes it happens that we argue right before he leaves. This one

begins over a letter in the morning mail. A letter from Mr. Frank L. Simp-
kins, Kanawha County. John opens the letter and tells me forthrightly that
| have paid only hall of last year's taxes.

"How could that be? | was right there in person. Why didn't someone
say something? The lady that took my card, stamped my-"

"You can't blame someone else for your own mistakes. Why didn't you
just read the chart they sent you?"

"Oh, yeah, their charts. The one they sent in the mail. Do not pay amount
listed at the bottom of the page. Check transaction code. Examine right col-
umn. Come on."

"Look," he glances at his watch and lowers his voice. He doesn't have
time to argue. "I'm going to go in the den and gel the chart. I'm going to
figure it out. Then I'll write the check. All you have to do is deliver it."

"Me?" My voice squeaks more than it should. My heart pounds. My mind
splices memory like a film and | see a woman caught in a long corridor,
arushed, unadorned woman, her ex-lover eyeing her coldly forever. 'Tm
not ready."

"You're what?"

"I'm not going, | mean."

John, who has forgotten all | told him, mistakes my fear for stubbornness.

"Why not you? Why do | have to do everything when I'm home? Alter
all, you're the one w h o - " Suddenly he breaks off, he sees what | see. "Oh,
Rachel, don't be silly. What's his name is probably flying around in a squad
car somewhere."

John goes to the den. He rummages in the desk. | Irnow he has the paper.
I know he is reading the chart. | can see him writing the check. | hear him
tell Kevin goodbye. He picks up his briefcase and comes toward me, check
in hand.

"Here," he says. Lips pursing.

"Call me," | tug at his lapel.

The door closes and | watch him through the glass panels until he gets
to the car. Then | go to the den and watch Kevin watching T.V.

"What do you want for breakfast?" | ask him.

A commercial is on and he hears me. "Peanutbutter and jelly," he says.

He throws back his head and looks up, squinting at me, at the slant of
sun streaming through the picture window that sharpens his features into
those of early adolescence. | jump. The sight of him, projected forward,
takes me back-how long has it been-ten years?

"Peanutbutter and jelly," he reminds.

| mean to say no but | say "Okay" and in a few minutes return with a plate
to the den. | draw the curtains till the room is dim.

"Kevin," | say sharply. He looks up, himself again.

| go upstairs and draw my bathwater. | dig in my closet, passing over
jeans and skirts till | come to the crepe de chine. | hesitate before closing
over the hanger. What does ii matter, | think, what's a little overkill? Il |
see him it will just be to say hi, talk about now and then. | think about call-
Ing Nan but | dial the sitter. She says she can be over at ten o'clock sharp.
| take a bath In scented water. | darken my eyebrows and polish my nails.
| spray perfume in my heels before | step into them and listen as they click
carefully down the stairs.

Kevin Is still sitting in front of the television; breadcrusts are scattered
on the floor. | look at the clock on the mantel. It is a quarter past the hour
and suddenly there doesn't seem to be any reason to be here anymore.

"Kevin, I'm leaving but the sitter will be here."

He doesn't answer. | walk over and tilt up his chin. "Are you listening?
Did you hear what | said?"

He nods yes and | kiss him, tasting lilly on my lips.

The street is deserted when | back my car out of the driveway. It is a
beautiful morning, cloudless and blue. | look once more to see ii my son
is looking out the window but the curtains are still. Relief washes over me,
so intense ii borders on guilt. At most he'll be alone hall an hour, | tell myself,
and | have an appointment. It's not like leaving for a thousand years.

Joan H. Dew
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Boy's Night Out

Gnarled trees crouch 'round the snapping fingers

Basking flushed bark in the firey warmth,

Guarding the children sleeping 'neath their outstretched arms-
Worrisome mothers and their young.

Beyond this thicket of foster parents

The sounds of night take life.

One small boy peeks through sleep crusted lashes

As giant red-eyed beasts crash through innocent foliage,
Ogres tear tender flesh from the bones of wandering babes,
And an unseen serpent slaps and slithers toward the fire's glow.
The small boy cowers deep inside his sleeping bag

And listens to the creepies of the dark.

State Hospital

He paces like a lost tourist between

concrete benches beside the patients' quarters,
he hums a tune and circles the bird bath

that reminds him of a champagne glass,

he sitsbeside Mary who ate cakes of Dial soap
like candy bars at last year's Christmas party.

She claps at his movement and counts

the red brocaded roses on her robe.

His raccoon eyes stare down at blue sneakers.
"Royal blue," he says to make sure

and hugs his arms with pale hands,

touches institutional pajamas

now soft cotton from washings.

He watches the iron gate

hold back the blonde wheat field.

"Comb your hair, young man," he yells across the grass.

He waits for visitors who aren't coming.
He smells cut hay and the harvest.

Lee Wood
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Missy Dalton

Country Harvest

Hildie's day was in October

when oak leaves like crumpled
paper moved close to the ground.
She was eating sandy brown grain
beside the house-like sty

when her turn came.

"Come on, Hildie, come on now,"
coaxed Uncle Max with a handful.
The cold blue barrel touched
between those squinted uninterested
eyes, then pulled away.

In one swift movement another man
found her throat and warmed

his hand in the red spout.

Hildie looked surprised as

one looks when opening a gift.
Behemoth legs relaxed beneath

her pink-black weight.

She writhed in the redness and the grain.

We walked back to the house

over the frost heaves and
left her sacrificed and grinning.

Lee Wood



Under A Violet Line

Under a violet line, on a rainy bank, two men sit,

not quite animals, watching a dusk bonfire.
I'm so far off talk is only a whisper.

Their whispers hiss like the fire, die down.
They put out their whispers, nothing.

Now the only thing connecting us ismy vision.

Their faces are bleached like daylight
before day is stained with night.
Their faces almost blend into dusk
except for faded movement.

They stare into turquoise flames within
golden flames, not seeing the wild gray
lines of slab stacked and crouching under

the violet line, almost an animal, an old animal,

tame with hot fur and whining to be stroked.

Powdery smoke seeps from the fire,
lavender as a watercolor near the flames,

and deepening as itwashes into the violet line,

until everthing is the purple before night.

Night gets darker as the fire gets brighter.

A man, the man wearing the green plaid jacket,

reaches up and pets the sky.
Night puts out the fire.

Mary Sansom

Ducks

are childish poultry

Valediction

Imiss the bony hollow in the middle

of your chest. My chin fits there

the way a teacup fitsa saucer.

Imiss your ribs curved like cupped hands
to hold your heart

and the crease down your back

that folds you neatly into left and right.

Imiss the inside of your right wrist
slipped modestly

into your concealing, dark-faced watch
I can separate your watch

from you as deftly as some men
unfasten bras, their fingers snapping
and caressing the hooks

and the small bit of back beneath
before the bra swings free

releasing breasts bleached white.
Without the numbers

your wrist is naked.

One long turquoise vein decorates
the white bracelet of skin.

I press my thumb into blueness.
When I release that vein

the blood flows a little faster

to your heart.

M Sansom

ary

petty and hollow and shallow

as pond water
stiff as wooden shoes

picturesque as rocks painted white

decorating a sidewalk.

Their souls know no salvation
but feathers and bread crumbs.

Their babies are paltry.
They litter the water.

Mary Sansom
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