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letter from editor:

At the end of stories, there is always a kiss: which happens because
there is some kind of trouble with a witch, or some other type of
person who does bad black magic. There is something terrible, a
menacing cloud maybe, a wailing ghost, or a necromancer, whatever
that is, and it is evil, and the people in the town, they are under its
spell. The people are feeling really bad, really awful about their
situation. They are like: “This shit is not cool. Who needs this evil
spell? Man, this is not what I thought being a grown-up would be
like at all.” Then, like that, someone rides in on a horse and they kiss
somebody. In that kiss, everyone in the town is saved. The kiss is that

1

good. So the spell is broken and the people are like, “Wow!” and

“Excellent!” and things are OK again, maybe not totally, completely
awesome, but at least OK again.

Why are we telling you this?

We are on a horse right now. This is our best kiss.
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Sleepwalk Magazine would like to encourage your letters. Certainly, your letters to
us (thank you Ed, who wrote that we should print on higher quality paper. We
agree, Ed. Care to invest? And thank you Rebecca, for your kind suggestion that we
publish more political manifestos. If there’s a story somewhere in your manifesto,
we’ll give it a look. But most of all, Olivia, who sent that nice email inviting us to
her tap dance recital. Sorry we missed it, Olivia, but we’ll certainly be at the next
one. With smiles and roses). We’ll also give ‘a look to those letters you wouldn’t
ever send, the ones that might otherwise ferment in a shoebox under your bed. If

there’s a story involved, we’ll read it at Sleepwalk@rcn.com.

Dear M{}J@uilae&

I beg you, get out of my bedroom. I'm supremely allergic
and [ have big red welts all over my body, not just my arms
and legs but also areas that I'd never imagine a mosquito
could get and they are not at all attractive and I get these
looks on the street like oh my god does she have leprosy
and don’t even ask me about dating and some of the
assumptiony that've been made, it’s certainly not very sexy
to be itching in some of the places I've got to itch because
of you and ['ve got pink goopy calamine stains on all my
clothes including the Paper Denim and Cloth jeans I just
bought at Saks which were really expensive. I'll be paying
that credit card bill off for a while ‘cause you know I'm a
waitress, in a breakfast place, no less, and it's not like selling
eggs equates the cash flow necessary to buy jeans like that
every day, no sir, I really wanted those jeans and now they
have pink spots on the thighs and I'm pretty angry about
it, to be quite honest, I ‘m hanging on by a thread here so
please, please, please go away. I've tried everything: citronel-
la candles are burning as we speak and everything I own
smells like Off—my food is starting to taste like Off. Off
sandwiches Off popcorn off coffee—and I've tried sleeping
with the windows closed so you can’t get in but it's August
in Chicago and it’s really hot and [ can't afford an air con-
ditioner so please, please, please go away.

I don’t want to get nasty.

There are pesticides [ can use, you know. [ndustrial
ones, and [ can take the dog and go stay at D'Nell's house
until the fumes subside. And Sharon told me the way they
used to do it when she was a kid in New Orleans: take a
bucket, fill it with dish soap and water, put it in the middle
of the room under a spotlight and apparently you get alli
crazy attracted and dive in and drown horribly. Horribly.
She used to stand over the bucket and watch you writhe
and twitch and the thing of it is, mosquitoes, ['m getting to
the point where 1'd take it that far. The threat of death. And
that’s hard for me, you know? I'm an environmentalist! 1
believe in celebrating life 1n all its forms—but, just so we'’re
clear ‘cause there’s been confusion about this issue in the
past, I am pro-choice, from a political standpoint. I mean,
I'd choose life, you know, depending on the circumstance,
but I need to have that choice. You know? I am constantly
misunderstood on this issue. My boyfriend and I—ex-
boyfriend and [—we're exes now, as of twenty minutes
ago—argue about this all the time. How can you support
life and be pro-choice blah blah and I'm like, are you even
listening? And no, he’s not, he’s not a big listener, ‘cause if
he was he'd of realized that I've been trying to break up
with him for about six months now.

He’s a good guy and all, don’t get me wrong. He's per-
fectly nice, and he does really sweet things like writing
poetry on my stomach while I'm sleeping. He writes it
backwards, so when I look in the mirror in the morning |
can read it, and it’s really beautiful. He’s a really good writer
and he reads good stuff, too, but his taste in poetry, good or
bad, does not get to the heart of the issue which is this: we
fight about silly stuff, like cheese graters and the meanings
of films at Century Theater, when what we really want to
fight about is the fact that he loves me more than I love
him but [ love him enough to not want to hurt him. But [
do. Hurt him. Horribly. Yesterday he told me he loved me
and you know what I said? I said, “Couldn’t we just go see
a movie?” I am a bitch, mosquitoes. I am a great big bitch.

So I started trying to break up with him. Itd be better,
for him, ‘cause of the aforementioned bitchy thing and who
wants to be treated that way? and for me, ‘cause the guilt of
this whole thing is killing me, really, I mean, I'm hanging
on by a thread. So I say to him, “ Dave, we've got to talk,”
and immediately he looks at me all worried and pale, and
he’s got these really expressive eyes that can lift up or pull
down and make you feel about a thousand things, and now
I'm feeling like the angel of death and I want to cry ‘cause
I know how much this is going to hurt him, and as long as
I'm being really honest, mosquitoes, I'll tell you: I really do
care about this guy. It’s just that he’s not right for me. [
wanted him to be. I tried, I really did. But there’s some-
thing about his smell that rubs me the wrong way. He's
clean, really clean, actually overly-hygienic to tell you the
truth, but even after all the soap and oil and sprays everyone
has their own particular smell and his involves woodchips.
He smells woodchippy and that brings back this whole line
of memories for me involving camping and my parents and
nobody talking to one another, ever, just these icy cold
silences around campfires and this is what love is supposed
to be? so [ know he isn't right I know he isn’t right I know
he isn’t right but he’s so wonderful in every other way
besides not being right that if anyone were to hurt him, to
lie to him or make him sad, I would crucify them.
Seriously, [ would level them, celebration of life be
damned. And the fact that it's me who’s hurting him?
should dump my own goddamn head in a bucket of dish
soap, I'll tell you what.

So I say,“Dave, we've got to talk.” And he gets this sad
look, and then I want to cry ‘cause of the sad look, and
then he wants to make me feel better ‘cause he hates seeing
me cry, and then we end up hugging. And this has been
going on for months now, this little song and dance, me as
the bitch and him as the hugger and this morning it just
exploded all over the place. I was still feeling like an asshole
from yesterdays “go to the movies” follow-up to such a
beautiful, wonderful statement as love, love, love, he loves
me, shouldn’t [ want to be in love? And he was feeling bad
‘cause | felt bad and we're lying there in bed and he's pet-
ting me, saying, “don’t feel bad,” and then I feel even badder
[sic: more bad. I'm writing this on a typewriter so [ can’t
go back and fix the grammar] that’s he’s comforting me
when really he should be sticking pins under my fingernails
for all these thoughts that keep pesteringpesteringpestering
and I jump out of bed and say, “Dave, ['ve got something to
say and I need you to listen to me,” and his eyes pull down
and he says, “Don’t I always listen to you? Do you need me
to listen more? I can be better, [ can!” and then I want to
cry again but instead I get dressed and go to work.

The restaurant was jam-packed this morning. All the
tables and booths were filled and some people were waiting
for them to open, hanging out in the aisles and blocking
my through-way. We were one cook short in the kitchen
and it was like an hour before whoever was working the
short shift would show up, so Sharon and I are running our
asses off. Bacon, eggs, pancakes, coffee—decaf or regular—
multi grain or sourdough and it's real easy to take your
mind off your problems when you've got to make nine soy
vanilla decaf lattes. Like, the mindlessness of the work just
numbs your whole brain and your body becomes a
machine, almost. Pull the espresso, steam the milk, stack
glasses and Dave, who? plus we were listening to some
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Eighties remix CD which was pretty comforting, you
know? Eighties music can take you closer to home than
home ever really was (assuming you grew up during the
Eighties, which incidentally, mosquitoes, I did). So we're
running around, taking orders, seating tables, and then
Martin in the kitchen starts ringing the little bell ‘cause
we've let the food pile up and I go running back there and
stack like six plates of pancakes on one arm and I'm going
to table fifteen up near the front to drop them off and sud-
denly [ stop dead in my tracks. I stop and I stand there
holding all those plates, ‘cause through the speakers came
the opening piano bars and then her voice, all desperate
and edgy, all exactly how I felt: Tuuurn around every now
and then I get a little bit lonely and you’re never coming
round Tuuurn around every now and then I get a little bit
tired of listening to the sound of my tears and I'm still not
moving, there in the middle of the restaurant and all these
feelings were bubbling up in my middle and Tuuurn around
bright eyes every now and then [ fall apart and I thought
yes, yes it's soooo true! Every now and then I do fall apart!
I do! And that’s okay! It’'s okay toall apart! Bonnie fell
apart! And as [ stand there I can feel the tears coming down
my cheeks and I listened to the song and mouthed the
words along with her and felt better, and stronger, and
more in control, and when I looked up I saw some of my
customers crying, too, and they were all singing along, qui-
ety at first, a whisper, and by the time we got to I don't
know what to do I'm always in the dark with all the cym-
bals crashing and the back-up choir, everybody was on
their feet, faces tear-streaked, holding hands and singing at
top volume.

Once upon a time I was falling in love

Now I'm only falling apart

There's nothing I can do

Total eclipse of the heart

Have you ever heard that song? No? You're kidding!
Seriously, you should go get the CD—it’s Bonnie Tyler,
Faster Than the Speed of Night, and the song’s called Total
Eclipse of the Heart, but she’s remixed it on about a thou-
sand Best Of albums—and it totally saved my life today. I
came home after work and walked right up to him and
shut my eyes tight so I wouldn't see his face and I said,
“Dave, look. I don’t want to hurt you, but 1 am. You're
hurting, and I'm hurting and 1 need you to sit and think
about it for a minute, okay? ‘Cause if you think about it, if
you really think hard, you'll see how unhappy we are,
you're unhappy and I'm unhappy, I'm so unhappy with
making you unhappy, and it’s done, now. I'm stopping, now.
I feel restless and I'm craving something wild, Dave, and if I
have to hurt you big right now to make you hurt less later,
so be it, and if you hurt big always I'm sorry but I need to
save myself, Dave, [ do, ‘cause I'm hanging on by a thread!”
And then I turned, came in here to my bedroom and
locked the door behind me. The knocking started right
away. "Megan, Megan, Megan,” he's saying at the other side
of the door. I can hear him and it breaks my heart, it's
killing me and then—then, you fuckers—you start biting,
You're all over me and I don't want to do it, I don’t want
to smack my arm and squash you, I dont want to see you
on the wall and flatten you with a hardcover book. So I'm
asking you, one last time, to go of your own accord. ['ve
done everything I can.

I don’t want to kil you, but I will.




knock & clap ..

My dad loves to tell the one about the summer his boys caught the
clap. The "boys” he refers to are not me and my brothers—I was maybe
eight, Lee, thirteen, and Sam swas something like sixteen. The “boys” were

his wards at Central State Juvenile Delinquent Home for boys, where Dad

was superintendent for the year and a half we lived in Kentucky. At
Central, he had an average of seventy-five boys between the ages of eleven
and seventeen in his care at any given time, so it wasn't really a “home,” but
a large cinderblock institutional facility, built for function, not form, in the
middle of a two hundred acre campus that was every inch surrounded by
an eighteen foot chain-link fence topped with curled razor-wire,

“It was the dammest thing, Son,” Dad’s voice is all cigar smoke and
Southern wh!sky “Over half of them caught it, and T'll be dammned fwe
could figure it out, son.” My dad slways calls me son, and though he does-

1t pormually swear, the word damn, and all of its forms, is a regular feature
in his vacabulary, Damn. Damndest. Dammd Damn 2. .mmafwn Damn you.
God damn. Damni to hell. Son.
We lived on campus too, in a three-story brick house that looked out of

place next to the sterile expanse of the main building behind all that chiain-

link and barbwire. Everyone referted to where we lived as the “house” and
where the boys lived as the "home” If you could have erased the home,
the fence, and the looming concrete slab jutting out of aur front lawn with

the inseriprion: Central State Juvenile Belinquent Home, you would get an

image of a turn of the century Southein estate, complete with a barn, sta-
bles, fields and gardens, a library, scattered-out buildings, and our house, the

master’s house, unquestionably asserting the aufhotity of the man who lived
there,

“That damn summer is what made me give up corremons once and for

all, Son” Dad will sometimes admit this when 1 bring it up.

It was the same summer that the knocking started, and even though nty
dad will never talk about that, the knockmg is the oniy part i do remem-
ber.

W‘mle in hxs care, Ead madc sure that the boys of Central State reaped

 the benefits of good honest work. After all these years, he sill insists, “Hard
work makes a man out of you,” and I have to stop and chink about how
much of a man my bwzhers and { ‘must be, md wonder if my sister is now
a ynan, too. :

When Dad didn’t have them worlcmg, the boys pathered in the rec oom
to play ping-pong and foosball or do homework for the three or four class-
&s they attended each week. Dad didn’t allow cards or television in his
home or his house because they led even the cleanest minds astray. “It was-
n't a dama #acar;ion, son. Those boys were there to learn a lesson, and I'il
be damned if [ dida’t do everything to make sure they learned it.” In my
dad’s eyes, everyday was a step closer te these boys becoming men.

_ So when the county doctor, on his regular weekly visit, reported four

cases of gonorrhca among the boys, Dad suspected that foul plzy and dirty

deeds were taking place right under his nose. “I was damn sure I wasn't
going to aliow hanky panky or werse ...’
imagines 25 “worse than hanky panky”, but he shakes the image: out of his
head. “Not on my watch, damnit.”

The four boys were put on mdcﬁmtc lockdown, whete who knows
what happened to them, but they didn’t have contact with each other, or

~ still couldn’t bring himself'to even say the word “sex,” much less

" Dad never says whatever it is he

any of the other boys. Diad was sure that was the end of it, so the next
week when seven more boys complained to the doctor, he hit the damn
woof. The boys were undoubtedly in agony by then, and fearing my dad’
wrath, had suffered until they could no lnnger stand the pain. When the
fire in their pants was unbearable, they finally told the doctor and the doc-
tor told my dad and all seventy-five Boys were rounded up into the cafete-
ria where Dad lectured them on the price they weuld pay for dm;y acts (!!e

sodomy™), and the docter described the symptoms of the clap, right up to
the point of | losing one’s mind, and my dad bronght it all around to how
the pain and burning they felt now was not even, “five percent of the pain

and bummg you will feel once you have been damned to hell for such dis-

gusting acts” Dad was never that religious, hardly ever went to church

 when Mama would take us, but kept God in his pocket, selectively refer-
 encing heaven and hell when they served to back up whatever point he
was trying to make.

The boys called my dad the Catch&r, which was a sbuttcd version of
“Ghild Catcher,” his CB handle when he and security were hunting
escapees. Dad still brags, I never lost a bay”bm as more bays kept commg,

\up with the clap, hie felt like he was about ta lose them all. He put more

boys on fockdown and kept the lights on all through the night and
increased security and made damn sure that the boys wultin t even shower
without a guard watching, and ordered that every fast one of the sevenl:ga—
fsve boys be tested. Tweney-five of them had gonorthea. Dad went ballistic.
He leaves this part out, but my sister, once while wying to remind me
what kind of 2 man our father is, told me that nearly all of the boys were
strapgaed to theit bunks at night. More security officers were added so that
not one bay was ever out of sight. Doors from tilet stalls were remaved
and work details were increased and restructured so that there wasn't the
remotest chance of even the most innocent contact berween the boys Dad

~ was going to save their bodies and souls with hard work.

But nothing he did seemed to work. Every day new boyi': were infected

with the clap, and others who had been weated continued to cateh it agam i
‘Dad was beside himself. He spent every wakmg hour tx};h\g to ﬁgute aut

how this was happening right under his nose. Though he worked two hun-

dred yuds from our honse, the only time we mught 2 glimpse of him was

if Mama allowed us to stay up as late when he came home, and he was
almost always gone to the main building by the time we woke. .
‘This is the part I have never heard my dad talk about; around that same
time, the knocking started. The knocking was in our house, in the base-
ment, in a small space we called the utility room, behind the wood panel
wall that separated the central air, water heater, and gas lines from the
unfinished conerete expanse where I rode my big whee] in wide ﬁguzc-
eights and played basket ball with my brothers. :
1 don’t remember how it started, but my mom and sister say that at. ﬁrsl:,

it was just like somcone lmock:mg on a door, It wasnt even that loud, b
we could hear it fiom our bedrooms on the top flaor. Knocking.
Consistent. Flesh on wood (knock, knock imock knock) Rhythmic.
Continuous, but not urgent.

Dad went dewnstairs and checked the fiont door. He checked the back
door while Mama looked into our rooms, making sure we wete all in bcd :




No one was at either door, and realizing that the knocking was coming

_ from the basement, Dad peered down the dark stairs and called security
- from the phone in the kitchen. He got my brother’s baseball bat and waited

. at the top of the :basemcnt stairs while Mom kept us in our rooms.

At some point, the knocking stopped, and when the captain of security,

 an old man who had spent his Life guarding correctional facilities and who

was called simply, “Cap,” arrived, they searched the basement and found
nothing or no one. The basement door was secure and Dad had been

o watching the only way out with the baseball bat, so whoever had been

down there couldn’s have slipped by without his notice. Plad ordered 2
head-count of the dorms, and though not one of the boys had slipped out
of their now regular bed constraints, he was sure they, at [east some of
them, were responsible for waking his family,

The next night when it happened again, Dad ordered the head-count

 first, waited for security, and searchied every cormet of the basement.

Nothing was found. Cap suggestcd that maybe it was the water heater or
som¢ loose pare flapping against the wall of the utility room, but there was

. nothing within four feet of the thin wood paneling. There was nothing

unusual in the basement, just my toys, my big wheel, a few basketballs and

- footballs, the evidence of our first snowy winter. We had moved there from
. Florida, and with what my dad referred to as "thin blood,” 5am and Eee |

and I spent most of the countless winter hours down in the basement, safe

. from the cold and snow outside. Once spring started to warm things up,

we hadn'’t played down there at all, and frightened of whoever or whatever

 was making the noise every night, Mama forbid any of us from setting foot

in the basement.
The knockmg continued, not always at the same time, or even eyery

- night, but it was regular enough that Dad stopped calling security every
 time it happened, probably because one night a sleepy-eyed Cap tilted his
_head at Dad and asked if he was sure he hadn’t been dreaming it The

.. knocking always stopped before Cap could get to our House, and Dad

waved his arm at the evidence of his wife and four kids, huddled wide-

_ eyed on the couch, “Ne, I wasn’t dreaming, Cap. It wakes up the whole
. damn family” But Dad always went to the basement, every night it hap-
~_pened, creeping down the stairs with that baseball bat while Mama made

 sure none of us lef our beds. Dad even sat up some mghts waiting for it,
~ but every tdme his fingers touched the door to that little room, the knock-
_ing would cease, but only until the next night.

5 .sleepnmlk

wwel

The gonorrhea didn't stop either, and before long, Dad was at his wits

end. If it had just been the clap or just the knocking, he might have been,
_able ta think straight, but faced with whatever dark deeds the boys were
doing during the day, and with whatever dark force had snuck iato our

basement during the miglit, he was “all but ready to throw in the damn

There was not & sccond when any of the boys were ever allowed even
the briefest physical contact with each other. They slept, ate, showered, and

shat under constant supervision, They worked all day long with officers at

their sides, and in a last ditch effort to solve the mystery, Dad even ordered
all of the officers tested. Cap’s argument that testing his officers was outra-

 geons was justified by the fact that none of the nearly thirty guards had the

clap. But the outbreak continued among the boys, and there was no more

of an explanation for the gonorrhea than t}]em was for the nightly knock-

ing in our basement.
_ Einally, after exhausting every other possxble :dea, the doctor suggested
to Dad that they take matters into their own hands. They agrced that the

. boys who had first been treated. who continned to become re—mfected
~ They imagined that these boys were either the source, or wonld lead the)
 to the source. Dad continued full lockdown of the boys at mght each

: pletely stumped.

 had been safely st;apped in

- They retraced their steps

: “slop duty,” or as the boys called :t,“sh:t duty” that the guards couldn’t see

only way to reliably find out what was going on would be to persoriﬂly o
watch the boys every move. Fo]lowing all sevemy~ﬁve boys around Wbu}d

confined to his own pnvate cell, and then for the next three days, Bad
and the doctor followed these few boys and watched tixem through their
daily tasks. .

Everything seemed notmal ’I‘hey m;lked the cows and herded thr:m ouz
into the fields. They collected the egps and fod the chickens. They slopped
out the stalls and forked in fresh hay, only pausing from the more strenuous
tasks to brush the thick white wool of the campus mascat, 2 sheep that was
named Cindy long before we arrived at Central. They boys worked hard afl
day long without deviation from Bad’s strict orders. By the third day, he
and the doctor Were com- '

That evening in the main
building, after all the boys

their beds, they sat in Dad's
office, sipping whisky from
shorr glasses with no ice.

from the last few days and simultaneously concluded that the :
boy was ever not in direct sight of a guard was in the barn, and even. then,

no two boys were ever out of sight at the same time. [t was only during

them at a]] nmcs And then it dawned on Dad that shit dnty was not cm.ly

system of shanng tha! chore 50 Ihat no one pcrson was stuck wn:h it. And,

of course, the guards didn’t follow each individual boy into the sszlls as

they one-by-one took their turns, because the smell only got worse the

more the shit was stirred up. ' i
o1 still didn’t want to believe what was before my damn eyes” Dad tells

how they grabbed some flashlights and he and the doctor marched down

the slopping drive, maybe still carrying these plasses of whisky. They crept

into the birn—mnot sure what or whom they would find—and stayed close

together, the ﬂashl:ght beams guestxonmg eaCb corner of the barn, asking it

to reveal the clues they were looking for. They sea:ched each stall thinking

they would find something hidden in the hay, their minds refusmg to wrap

around what thcy were about ta dxscover, but then, as they opened the Iast

stall door, stood side-by-side and peered in, both flashlight beams fell on

the answer they were looking for: Cindy. The sheep. The campus ma§c__9_':_. o

The closest thing to a pet the boys were allowed to have at Gentral.
Dad still gets a big laugh when he exclaims, “No wonder those boys

loved that sbeep so damn much,” The docwr immediately ¢ tested Cindy.

Horrified, yet not surprised, they discovered that Cindy was indeed carry-

ing the clap. They didn't hesitate to have the sheep removed and destroyed

immediazely. That dirty sheep, causing all of those damn pmb}ems
Somewhere in there, the knocking stopped for a few days,and even

though Dad couldn’t explain why it wasn't happening any more than he

could why it had been happening, b be was beginning to feel like he was

again in control of Central State, But then ane night, it hapgened again,

and this time, it wasn't just knocking, but banging. It sounded like '




somebody was angry, and the pounding from the basement was
accompanied by the screeching of our family cat. Dad rushed to the
basement withiout mme:mbcnng the baseball bat, and we all followed
until Mama blocked the door to the basement with her body and
refused to let us go any further. This time, the banging didn't stop
 when Dad got down there, and from the top of the stairs we could
im pause, not 5o sure if he should open the door while the thin

: SE_C'

pa
. ting and kzckmg the wnoé fiom bchmd That s the part that i

. doox handh but even though there was no lock, or even a latch the
 door wouldn't budge. Mom called security, and Dad tngged and

he cat screamed. The pounding got louder. Dad threw his weight
. against the door. His atm. His shoulder. His whole bo&y Fhe door
. bowd in and the wall bowed out. Again and again, Dad tried to get
in as whatever was i there with our cat tried to get out, and finally,
the door gave with the r:mck]mg of wood, sandmg splm&ers explod—
g into the small utility oom.
. Sudde 17 there was silence, md our cat shot out of there, fur on |
absolute end, :etreatmg all the wa to the top floor and underneath
ister’s bed where it would be weeks before he would venture
for more than a few minutes.

with Dad that something just wasn’t right. As a last resort, Dad
agtend to let Mama call the church she took us o most Sundays and |
 forbade Cap to mention mythmg 0 anyone on ot off campus. Dad

_seemed as embarrassed by whatever was happening in our basement
f his wards catching the clap from a sheep.

led walls bowed with each bmg. It looked like someone was hit-

pulled and wrenched the door handle until it popped off in his hand.

“ap came, scratched his head at the husmd dao:way, and agreed
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. The next day, a priest came to our house. He assured Dad and

. Mom that he blessed many houses, and though he wasnt certain

what was in our basement, or if it had anything to do with God or

. the devil, Mama was sure that the blessing wouldnt hurt.

_And this, I remember: My brother Lee and 1 followed the pnest

all around the house as he chanted and sprinkled holy water in every

corner of every room, with special emphasis on the basement. We
echoed his chants, even though we understood very litdle of what he
said. Most of it was in Latin, Then Lee folded a paper airplane to
look like that pointy white hat that the pope wears, and I drewa
smiley face on a tennis ball with a permanent marker, and the priest

- smiled and sptiﬁkled that with his fmly water, tao, and we placed aur

tennis ball pope on top of the water heater, facing the broken door
that my dad never replaced, with a sign that said, “Go away, bad
thing, and don't come back.” .

- And it didn't come back. | don’t know if it was the chanting of

_ the holy water or the tennis ball pope head, but we never heard the

knocking again as long as we lived in that house. Evenmally, the cat

_ came out of my sister’s bedroom, although he wouldn't even come
. close to the door that led to the basement stairs. Eventually, all of the
hhnys swere cured of the clap, though there was a general sadness for
.-Efgmte sometime at the loss of their favarite sheep. Just to be safe that
nothing of the sort ever happened again, Dad made sure that any

animal smaller than a horse and bigger than a chicken was removed .:

from Central State. _ :
. The boys continued to do the work that would make men out of

them, and my dad spent che next few months trying to save them

from themselves until he finally gave up corrections altogether,
beeause, as he tells it now, “the work was just too damn hard” sw
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Y isaac adamson

As the boat nears the shore I can see them. Three old
men huddled at the edge of the island, threadbare coats clinging like timid
shadows, wool caps tight over their skulls as they peer into the fog. From
the boat I can't see the expressions on these faces but I know them just the
same. Watery eyes narrowed as they gaze into an invisible distance, pinched
noses raw and red from the cold. These three old men are here because,
like my father, they suffer a mania for stones.

‘Mania for stones’ is a phrase of my mother’s, words she murmured until
she became her own echo in our little house on the edge of the river. The
river has suffered many names—the Twin Kings River, Glory to the
Cabbage Picker River, the River of Equality, River of Tenfold Progress—
but to us it has always been simply ‘the river” I would often accompany
my mother to the edge of the river to do our Sunday wash, where she
would exclaim, ‘ Your father’s mania for stones will lead us to ruin as she dug
stones from his pockets. ‘What does he find in this mania for stones? she would
mutter when discovering a collection of stones hidden in an old flowerpot
or concealed beneath a loose floorboard. Late at night, when I was sup-
posed to be sleeping, I would hear her pleading with him. Do these stones
mend your handkerchiefs, Duvek? Do they boil turnips for you? Do these stones
Sfeed that hungry little mouth in the next room?

My father would remain silent. After a time, I would hear the floor-
boards groan as he rose from the bed and made his way to the den. In the
morning I would find him sitting under the kitchen table, eyes dull and
staring at his hands. It’s a fine morning Dmitre, he would say. Let us go to the
river and gather stones.

i &

And now as the boat nears the island I picture him with these men staring
silently out over the water. In the old days, there would have been more
men huddled on the shore, six or eight or maybe even a dozen.
Unbeknownst to my mother, as a boy I would accompany him to these
annual clandestine island meetings, yet it wasn't until much later that I
appreciated their significance. My father and his comrades would stand at
the edge of the river, shuffling from foot to foot, hands inside their coats,
pockets filled with stones. Only now do [ understand their frustration, their
tightlipped rage at a world they couldn’t change, for I knew nothing as a
child. Back then I would only drink bitter fig tea and watch them through
the steamed windows of the Blind Boatsmen, a small cafe on the island rup
by my third cousin Mulva who had enormous breasts and was forever
crossing herself. k

There were never any customers in the Boatsmen on the days when the
meetings took place. I would sit at the long empty table with my fig tea
and Mulva would inquire after my mother and little sister. I would tell her
my mother was fine and remind her that I had no sister. Mulva would say
I'm glad they’re both well and watch the men standing on the shore, her eye-
brows knit with worry. Then she would cross herself and scurry off to the
kitchen.

After perhaps an hour my father and his friends would end their shore-
side vigil and come into the Boatsmen, cold and ruddy faced. They would
empty their pockets upon the table until it was covered with stones they
had collected over the previous twelve months. For an hour or so, they
would carefully pick through them, condemning some as too heavy, some
too round, others too light. Some were unmasked as not being stones at all,

but woodchips, bits of dull glass, shards of bone or fragments of brick.
Mulva would hurry back and forth with fig tea and pineseed biscuits and
when they tired of sifting through the stones they'd talk.

Duvek, one man might say to my father—is it true about the Australian?

It shows promise, my father would say.

How many touches?

With practice, perhaps twelve touches. Maybe more.

Tivelve touches! The other man would bellow. Nonsense! The Australian is a
waste of your talent, Duvek my friend. Better you should practice your Skinny
Green Frog. The Frog was good enough for Ludvik, after all.

Ludvik was a genius, another man would say.

To the genius of Ludvik, yet another would reply.

A chorus of similar pronouncements would erupt around the table and
the men would raise their mugs and speak of this Ludvik’s genius for some
time, invoking strange names I only discovered the meanings behind much
later. A Gypsy Eating Rice. Sorrow of the Night Porter. The Hangman, The
Haberdasher’s Tooth. The faults and merits of each would be debated at
length, the discussion often growing so heated the men would thump
their fists down upon the table and make the stones leap and rattle over its
surface.

Still, my father would say in a hushed tone, there is something to this
Australian. With practice, it may be possible to reach twelve touches.

Nonsense! the first man would bellow. Show us!

These words would hang frozen in the air and a pall would fall over the
men as they gazed wistfully out the window to the river winding its silent
way past our village or remained starihg into their mugs and stroking their
beards. When they eventually resumed speaking there would be no more
talk of Ludvik or the Australian. The men would soon gather their stones
and put on their coats and my father would order me to kiss third cousin
Mulva. Take care of your mother and little sister, Mulva would say. Then the
men would all crowd into the ferry boat for the short trip across the river
and Mulva would stand at the window making signs of the cross over her

enormous breasts until we were out of sight.

A

My mother never understood the nature of my father’s mania for stones
until it was too late. As for myself, at first I knew only that he was very
particular about the stones he gathered. He judged them according to strict
criteria, caring nothing for a stone’s color but clearly preferring small
stones, ones that could fit in the palm of his hand, stones that were smooth
and flat like coins. Soon I mastered his criteria and began my own collec-
tion, one [ concealed in an old coffee can under my bed.

And still it came as a shock when I learned these stones had a covert
purpose. My discovery came on the night of the Autumn Rations Festival,
an annual celebration held in the village square-.At that time the square was
known as Triumph of the Wheat-Thresher Plaza, but like the river, it
labored under so many names through the years that no one called it any-
thing but ‘the square. All the village was gathered there that night, every-
one but my mother who had no use for festivals. Go to the square and fetch
your father, my mother told me, wringing her hands on her apron. It’s late and
the turnip stew is going cold.

And so off I went into the night. The square was ablaze with torches and
crowded with tents where people sat drinking wormwood spirits and eat-




ing skewered parsnips and rabbit, the traditional fall celebration fare. When
I found my father he swooped me up onto his lap and made me perform
subtraction for his friends. They applauded heartily, asking him how it was
such a simpleton had produced this subtracting machine of a boy. My
father just laughed, eyes gleaming as he tussled my hair. He took one final
swig of his wormwood and then we made our way from the square, walk-
ing along the riverbank toward our house.

My father was in fine spirits as we traveled through the gathering dark-
ness. As we crossed Kosvar Street, he told me a funny story about my
schoolteacher, Mr. Kujek. It was a story he enjoyed repeating, one which
took on comical augmentations with each telling.

As a boy, my father said, Mr. Kujek once got his head stuck in the iron
fence surrounding the statue of the Virtuous Milkmaid. No one knew how
he managed it, but for hours he was left there with his head wedged
between the bars while all the other children gathered and laughed and
pelted him with rotten choke cherries. Just imagine it! my father would
always say with a chuckle. Mr. Kujek’s head stuck in the fence! I always joined
in his laughter, but if I laughed too long or too loud he would suddenly
grow stern and say, But he is a good man, your teacher Mr. Kujek. You must
respect and obey hin. J

That night I was, as always, giggling at this image of Mr. Kujek’s bespec-
tacled head protruding between the metal bars, laughing at the notion he
should be the target of hurled choke cherries (the ‘rotten’ part was this
evenings particular embellishment) when my father suddenly stopped
walking and put a hand to my shoulder. He looked around a moment to
make sure we were alone and when he spoke it was not to tell me that Mr.
Kujek was a good man and I should obey him.

“I want to show you something,” he said in a whisper.

He then reached into his pocket and withdrew a small, flat stone that
shone glossy black under the moonlight like the eye of a horse. But before
I could get a good look at this stone, my father’s arm shot sideways and he
tossed it into the river. I was confused at this, for it seemed a perfectly
good stone according to his usual standards, indeed was one I would have
been proud to add to my own growing collection.

“Look!” my father commanded, pointing into the darkness. I looked out
over the river and saw ... a splash. I was wondering whether my father had
perhaps enjoyed too many glasses of wormwood when a miracle occurred.

There was a second splash.

And a third, and a fourth, a whole series of tiny flowering white explo-
sions springing from the surface of the river one after another in quicken-
ing succession. I could hardly believe my eyes. There must have been eight
or even ten splashes before the stone sank into the river or was swallowed
by the very night itself—I knew not which for suddenly everything
seemed possible. !

“Again!” I cheered. “Do it again!”

My father clapped me on the back and laughed, the sound echoing as #
there was another man on the other side of the river laughing back at him.
This seemed to unnerve my father, for he suddenly stopped laughing, his
expression curdling as he narrowed his eyes to peer into the darkness. The
smile died on his lips and he grabbed me by the back of the neck.

“Dmitre,” he said. “You must tell no one of this. Not even your mother.
Especially not your mother! Do you understand?”

“But—" I began.

He slapped me across the face, hard. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I
was too shocked to cry out. My father brought his face to mine and I
could smell the wormwood on his breath. “Promise me, Dmitre,” he said.
“Promise me this will remain our little secret.”

“I promise,” I sniffed. “I promise.”

My father nodded, glancing once more over his shoulder. He then
released my neck and we continued walking along the riverbank. But he
was in a foul mood all the way home and didn't utter a single word while
we ate our cold turnip stew.
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Now I had a secret. And somehow [ knew that, unlike other secrets, thi
was something truly unspeakable, a universe apart from the family scandals
we children shamelessly exchanged. This was not like stories of what
Kowalzik the Jellymaker and one-eared Ludmila did in the canning cellar,
nor like rumors of crazy Uncle Luzjek and his covert acorn distillery. I
thought about that black stone magically tracing a path across the surface
of the river, and knew my secret was a real secret, something dark and mys-
terious, something to be protected. Yet somehow, the notion that someone
could glimpse my collected stones and decipher their hidden, unrequited
purpose never crossed my mind.

Every spring, just before flood season, we celebrated Collective Treasure
Day, a time when each child would bring some cherished household item
to be donated to the school in a show of communal solidarity. But every-
one was so poor in those days that Collective Treasure Day was reduced to
a grim charade. Each student would present their prized offering—an axe
handle with a missing blade, a cracked teakettle, a tin cup half filled with
rusted nails—and speak a few words about how the school might put it to
use. This pot is a good pot for boiling cabbage, one pupil might say, holding a
battered helmet left over from the last war.
With this shovel, another would announce
upon presenting an oversized spoon, the
school can dig holes if it wants to.

That year I anxiously awaited my turn,
clutching my coffee can as [ listened to my
classmates detailing the merits of their bent
forks and unhinged mousetraps, their broken
corkscrews and stiffened shaving brushes.
When Mr. Kujek called me, I proudly
marched to the front of the class, a look of

triumph on my face as I emptied my collection on his desk, spreading the
stones over its surface just like I'd seen the men do at the Blind Boatsmen.
For a moment Mr. Kujek just stood transfixed, eyes wide and mouth agape
in what I mistook for admiration. Then he cleared his throat and spoke.

“And what are these, Dmitre?”

“They're stones,” I replied.

“You take us for idiots,” stated Mr. Kujek. “Of course they're stones. But
what use could the school possibly have for these stones of yours?”

“The school could throw them,” I said.

“Throw them?” he repeated. “At what might the school throw these
stones, [ wonder? At a wall perhaps? Maybe at church windows? Perhaps
we should pelt old people or hurl them at the tethered badgers outside the
tannery?”

“The school could throw them at the river.”

“Proper names, Dmitre!” he barked.

“The River of Tenfold Progress. The school could throw them at the
River of—" w0

“Oh, well | suppose we could,” said my teacher. “But that wouldn’t be
very clever would it? Because the stones would sink, wouldn’t they,
Dmitre? And then what would the school be left with?”

I struggled for an answer under the withering glare of Mr. Kujek while
my classmates looked on with amusement. To give myself courage, I tried
to picture Mr. Kujek with his head stuck in the iron fence surrounding the
Virtuous Milkmaid, the sounds of laughter, the sight of choke cherries sail-



ing through the air. “Well,” I began. “There’s this way of throwing stones so
they don’t sink. Not right away.”

Mr. Kujek raised an eyebrow in mock intrigue. “Pray tell, Dmitre! Are
you claiming you’ve taught these stone of yours to swim?” The class began
giggling but an angry glance from Mr. Kujek cut them short.

“No. But if you throw them just right, they can kind of bounce across—"

“That’s quite enough,” my teacher trumpeted, a note of pleasure in his
voice as he told me to return to my desk. [ started gathering my stones but
he ordered me to leave them, reminding me that whether they could swim
or not they were now part of the school’s collective treasure, as was my
coffee can, which, hopefully, they might even be able to utilize in some
fashion or another. Mr. Kujek then told us to take out our red science
manuals and reread the chapter titled ‘Objects Known to Sink’ while he
made a brief visit to the headmaster’s office.

When I returned home that afternoon I found the door to our house
wide open and my mother in a heap on the floor, crying. My father was

gone.

R

Now I stand with these men on the island and we gaze through the fog
drifting above the surface of the river. In a moment we will go inside the
Blind Boatsmen and spread our stones upon the table. Third cousin Mulva
will ask about my mother and younger sister and I will remind her that I
have no sister and my mother has long since died. At mention of my moth-
er’s passing, Mulva will make the sign of the cross over her pendulous
breasts and scurry off to fetch coffee and donuts; no one drinks bitter fig

tea or eats pineseed biscuits anymore.

And when the coffee comes, the stoneskippers will speak of the genius

of Ludvik, of the Skinny Green Frog and the Haberdasher’s Tooth. They
will ask about my father, whether there really was anything to this
Australian method he was pursuing. I never let on that I'm as ignorant of
the Australian as they are, but only tell them that he might have developed
it into a solid technique, given time. The men will then nod and gaze
silently into their coffee mugs, thinking of lost days and years gone by.

These times are g.ood times for our village, and though there is now
nothing to prevent anyone skipping stones, nobody ever does. The old have
grown weak and irresolute, while the young regard stoneskipping as a
meaningless relic from a past they want only distance from. As for myself, I
still gather stones, but would never dream of skipping them. I never learned
the proper throwing technique, and fear my clumsy efforts would be disre-
spectful, a slap in the face to men so long forbidden from skipping stones.
And in truth, [ know that even should I master stoneskipping, nothing
from my own hand could ever eclipse the magic my father created on that
night so many years ago. The mysterious geometry of those splashes on the
river’s surface, the impossibility of the stone’s repeated arc as it vanished in
the fog. How much better to leave a memory unfettered, to let miracle
remain Jjust that.

Soon all the stoneskippers of my father’s generation will have passed, and
there shall be no new stoneskippers to replace them. Perhaps when this day
arrives I shall dare to skip stones, or perhaps I will feel a burden has been
lifted and give up stones altogether. But as long as men who remember my
father still gather upon this island, I will return. [ shall come and stand and
gaze across the river, bracing myself against the cold, my pocketed fists
clenching unhurled stones. s#
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Margaret Ann Byers, age nine, gets off the 104 at 63rd and
Broadway at dusk and descends the cement stairs to the stage entrance of
the New York State Theater like she knows what she’s doing, which she
does, but only marginally, and any appearance of deliberation is only a
lucky coincidence. Margaret Ann does know where she’s going, but at this
point, why is of no great concern. (Why, to Margaret Ann, being ostensi-
bly due to her employment but motivated by other things entirely, some
of which she’s aware of and some of which it only looks like she’s aware
of.) Margaret Ann Byers is in the children’s chorus in New York City
Opera fall production of La Bohéme, for which she has been required to
audition in spite of the fact that her mother is featured in the role of
Musetta, the saucy tart who dares to remove her shoe out of doors at a
crowded café on the Left Bank of Paris. (Any speculation about her moth-
er’s typecasting can be put to rest, which is not to say that Margaret Ann’s
mother is or is not saucy and/or a tart, but that unlike other theatrical
fields of entertainment where one’s apparent individual qualities such as
saucy tartness might aid in their casting, in opera it helps to come to the
table with some level of skill, and if Margaret Ann’s mother let’s say were
of any formidable size, which she isn’t, but for the sake of making this
clear, if she were, it would not prevent her from being cast as a saucy tart if
she could sing well enough, or possibly if she had modest talents, say if she
had some training and maybe sang out of tune occasionally [in spite of the
training] but slept with the right person, which Margaret Ann’s mother
never does, sleep with people for that purpose, and which, in any case,
could just as easily result in her casting in some non-tarty role even
though, clearly, a tartiness would be perpetuating itself in order to obtain
the possibly non-tarty role.) It happens that Margaret Ann can also sing,
and so impressed Miss Homan, the director of the children’s chorus, with
her rendition of Go Tell Aunt Rhody, that she was cast as Urchin #2 and
fitted for the green velvet costume, which Margaret Ann loved because it
reminded her of Scarlett O’Hara’s curtain dress. She had already seen
Gone With The Wind three times, at the movies. If there is any suspicion
of dubiousness regarding the matter of Margaret Ann’s casting, it is not
recognized by anyone as nepotism, more like a sort of carnival thing
where the bearded lady’s kids end up in the show because they have
beards too. Urchins #3, 4 and 6 are also children of those in the company,
competent singers all.

A gift box of thin mints is passed around in the dressing room, let’s say
they're from the suitor of an attractive chorister, and tonight for some rea-
son, Margaret Ann, who would eat sugar with a spoon if there were noth-
ing else, doesn't feel like eating her chocolate-covered thin mint, and
decides to save it for later in between the waistbands of her three petti-
coats. Margaret Ann Byers, still nine, is right this minute thinking she
maybe doesn’t want to add the extra calories on account of Dante
DiMedici, the boys’ soloist, having said “Hi Maggie,” at yesterday’s rehears-
al not knowing that no one called her that ever, not having any way of
knowing that she would occasionally ask to be called Maggie to no avail,
particularly by her mother, who of course always called her Margaret Ann
(leaving her mother no recourse, in the event of misbehavior, but to add
“Byers” at the end, seeing as how the already formal-sounding “Margaret
Ann” had the potential, every time, to inspire worry, in and of itself with-
out the “Byers” at the end, although it wasn’t too often that the full
Margaret Ann Byers combination was necessary, which tended to be for

situations in which Margaret Ann maybe spaced out [leaving something in

something else for too long/doing some thing without doing some other
thing/leaving something on/off/open/out/somewhere], or acted like a
nine-year-old, [touching/watching/seeing/looking at/saying/doing some-
thing she wasn’t supposed to touch/watch/see/look at/say/do] which,
don’t forget she is, nine), and even though she wouldn’t know that Dante
DiMedici, at twelve, is thinking more about a sandwich than anything else
right now, (and is not yet thinking even in broad terms about his prefer-
ence in gender, let alone one specific person) such as expressing something
above and beyond a greeting when he says the words “Hi, Maggie,” and
although Margaret Ann/Maggie suspects otherwise, Dante DiMedici is
probably not at all meaning to convey any type of psychic connection by
way of his calling her Maggie without having been asked, and by exten-
sion, via the psychic connection, saying to Margaret Ann/Maggie anything
like, “I care about you enough to psychically intuit your wish to be called
‘Maggie’ and maybe you might like to go see Love Story with me some-
time”, which movie choice he would also have to have psychically intuit-
ed, seeing as how this is also a favorite of Margaret Ann’s, even though she
is, still, nine. Nine-year-old opera-singing Gone-With-The-Wind/Love-
Story-watching Margaret Ann Byers may have a certain sophistication
slightly above the average nine-year-old, but that may have no bearing on
whether she is going to think through what might happen to a chocolate-
covered thin mint situated between the waistbands of her three petticoats,
and as such, this chocolate-covered thin mint is promptly forgotten about
for the duration of her appearance in the second act, largely because of
Dante DiMedici being the cutest thing ever, in spite of his undetermined
gender preferences, the age difference, or the difference in their heights,
which is not in his favor, which lack of height Margaret Ann’s mother
explains by way of saying that Dante had been castrated by his own moth-
er (in order to preserve his glorious soprano), and even though Margaret
Ann doesn’t know what castrated is, and even though Margaret Ann
would have no reason, even if she did, to rethink her crush on the basis of
this information, seeing as how (one would hope) nine-year-old Margaret
Ann would have no particular use for/cause to see/need to see such parts,
at this time. Margaret Ann has only a peripheral awareness, at this time,
that her mother is given to drama, (and therefore lending a lack of credi-
bility, to any adult, to the castration theory, which Margaret Ann, at nine,
wouldn’t know was not currently in practice) and also does not know that
her mother is carrying some unspecified resentment toward Dante
DiMedici’s mother, and thus, that the possibility is present that this accusa-
tion is of dubious origin at best. (It wouldn'’t be a year before Margaret
Ann’s mother would just come out and say that Dante DiMedici got his
balls cut off, which, needless to say, even to Gone-With-The-Wind/Love-
Story-watching, public transportation-taking Margaret Ann, is disturbing,
naturally, since this explanation comes not very long at all after Margaret
Ann finds out what balls even are, and at ten, with only a slightly more
developed awareness of her mother’s tendency toward drama, Margaret
Ann is still likely to believe what her mother tells her.) Also, tonight is
Margaret Ann’s turn to exit the stage in the actual horse-drawn carriage,
with her mother, the Rodolfo and Dante DiMedici in it, this combination
of the short-statured, non-gender-choosing, possibly psychic DiMedici and
the carriage ride (chaperoned and public as it was) being more than
enough to distract her from the covert and irrevocable meltdown taking
place in her bodice.

Onstage, Dante DiMedici pushes his way upstage through the Urchins
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(ever so slightly brushing against Margaret Ann in the process, which
brushing Margaret Ann will interpret through the end of fourth grade) for
his solo. Margaret Ann imagines that Dante DiMedici is dedicating his solo
to her (“Vo’ Ia tromba, il cavalin!” Roughly: “Want a trumpet, want a
drum!”), that Dante may be expressing, via the superficial desire of his
character (“Ragazzo”), his own secret passion for Margaret Ann, that he is,
in a way, publicly acknowledging his tenderness for her, and that the audi-
ence present at the New York State Theater tonight is able to perceive this
subtle message of love and therefore collectively experiences this perform-
ance of La Boheme as having particular depth and significance. At no time
during this solo does Dante DiMedici actually look at Margaret Ann, but
due to her growing certainty about their psychic connection, she does not
find this troubling. As they exit in the carriage, Margaret Ann pictures
around her a sea of bleeding soldiers amid the burning of Atlanta as she
descends the buggy, nobly tearing off her green velvet costume and its pet-
ticoats to fashion into bandages (for the briefest moment in this fantasy
there is no chocolate-covered thin-mint stain, or if there is, the bleeding
soldiers seem to pay it no mind) and therefore, making more than a good
impression upon Dante DiMedici, still in the carriage in imaginary war-
torn Atlanta, awestruck at Margaret Ann's Scarlett O’Hara-like heroic
actions. In reality, what happens with Margaret Ann’s petticoats is that they
spill over into Dante DiMedici’s lap, and as she tries to contain the way-
ward garments into her own lap, (even though it's a small carriage and
Margaret Ann, her mother, the Rodolfo and Dante DiMedici are squeezed
together in a way that certainly doesn’t trouble Margaret Ann at all fand
seems not to be troubling to the Rodolfo either, similarly pressed against
Margaret Ann’s mother| even though she cannot actually feel the contact
between Dante and herself, the knowledge of the contact is enough for
her) Dante whispers to Margaret Ann, “It’s okay,” as the carriage moves off-
stage, confirming in her mind all earlier suspicions as to any possible feel-
ings/psychic connection taking place.

The melted thin mint is finally discovered, of course, as Margaret Ann
changes back into her own dress, and an attempt is made to wash off the
offending deep brown stain with cold water and a gooey, gray, communal
bar of soap, to little avail, so the soiled undergarments are hung folded

our missles
are:

underneath the remaining stain-free slip and left next to a brown velvet
costume on the rack in the hope that it might be associated with the
brown-velvet-wearing urchin (#5) and not herself. (Margaret Ann has no
particular bad feelings for Urchin #5 or anyone, really, for that matter, but
is so unprepared for any possible consequences of having stained the petti-
coats, having an exaggerated fear of getting in trouble wildly disproportion-
ate to the amount of trouble she actually gets in, ever, causing her to worry
less about any possible trouble brought about by getting someone else in
trouble, in the hope that that pe.rson does not have any similarly overexag-
gerated fear of getting, or being, in trouble, and of course also, that the
extent of the trouble would be limited to some appropriate punishment
here at the opera house and not both here at the opera house and at home;
it’s a long way from Margaret Ann’s mind to think of suggesting that she
dry-clean something [she knows what a dry cleaner is, to be sure, but will
grow up and still never find out what “Martinizing” means], because, again,
she’s nine, and this is the sort of logical thing that you figure out with time
and experience, and think is an unsolvable
problem when you are only nine.) The
dresser will make a disdainful comment at
a later performance upon noticing the
stain, but as it turns out, accusations are
never made because of the rotating casts
and also the rotating petticoats. Margaret
Ann, age nine, concerned about castration,
thumbs through a tattered Good
Housekeeping during the brief speculation
about the chocolate-covered thin mint
stain, and the speculation turns to boister-
ous gossip about “someone’s” mother “get-
ting it on” with the Rodolfo, which
thankfully goes far and above over
Margaret Ann’s head, not only because
she’s nine but because she’s still thinking

about Dante and the chocolate-covered
thin mint. s
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21 DEC 2001: have you ever been told that you resemble Tom Hanks,
the actor? It is humiliating. I left my extremely low-paying, phone-
pumping job en route to the airport in order that [ might be with my
wondrous family at that oh-so-fat-dumb-and-happy Yuletide time. I left
my job at Noon. On the way out, my coworker, passing me in the hall-
way, turned 180 degrees and latched on to my shoulder, saying, “I've
got it!” eyes going wide and happy wrinkles forming in her forehead.
“Oh yeh?” I said. “Yeh,” she said. “You look exactly like Tom Hanks! I
mean, well, the resemblance is totally uncanny” Just then my boss
walked by and pursed his lips, nodded in agreement. “She’s right, man,”
he said. I nodded dumbly at them. How does one go about responding
to such a statement?

You look like Tom Hanks!

Thank you.

No way.

You look like Tom Hanks!

Oh yeh? I have a Ford Taurus too! It’s true! It’s falling apart!

Suffice it to say that I have been thinking about it ever since. The
landing was swift and smooth. Oh ! sweet, sweet Charlotte! How big
you have become in my absence! My brother met me just outside
security. Behind himself and rolling hills in the foreground, skyscrapers
loomed. We slipped back through security by taking a hallway marked
‘PERSONNEL ONLY’ and had a beer in the wonderful ‘Meet Me at
Cheers Charlotte,’ a bar with many pictures of the actor Ted Danson
adorning its walls. Soldiers with M-16 rifles posed outside the bar’s
doors. Leaving, I looked toward one of the soldiers, and written across
his left breast was just the single word: ‘Hanks.

22 DEC 2001: my cousin married a naval officer today. His name is
Hank. My cousin is happy and distant at the post-nuptial reception, an
up-country-SC-Bible-Belt classic of barbecued chicken and spare Ribs
and hashed pork in a fellowship hall attendant to the Baptist Church
where Hank’s brother is Minister. No beer in sight. Consequently, me
and my brother sit in a corner and sulk. Of this white passel of rela-
tives, only Uncle Jim-Bob has the courage to meet our eyes. “Well
boys,” he says. He wears a bright yellow tie with his black suit. He car-
ries a yellow plastic plate piled high with meat.“Your cousin has done
done it,” he says, forking a ball of hash. We shrug. He chews. But I love
Jim-Bob. [ do. An hour or so later he motioned us outside where sat
empty the nuptial chariot (an old bucket of a now-pristine white 67
Mustang Mr. Hank had fixed up himself over the years into a glistening
Southern rocket) covered in paper streamers and silly foam-written slo-
gans. Jim-Bob motioned our sulking shapes then again around the cor-
ner of the fellowship hall into a small, shaded stand of trees. He pulled
from some inner pocket a glistening chrome flask. *You boys looked
like you needed a little cheering up.” God bless you, Jim-Bob. God
bless you. He poured liberally into our Pepsis. Go Hank! we screamed,
when finally the bride and groom roared off in that fine automobile.
We raised our plastic cups and winked at Uncle Jim-Bob, who then
raised his. My parents eyed the three of us suspiciously, and on the way
home me and my brother got a damned fine lecture.

23 DEC 2001: let the Christmas proceedings begin. Me and my
brother were carted off this morning to a church to which we haven’t
been in damn near forever. Three old women who hadn’t seen me in
10 years or more (you'd think, though in reality this happened last year i
as well) literally pinched my cheeks with their stubby old fingers and
then set to arguing about who I looked more like, that actor who
played Gump or the old Luke Duke fellow. I stood and stared blankly
at them as they chortled and whined. They decided, of course, on
Gump, and [ was then forced into a humiliating recitation of ‘Life is
like a box of chocolates, forced into it again and again as the old
women turned back and motioned to their old friends to come and
hear. My brother stood in back of them the entire time, pointing and
laughing like a twelve-year-old. [ blanked every vestige of emotion
from my face. “Life is like a box of chocolates,” I said, deadpan, over
and over and over. It kills them, I swear. A girl I once had sex with in
the church sanctuary (and who now is married to a New York City
lawyer, ach) witnessed the whole thing as well. “They’re right,” she told
me. “You look just like him.” It was humiliating. “Serves you right,” my
mother told me later, as I complained about it over a post-Church
lunch of bulbous, glistening pork chops and heaped-up string beans
and creamed corn and bread and broccoli casserole. I assumed she was
referring to my and my brother’s brief escapade with Jim-Bob. I quit
talking then, shoving forkful after forkful of meat and heavy veggies
into my mouth. I then made plans with my brother to spend at least
five hours of each day for the rest of my stay in the only bar in town
that is open on Sundays. Today we spent ten. A not-so-elaborate front
for a cocaine-trafficking operation, the Silver Dollar circumvents South
Carolina’s liquor laws by calling itself a ‘private club, membership to
which seems contingent normally on only whether or not the man at
the door knows you or someone you're with. Today it’s a black guy
who was on my baseball team in junior high. Back from Chicago?
Indeed. My brother and [ talked all night of Chicago and Columbia
and New York. Anything but family. We drank $1 Red Dogs until our
heads exploded.

24 DEC 2001: I figure Christmas is the only thing that will ever bring
us together. I thought this—thought it hard—in the crowded confines
of my Grandmother’s trailer. Five cousins, four Uncles and two Aunts,
my mother, father, myself, my brother and Grandma and all crowded
inside. All of us were there in the trailer, again, minus my particular
cousin with her Hank. And for once it felt a little right, family. Jim-
Bob sat on the edge of the couch and his gut bounced as he told a stu-
pid story about a man who bought his twelve-year-old daughter a
Corvette. Jim-Bob spun the tale wild and high and got us all hopping
mad at the man, jealous of his little girl who! Chrissakes ! couldn’t even
have driven a Corvette to save her life, much less be said to have
deserved to own such an automobile. Turns out of course Jim-Bob's
talking about a Barbie corvette and we couldn't be angrier with him, .
that is until me and my brother broke away from the other passel of

younger cousins and busted outside for a quick nip. Then we were just

very shy of being in love with old Jim-Bob as he rested his arms across

the top of his gut, leaned way back against the railing by the wooden

front steps and told a big loose one about a three-legged Blue-Tic
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Walker dog that he knew, back when a kid, could outrun every
dog on the coon hunt. I nearly died laughing.

We all got shitty presents and it was wonderful. My brother is
twenty-two years old and he got a copy of one of those Nancy
Drew detective books. I got an old video of Hazard episodes,
which, I thought, suited. The older I get, the more videos. It’s like
a default gift for the man in his mid-twenties. You’ll need them,
son, trust me, they seem to be saying. I think it was Barry Hannah
who said there was nothing more lonely, yet soothingly beautiful,
than an old man surviving on saltines afloat in his living room on
a worn-out couch and with a bunch of videos. I have decided, this
will, one day, be me.

Back home, my mother and father and brother and I exchanged
gifts. I got a copy of Castaway, the film, from my father. “Tom
Hanks is in it,” he said. I shot him the evil eye, though I felt bad
about it later and made like to apologize. I approached him and he
was holding the video a full arm’s length away from his face, eye-
ing the shot of the full-gutted, bearded Hanks on the cover. “Hey
Pop,” I said. And he said, “You know, those women were right. You
look just like him. You know we almost named you Hank? Except
that your mother wouldn'’t have it. She figured you'd grow up
mean as hell if we did. So we decided on...”.

Me and my brother made the Silver Dollar for the end of this
Eve’s party. I cried with an old friend over a lost love. I kissed

briefly with a lost love in the women’s bathroom, before getting
kicked out.

25 DEC 2001: Silver Dollar dreams, once more. Every jackass |
knew in High School is in the bar by 5PM on this sunny
Christmas day. Me and my brother got here at 3PM.The party
lasts well into the morning hours, a hometown Christmas tradi-

“tion. Having deemed itself a private club, the Dollar can leave her

doors open just as long as she wants.

When finally we stumbled home the sun was nearly up. I fig-
ured aloud to my brother that we were just crackers, all of us, me
and him and my old girlfriends and Jim-Bob and father and
mother and the aunts and uncles and military men and those shad-
owy terrorists out there, if they're out there. And even the blacks,
though they'd go by a different name, surely. My brother laughed.

“We're not humans,” I said. “Who has the time to be human?
We're all dodging bullshit all the time....” ...work, play, bills, love,
hate, everything evening out into what that other person over
there thinks about your shoes, or who you look like, certainly.
“Because,” I told him, “we don’t have the memories to be human
anymore, none of us. Just crackers, all of us. Can you remember
being a child?” I asked him. I mean it’s Christmas, it’s Christmas
for Chrissakes and what did we used to do when we were little
white children?

He wasn’t really laughing anymore. “Last year we did the same
shit we just did,” he said, meaning we went to the bar and stum-
bled home like this and I very-well-nearly had said the same
thing.

I had a damn time of it trying to get our side door open.

Somehow it was stuck. And I blazed just stout-angry at that damn
door. [ kicked it like to break it, then, when suddenly it flung
open and there was my poor short mother staring at me. “Sorry,
mom,” [ said. “I guess it’s the Hank coming out in me.” She just
shrugged and then smiled and pulled me to her. Family will save
us, after all. Not family values. That’s a big lie. Like Lou Reed said,
“In the name of Family Values, we must ask, “Whose family?’” 4’'m
talking Family in its very real, sticky, and gummy heat. It will be
the redeemer that will save us from crackerdom.

26 DEC 2001: I am full of foolish goodbyes, let it be known. I
did not answer when my mother and father told me they loved
their poor little child. I do not know why, except that maybe I'm
just too damned hungover to think, and there was a gorgeous
blonde standing about four feet away, at the back of the security-
check line. “Bye,” I said. Both my folks winced like they'd been
kidney-punched. I stood behind the blonde in line and very
quickly lost any sort of courage I may have had and turned back
to where my folks had been. Yes, they were gone. Alas.

I was two hours early. And this is neither New York nor
Chicago, let it be known. This is Charlotte-Douglas International,
and it took me a mere ten minutes to get through the check, so I
went back to the well-guarded and famous Meet Me at Cheers
Charlotte, the bar with many pictures of Ted Danson adorning its
walls. I nodded to Corporal Hanks with his M-16 as I entered,
proceeded to down two of the biggest draft beers I've ever seen.
320z of piss-colored liquid in each, bubbling like mad. I got into a
conversation with the Editor of the Florida University student
newspaper. She was on her way back to Gainesville and couldn't
wait to get there. The conversation was dead. Completely, I'm from
here. I'm from this other place. Oh yeh? Oh yeh. Then she told
me I looked like the singer from the band Matchbox 20. I did not *
respond, for I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.

27 DEC 2001: what am I looking for? What, in this huge,
dirty, disgusting city, can [ possibly want or need? At present, I have
no idea. My phone is ringing, people are talking to me through
the receiver, I am responding, and then I am hanging up. Like
clockwork. I do not know why, any of it. | went to a bar and the
people were there. As was [. We talked and got drunk. It's doubtful
[ will remember what was said, as [ don’t remember it now. Suffice
it to say that there is a roach on my desk. He is crawling up my
beer can, into my beer. I think I will drink him. I have a box of
chocolates in my luggage somewhere, still unpacked, from one of
the old church-women. I love that old lady right now, I do. I think
I will find the chocolates and, well, I will eat them. [ will turn on
the T.V. and prop my legs up on the little stand. ['ll maybe pop in
some of my new video tapes. I will really eat them. s
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peacock alley

by john menally

My friend Ralph wanted me to meet him later that night
at Ford City Shopping Center. “The entrance to Peacock Alley,” he added.
“You think you can do that? Can you handle it?”

“Sure,” I said.

We were waiting for the crossing guard, a kid nobody liked, to blow his
whistle and wave us across. It was the last day of school before Christmas
break. We wanted to cross that street. We needed to cross it. Christmas
break wouldn’t officially start until we had made it safely to the other side.

“Why couldn’t I handle it?” I added.

“Just asking,” Ralph said. “Don't get all bent out of shape.”

For Ralph, who had failed both the third and fifth grades, and who was
the oldest eighth-grader in the history of Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy
Grade School, the walk to Ford City would be a cinch. It wasn’t so easy
for me, but I wasn’t going to tell this to Ralph.

Unexpectedly, before the crossing guard gave us the go-ahead, Ralph
stepped into the street, grabbed hold of the rear bumper of a moving car,
and, knees bent, began to skeech home. Everyone, including the crossing
guard, stopped what they were doing to watch him. He made it an entire
three blocks, longer than anyone we'd ever seen, before the driver
slammed on the brakes, jumped out, and yelled at him. After regaining his
balance, Ralph waved at the man, then took off running down a side-
street. [ had meant to ask him a few more details about the trip to Ford
City, but it was too late. Ralph, in a mere matter of seconds, was already
long gone.

Tr

It was the dead of winter, and Ford City was a good hike from where I
lived. Even when it wasn't skull-numbing cold outside, walking to Ford
City was dicey. Part of the way you followed a fence that separated you
from several factories. Attack dogs—Dobermans and Rottweilers—bared
their teeth and trailed you from their side of the fence, growling the
whole way. Eventually, you'd cross over into another grade school’s territo-
ry, where kids would crouch between hedges for the sole purpose of
jumping those not from around there. To make matters worse, high school
boys and girls were always walking to and from Ford City, and sometimes
this meant having to cross all four busy lanes of State Street to avoid rum-
ning into a group of infamous thugs who hadn’t had their day’s fill of
pummeling. If all of this wasn’t enough, you still had to cross Cicero
Avenue, an eight-lane road that separated Ford City from my neighbor-
hood. Sometimes the traffic was so bad you'd end up stranded on the
ridged island, fearful that two semis heading in opposite directions might
crush you. There were dozens of factories up and down Cicero, and semis
sped by all day long. I'd like to think that arriving at Ford City was like
stepping into Oz or some other promised land, but in truth it presented a
whole new batch of problems, namely that the thugs here were even
tougher and that the landscape of concrete and asphalt was more brutal.

My father liked telling the history of Ford City because, for him, a per-
son who'd spent his entire life in Chicago, it was hard to imagine what
Ford City had become. We lived only a few miles south of Midway
Airport, and during the start of World War 11, Ford City had been a gov-
ernment building, where Chrysler made B-29s, something called “The
Superfortress,” and engines for bombers. After the war, sometime in the

late ‘40s, a man named Tucker made automobiles there, the Tucker
Torpedo, but that didn’t last very long. A few years later, during the
Korean War, the Ford Motor Company moved in and manufactured jet
engines. Not until the early 1960s did a man named Harry Chaddick buy
the property and turn it into what it was today: Ford City Shopping
Center. It opened on August 12, 1965, a week before I was born, and my
father took my mother, who was full-to-bursting with me inside, and my
sister, only two-years-old at the time, to join more than 200,000 other
people who had gone there to watch the Grand Opening Ribbon
Cutting Ceremony and, more importantly, to catch a glimpse of Mayor
Richard J. Daley, a man as famous in Chicago as the Pope.

My father didn’t see Daley that day, and he took it personally, holding
his grudge against Ford City Shopping Center itself. Each time we drove
by, he'd say, “If you ask me—and, mind you, nobody has—the damned
place still looks like a factory,” or “Talk about your eyesores,” or “One big
red pimple on the ass of our fine city!”

He was right: It did still look like a factory. Even though names like
Wieboldt’s and Montgomery Ward adorned the building’s various
entrances, you could easily imagine those names gone, and instead of
shoppers there would be streams of women with goggles pushed up onto
their heads and lunch pails tapping against their thighs, all filing inside for
a day of work on the assembly line, probably already waiting for the shrill
whistle when they could finally take a lunch break.

During the summer months, the parking lot, with its long jagged cracks
and poked-up dandelions, reminded me of an abandoned airport runway,
and if a plane happened to be overhead while I was crossing the lot, I pre-
tended that it was a Japanese fighter jet with blazing red suns painted on
either side, a kamikaze pilot inside, spinning the plane toward the mall,
spinning like a gyroscope, prepared to take out the entire bomber assem-
bly line. Sometimes, when I was alone, I would even yell, “Bonsai!” and
then whistle the plane’s dark descent, ending with a muffled explosion:
“Kuh-pkkkkkkkkkkkk.”

Ford City Shopping Center was divided into two sections: the main
building, with its dozens of stores inside, and then another strip of build-
ings, all the way across the parking lot, with several more businesses, each
of which you could only enter from outside: the General Cinema movie
theater, the bowling alley and pool hall, a fabric store that only old ladies
went into, and a few other stores that no one could ever remember
because they looked so dull.

I headed for the main building today, the indoor part of Ford City.

Certain stores fascinated me. The store that sold Wurlitzer organs, for
instance. I always pecked inside because there were never any customers
and because the salesman, bored, could be found playing “When the Saints
Go Marching In” with a Rumba backbeat. Late at night, with the hope of
luring in some of the younger kids, he'd play Yes’s “Roundabout” or the
Doors’ “Light My Fire.” It never worked, though. Instead, he was greeted
by confused looks and the occasional insult. The organist, tall and bony,
wore a white short-sleeved shirt, black slacks, and a long, skinny black tie
that made him look like a preacher from one of the fuzzy UHF stations
I'd flip past on Sunday mornings in desperate search of cartoons. I was fas-
cinated with the organ store because I'd never seen a customer pushing
one out to their pick-up truck, and so I couldn’t imagine how they stayed

in business.




Woolworth’s was another place. It had an oval-shaped diner that
took up a good part of the corridor just outside the store itself. It
was an old diner with old people working there and old people eat-
ing there, and it wouldn’t have seemed any more foreign to me if a
spaceship had landed inside the mall. I'd never eaten at a diner, ever,
but I was spellbound by this one—the long steaming grill, the dozen
hamburgers sizzling at once, the outrageous mountain of hash
browns. Old men with fedoras sat at the counter and read the news-
paper. Since none of my friends’ fathers wore fedoras, I wondered
where these men came from and why they read their newspaper
here rather than at home. I asked my father once about the newspa-
pers, and he said, “Don’t get me wrong, I love your mother, but let’s
just say it'’s nice to go somewhere where no one’s riding your ass all
day long,” and then he winked at me. Each time I walked by the old
men at Woolworth’s, | imagined old women at their homes chasing
them around with brooms, sweeping them from room to room,
accusing them of this or that, until they couldn’t take it anymore and
rode the city bus down to Woolworth's. Since these were their few
precious moments of peace, I always tiptoed by and tried not to stare
too long.

Today, I walked over to the entrance for Peacock Alley. Peacock
Alley was an underground mall that you entered from a dank stair-
well in the main mall. Painted on the stairwell’s walls were the names
of various businesses that were supposed to be in Peacock Alley, but I
recognized only a few of them. The rest, like Chuck’s Fine Photos or
Betty’s Boutique, were long gone. Since Ford City had been a facto-
ry before it was a mall, it was hard to say what Peacock Alley used to
be. It was dimly lit, the hallway was narrow, and it twisted all the way
beneath the long parking lot to the other buildings—the movie the-
ater and the bowling alley. The rumor was that a tunnel ran from
Ford City to Midway Airport, several miles north, and that this was
how the engineers and mechanics transported important parts for
their bombers during wartime. I always looked for secret entrances
or walled-up corridors but couldn’t find any. In places, the hallway
did in fact thin into a tunnel where there were no stores, and if a
large enough family was walking toward you, you'd have to suck in
your gut and turn sideways to let them pass.

It was in one of the tunnels that I once saw a high school boy
kicking another boy in the stomach with his steel-toed boot. This
was two years ago; I was in sixth grade. My parents and my sister
were shopping upstairs. It was almost closing time, so not many peo-
ple were left in Peacock Alley. I needed to walk through the tunnel
in order to get back to the entrance that led into the mall itself, but [
didn’t want to walk by the boy with the steel-toed boots, so I turned
around and took the other way out of the Peacock Alley, the exit
that led outside. The only thing more dangerous than one of the
Peacock Alley tunnels was the Ford City Shopping Center parking
lot at night, but I didn'’t have a choice: I needed to get back to the
mall. I never knew what happened to the high school boy with the
boots or the boy who was getting kicked, but I made it safely across
the dark parking lot, entered Montgomery Ward from outside, and
found my parents in the large home appliance section where my
father was arguing with the salesman about the prices being jacked
up and about how he was getting dicked over. “When it comes to
my hard-earned money,” he said, “I hate getting dicked over.” My
mother was tugging his elbow, trying to get him to drop it. I was
dripping sweat, but no one noticed, not even my sister, Kelly, who

had stuck her entire head inside one of the ovens, and who, when
she saw me out of the corner of her eye, said, “A twelve-year-old girl
with her head in a gas oven and nobody cares.” She reached out of
the oven and turned one of the knobs higher. I peeked behind the
oven. “It’s electric,” I said, “and it’s not plugged in.” Kelly emerged,
her face red as though she’d been holding her breath, and said,
*“That’s not the point,” and walked over to a deep-freeze, into which
I imagined she might crawl and then shut herself.

I waited a good twenty minutes today for Ralph before heading
down into Peacock Alley to look for him.The deeper down you
went into Peacock Alley, the dizzier you got from the incense that
burned in about a third of the stores, incense with pames like
Jasmine, Funky Cherry, or the Sea of Tranquility. Some stores used
strobe lights to lure customers inside. Down here, teenage girls still
wore leather vests with long leather fringe circling their soft bellies.
If you looked closely, you might even see a belly button, and
although I tried not to give away that I was looking, I always
checked to see if it was an in-ie or an out-ie. For reasons I couldn’t
quite put into words, my favorites were the out-ies, though maybe
this was because mine was an in-ie. On no fewer than five nights I
had fallen asleep to the thought of a girl pressing her out-ie into my
in-ie.

The first store at the bottom of the stairs sold nothing but wicker
furniture. I looked but couldn’t see Ralph in there. The next store
was what my mother called a “head shop.” Teenagers hung out
there, slumped at the counter, sometimes smoking cigarettes or look-
ing, as my mother liked to put it, “doped up.” Dad told me that if
he ever caught me in there, he'd skin me alive. My father had never
hit me—not really—but the punishments that he threatened me
with varied in their degree of severity depending upon the offense.
I'll whup your butt so hard, you won’t be able to sit down for a week was
the least serious, probably because of the words “whup” and “butt,”
but also because my dad usually said this without any emotion what-
soever, sometimes not even looking up from whatever he was doing.
Next in seriousness was How'd you like the belt? Only once did he go
so far as to unbuckle it, jerk it from his pants, and double it up, but
that was enough to send me running and screaming, as ifi&‘were an
ax he'd revealed and not the belt I'd bought for him at Kmart for
Father’s Day. Finally, there was the threat of being skinned alive,
which scared me for three reasons. Number one: He'd threatened me
with it only four times in my life, and less carried more power than
more. Number two: He always looked me in the eye when he said it,
and since he almost never looked me in the eye, this scared the wits
out of me. Number three: I'd read a Scholastics book about Indians
skinning their enemies, and so I knew how much pain my father was
talking about. I imagined him going so far as to bury me up to my
neck in the dirt on a hot day and then pouring honey over my skin-
peeled head, letting ants and wasps have a field day with me. The
result of the threat was that I wouldn’t even look at the head shop
today, let alone step inside. The first place of business that I would step
inside, however, was the record shop, which was blocked off from the
hallway not by walls but by a wrought-iron fence that was as high as
my hip.

In the record store, where they burned incense not so much by
the stick as by the pound, I looked at the Roxy Music album covers
because there were naked women on them. I also looked at the
Rolling Stones Sticky Fingers album because it had a'real zipper on
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the front of it. In addition to
being one of the strangest
things I'd ever seen, it was
the first time [ saw how two
things that weren't alike at all
could come together to sur-
prise everyone who came
into contact with it. An
album cover with a zipper! Who'd have thought it was possible? 1
looked at Linda Ronstadt and Olivia Newton John albums because I
had crushes on both of them, and then I looked at Styx albums
because they were from the South Side of Chicago. I loved flipping
through the record store’s display of posters, too. One of my favorites
was of W. C. Fields wearing a stovepipe hat and peeking up from a
handful of fanned cards. I also liked the one from Easy Rider with
some guy riding a chopper. I liked how choppers looked and want-
ed to turn my three-speed bicycle into a chopper, but when I asked
my father if I could use his blowtorch, he asked me how I'd like his
belt. The poster that I saved for last was Farrah Fawcett-Majors in a
red swimsuit, her white teeth practically glowing, her loopy signature
in the bottom right-hand corner. I didn’t look at any of these things,
though, until I had studied, with my forehead almost touching the
poster itself, Farrah Fawcett-Major's nipples, the way you could see
them in amazing detail through her swimsuit. They seemed to be an
optical illusion, a trick of the eye, and it was for this reason and this
reason alone that I studied them so closely and for so long, a sincere
attempt to determine if they were real or if the photo had been
tampered with. I couldn’t ever come to a satisfying conclusion and
so was forced to continue my investigations each time I visited Ford
City. I never bought anything from the record store because I never
had any money, but looking was good enough. Sometimes looking
seemed like getting something for free.

After the record store came Nickelodeon Pizza, where high
school boys sat at the counter and flirted with the waitresses. It was a
different planet, a different solar system, from the Woolworth’s diner
upstairs, and I wondered if the customers of one place even knew
about the existence of the other. I doubted it. Beyond Nickelodeon
Pizza was a gag shop that sold rubber masks of Richard Nixon,
Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter. My father once suggested that the
four of us go as presidents for Halloween one year.

“But I see only three presidents,” I'd said.

My father shrugged. “One of us could go as the Wolfman, [
suppose.”

The masks were expensive, and I knew that my father would
never fork over that kind of money for four rubber masks, but it
bothered me for days on end that he couldn’t see how wrong it
would be for only three of us to be presidents while one of us went
as a monster. Why couldn’t he see the problem with that?

[ sauntered through the tunnel, still hoping to bump into Ralph,
but the longer I went without seeing him, the less likely it was that
we were going to meet up. Maybe I had the wrong time. Maybe we
were supposed to have met tomorrow.

The end of the tunnel meant that the smell of incense would be
replaced by the rich stench of perm solution. Ford City Beauty
School was whére my mother took me for haircuts. They charged
half of what other places charged so that the girls, who weren't yet
licensed to cut hair, could experiment on a bunch of different

cheapskates’ heads. Sometimes it
looked pretty good when they were
done, but more often than not one
of my ears looked higher than it
should have, or [ appeared to be in
the first stages of going bald, or,
thanks to crooked bangs, one eye
seemed an inch lower than my
other eye. I didn’t mind because the girls, who weren't much older
than me, only four or five years older, would press into me while
they snipped away, and I had to be careful not to think about Farrah
Fawcett-Majors and, failing that, not to let the girl cutting my hair
see the rising drop-cloth on my lap. The few times this had hap-
pened, I was reminded of magicians who made blanketed girls levi-
tate, but this was an image that only made matters worse.

I loved the beauty school. I'd never been to a funhouse, but I sus-
pected that getting my hair cut wasn't so different: I was strapped in
a chair, raised and lowered, tilted back, and so many mirrors sur-
rounded me that I could look nearly anywhere and see myself disap-
pearing into infinity. I always left the beauty school knock-kneed—
the lights had been so bright, the perm solution dizzying, the beauti-
cian’s body so warm that my own temperature raised a few notch-
es—and the whole time [ wouldn’t say a word. I'd just sit there,
breathing heavier and heavier, until the girl I had fallen in love with,
whichever girl happened to be cutting my hair, untied the drop-
cloth and set me free.

Ford City Beauty School was the end of the road, the last main
attraction of Peacock Alley, and then came the stairwell going up
into the parking lot, into the first shaft of either daylight or parking
lot lights. Climbing the stairs, I imagined that I was a coal miner
who'd spent the better part of my day underground, eager to see all
my loved ones again. I took the steps two at a time, sometimes three,
straining, making a bigger production than necessary, until I reached
the top, where, shivering, I had to shade my eyes from the blinding
piles of snow and wait for everything to come back into focus.

“Where the hell have you been?” a voice asked. I heard him
before I saw him, but when [ turned around, there he stood. Ralph!
Arms cro'ssed, eyes narrowed, he was waiting for an answer.

“Where've I been?” I said. “I was looking for you.”

“Me? I've been here the whole time.”

“Here?” I said. “Why here? You told me to meet you at the
entrance, not the exit.”

“This is the entrance,” he said, and we both looked toward it for
an answer, as if a sign might be posted, proving one of us right, but
there was no sign. “Ah, forget it,” he said. “It’s not worth arguing
about.” He unfolded his arms and walked toward me.“I just don’t
know about you, Hank.”

“Me?” I said. “What about you?”

Ralph, ignoring my question, started down the stairs. [ was about
to tell him that I'd already seen everything that I needed to see, but
then the smell of perm solution hit me again, and I suddenly didn't
mind working my way backward. [ knew that every minute I lived
was one less minute I'd be alive, but returning to Peacock Alley was
different: It was like stealing time, getting back what I'd lost. It was
quite a feeling, really, being thirteen years old and cheating death. s#
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by megan stielstra

Ellie couldn’t stop crying.
There were used tissues balled-up
everywhere and empty Kleenx boxes
stacked at the back door, waiting to
be taken to the dumpster. Her eyes
were raw and swollen from so much wiping and the skin on her
face was prune-dried, like when you spend too much time in the
bathtub. The tears on the floor were ankle-deep, so she splashed
around the house in duck boots, constantly tossing soaked shirts in
the dryer until finally she gave up, put on her waterproof wind-
breaker, sat on the soggy couch and cried her eyes out over that day
two weeks before when Donny told her he didn’t feel the same.

In Ellie’s mind, it was perfect. Two months of dating, of movies
and dinners and late night telephone calls and she thought it was

" time to seal the deal. She cooked pasta, chose music, poured wine.

The outfit was new and strategically chosen: short skirt, thigh-high
black stockings. After dinner, they would move to the couch for a
drink. When she sat, the skirt would accidentally drape too high and
expose a line of smooth bare skin. He'd stare. Utterly hypnotized.
This was the moment. “Donny,’ she'd say, her voice all smoky like
Kathleen Turner, and she'd slowly reach down and stick her two
thumbs under the elastic band that held the nylon to her thigh.
He'd take in a quick breath and slowly, slowly, she’d peel down the
stocking, knee, calf, tip of toe and she'd say, “touch me,” and there'd
be such heat the whole scene would melt away.

That was the fantasy, anyhow. What really happened was this: she
reached down with her thumbs and he put his hand over hers, stop-
ping her movements before she embarrassed herself further.“I'm
sorry,” he said. “I don't feel what you're feeling.”

What Ellie had been feeling was beautiful, that sexy confidence
you get when you're in love that makes you think peeling off your
stockings in front of someone is a good idea, when under normal
circumstances—when you’re NOT in love—you might weigh that
decision against such factors as how long it’s been since you've been
to the gym, and those elastic tops on thigh-highs leave nasty red
imprints all over your skin. Such is the difference in how we see
ourselves: feeling beautiful one second and a mess the next. That's
when Ellie started to cry, and she hadn't stopped since. She hadn't
done anything, no work, no friends, no leaving the house even. She
couldn’t.You don’t want to be seen when you're like that, unable to
control your breathing or the down-turned corners of your mouth.
You can't speak properly, all your words come out in blubbers, like,
“I do-do-do—"" gulp, gasp— “do-do-don’t— * twitching eyes, chin
shaking and the dialogue in your head goes like this: don’t ary don’t
cry don’t cry repetitive, a chant, and with the proper focus the tears
won't fall, you can regain composure and with it control, you can
take a deep breath and say it: “I don’t want to feel anymore!” and
Ellie, finally fed up and hating the whiny, watery gushing of tears all
the time, decided she needed a new pair of eyes.

She found the store in the yellow pages. The ad said: Want a new
outlook? Want to see the world in a different light? We've got just what you
need at EYE AM. All shapes, all colors, all major credit cards accepted, trade-
ins negotiable. Ellie ripped the page out, put it in the pocket of her
windbreaker with fistfuls of tissue, and left the house, still crying and
wiping at her nose.

can’t you see
this my way

On the walk to the store, she got lots of looks. There was the pity
look, and the ok my god what happened to you look, and back away and
lots of sympathy—three times she was approached by people asking
if she needed assistance—all these eyes that stared and judged and
she was embarrassed and mortified and wanted to go hide in the
nearest public restroom, but she knew that wouldn't help. The only
thing that would help was getting up off her butt and actively seek-
ing a change in perspective, and here she was, walking into EYE
AM with the blind faith that she'd walk back out and see the world
in a different way.

The store was small—the size of a2 bedroom—and the only furni-
ture was a display counter right in the center. The walls were
papered with posters of eyes, all different colors, all staring straight
at her. Ellie saw this slightly blurry through her tears, like when you
look out the window when it’s raining. You can see the shapes of
things, and colors, but as the water runs downward there’s a layer of
goop between you and what you're looking at. She saw something
bright red getting bigger as it got nearer, it was very close, it was
saying, “Hi, can I help you?” and then it said, “Oh, I see,” and she
felt a hand on her arm.

It was the salesgirl, and she said, “It’s okay,” and patted Ellie’s
shoulder. “We can help.” pat pat. “We can make it better.” pat pat.
“That’s why we're here,” pat pat. She guided them both to the dis-
play case and asked, “Are you looking for something specific?”

Ellie moved closer and looked into the case. Inside were four
shelves and on those were the eyes. They were all different shapes
and sizes and colors, lined up in pairs maybe a hundred total, and
Ellie didn’t know where to begin. She felt suddenly panicked, the
pressure of the decision bringing a fresh round of tears. “I don’t
want to feel this way anymore!” she sobbed, pulling tissues out of
her pockets. “I don’t want to feel anything at all!”

“T understand completely,” said the salesgirl. “I know just what
you need.” She knelt down in front of the display case, opened it,
and took out a shelf of eyes. They were placed in symmetrical lines,
each labeled with a little sticker that read TESTER.. “Try these on,”
said the salesgirl, handing over a blue pair. “You can leave yours
here.”

Ellie took out her eyes and put them on the counter as the sales-
girl directed. Then she took the blue ones, popped them into her
sockets, wiggled them around until they fit right, and opened her
new eyes.

She had never seen a place like this. The angles connecting walls
to ceiling to floor were perfectly crafted! The eyes on the posters
were so beautiful! Each looked at her with love and admiration,
and Ellie wanted to thank each poster personally. Hug them, even.
But you can’t hug a wall, no, that’s silly, so instead she hugged the
salesgirl, felt her long lovely cornsilky hair and her soft red sweater.
She was so warm and sweet and nice, and Ellie loved her. She was
lovely, this girl, this everything, everything was lovely and Ellie loved
everything and she said, “They’re wonderful! I'll take them!” She

marveled at the sound of her own voice, so sonorous, like crystal!



She and the salesgirl agreed on an exchange of eyes plus a little extra,
and Ellie thanked her, and hugged her, and walked out of the store skip-
ping. The sun was shining brightly and birds were singing. The people
who walked by were lovely! And they looked at her, eyes wide, mouths
open, and they fed off her joy! You could give people joy, just walking
down the street! There, a lady holding a little baby! And there, a young
couple, hand in hand, all happy and in love! And there, a man in a hat,
hitting another man in the face! And such a lovely red, the blood! And
how graceful their movements, just like dancers! Ellie skipped down the
road. Skip skip skip and then she started to think skip skip what was that
skip what did I just see? Skip skip stop slow to a walk and then she turned
around and there on the ground was the man. Was he sleeping? No, no
that’s not sleep, and she walked back to the store.

*“Hello, again,” she said to the lovely wonderful salesgirl. “I'm sorry to
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bother you, but ... “ and she explained the situation.

“I understand completely,” said the girl. “Do you want to try some
others?”

“Yes, please,” Ellie said, taking off the blue eyes and setting them on
the counter. “And this time I won’t be so hasty.”

The salesgirl handed her another pair, brown ones this time with
black stripes. They were a little too big so Ellie had to shove, but finally
she got them in and gave things a look. The salesgirl watched her face
change from its big smile to a cheek-to-cheek scowl, her eyebrows raised
almost to her hairline, and then she asked, “What do you think about
those?”

“What do I think?” Ellie said. “What do I THINK? I think they
SUCK. I think they ITCH. Poor craftsmanship and faulty merchandising
and I can’t believe you can even show your FACE what with selling
such garbage.”

“But—"" the salesgir] started. She didn't get very far.

“You think you can let me finish? You're always DOING that! I
mean, who the fuck do you think you are?”

The girl opened her mouth.

“No, I'll tell you who,” Elliée went on. “You're just like every fucking
body. You take and you take and you take and—"

“Give me the eyes back,” the salesgirl said. “Those aren’t for you.”

“FUCK you,” said Ellie.

“Fine,” said the salesgirl quickly. “You're right. Those are perfect. You
have to take them.”

“I don’t HAVE to do anything,” said Ellie. “Fuck your fucking eyes!”
and with that she ripped them off and pulled her arm back behind her
head as though she were about to throw them like a softball, then caught
herself mid-gesture and froze.“Whoah,” she said, hand suspended in the
air for a beat or two, and then she dropped the eyes. “These are horri-
ble!” she said. “Do people actually buy them?”

“Lots,” said the salesgirl. “They’re a bestseller, actually”

“Why on Earth?” said Ellie, amazed.

“I've no idea,” said the salesgirl. “I think some people are happy
being angry.”

“Well,” said Ellie. “I am not one of those people.”

“Good,” said the salesgirl. “Try these,” and she passed over a new pair
of eyes.

As soon as Ellie put them on, she noticed that all the posters around
the store were looking at her. She turned around, and there were more
posters, and more eyes on the posters, and they were looking at her, all
of them. She went to the front window and peered out at the street. It
seemed as though all the pedestrians passing by were all looking at her.
She turned away from their eyes, and there were more eyes, there, on the
wall, more, and more, all looking, all judging, all—"What are you look-
ing at!” she yelled finally, bringing her hands up to the sides of her face.
‘What do you want from me, what do you want!”

“Wrong ones!” the salesgirl said quickly, grabbing at Ellie’s face. “Try
these,” and she handed over some green eyes with very dark lashes. Ellie
put them in and felt suddenly warm. She noticed that the salesgirl had
very full breasts the bubbled up and over the edge of her bra, pink lace
that peeked out just slightly from the second undone button of her
blouse. She stared for a moment, admil:ing how the milky skin quivered
with every breath, and then followed the line of the girls body down to
her tight little waist, hips that curved over into blue jeans, tight blue
jeans, tight to her ass, tight to her thighs and Ellie felt the heat hotter
then, like someone had one hand on her thermometer and was turning
higher, hotter, it was hot, isn't it hot in here? and she put her hand to her
own chest, felt the sweat moistening her skin, moving her hand up to
her neck and behind her head, everything so hot, and the salesgirls lips
were full and red and coming closer and quivering and they said, “do
you like those eyes?” the voice like melting butter. “You know I like ‘em,”
said Ellie, and there was tingling happening everywhere and the salesgirl
said, “do you want those eyes?” and Ellie said, “you know I do,” all sensual
and lilting, hinging on the pornographic but not quite there yet, not
quite there, not yet, not yet but close, close, soooo close and suddenly,
the salesgirl straightened up, smoothed her hair and said, “I can’t.”

“What?” Ellie said. What had just happened? So mush soft, warm flesh
and now—

“I just can’t,” said the girl. She searched for her buttons. “It’s too soon.
Anyone can walk in, and—"

A siren screamed in Ellie’s mind. “Please,” she said.

The girl shook her head. “I can’t.”

The ache of it was a punch to Ellie’s gut, her center so heavy she
thought she’d tip right over. She didn’t know it was possible to feel so
right one second and so wrong the next, but, she had to save face. Had
to keep it together, c’'mon, girl, keep it together. “S’alright,” she said,
shaking her head, shaking it off. “Whatever,” and she took off the eyes
and handed them back to the girl.

The sudden absence was too much emptiness. “I need more,” she said.

“I'm sorry,” said the girl, and handed over pair of gray ones. Dark
gray, like wet stone.

Ellie put them on, blinked a few times, and then leaned onto the
counter and shook her head back and forth.

“What is it?” the girl asked.

“There’s just so much!” Ellie started. “There’s this whole big world
out there, and so many people in need.” She was tearing up. The new
eyes had a layer of wet film over them.“And I've been wasting all tiis
time crying over some guy when there’s so many more important things
to do!” she went on. “I'm healthy. I have good friends, and a family that
loves me and I never even tell them.” She
looked up suddenly and asked, “Do you
have a phone back there?”

“Sure,” said the salesgirl. “But try these
on#rst.”

Out with the old and in with the new,
blue ones this time, and Ellie put her
hands on her hips and said, “But it wasn’t
a waste, you know? How can love ever be
a waste? What's the point of me trying to
do all stuff for other people if I'm not ful-
filling what I need? And I need Donny, I
love him! I never told him that! I just
started crying, and he got up and left my
apartment and I didn’t even try to tell him
how I felt!” Ellie turned suddenly towards
the door and said, “I'll be back later.”
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“Hey!” called the girl. “That’s great! Try these!” and she held out a
new pair of eyes. Ellie swapped them, blues for browns, and then she
turned around and pointed a finger at the salesgirl. “But one person can’t
make us happy!” she said. “I've been reading the Dali Lama—"

The girl held out a green pair and Ellie switched again. “I've been
reading Emerson, and he says—"

Green for Black and, “But what matters most is what Descartes says”
she stared, and then stopped.

Black for hazel and it was, “What I'say! What I say is what matters
most!”

Switch. “What I think matters most!”

“What I feel matters most!”

Switch. “I just feel so ... so ... “and she stopped talking and started
jumping up and down, and then she ran around in a circle, and then she
ran right out of the store and the salesgirl counted one, two, three and Ellie
ran back in, shook her whole body like the hokey poky, then stopped,
out of breath, and said, “You know what I mean?”

“I do exactly,” said the salesgirl. “Try these,” and she handed Ellie a set
of yellow eyes, a color usually reserved for cats or spooky things in the
dead of the night. Ellie put them on and immediately slumped down,
resting all her weight on her hips. She stayed that way for a long time,
saying nothing. Her face showed nothing.

“Are you alright?” said the salesgirl.

Ellie said nothing.

The salesgirl walked around the display case and over to where Ellie
stood. She held up her hand an inch from Ellie’s face and waved it back
and forth.

Nothing.

The salesgirl snapped her fingers, a whip crack.

Nothing.

The sales girl clapped her hands together, almost catching Ellie’s nose.

Nothing.

The salesgirl nodded, went back behind the display case, and put the
shelf of eyes back in their place. Then she took out a file folder, opened it
up, and stared busywork. Inventory, advertising, accounting and whatnot.
A couple of times as the day went on, she looked up at Ellie standing in
the middle of the room, every eye on the wall locked on her frozen,
immobile face. When the salesgirl saw that nothing had changed, she
went back to her work. Five o’clock came and the salesgirl got up and
replaced the file folder. Then she went over to Ellie, held one hand palm
up in front of her nose and with the other, reached around Ellie’s back
and whacked her upside the head. The yellow eyes fell out and salesgirl
caught them, took them back to the display case and locked them away.
Then she took Ellie’s own eyes—which were perfectly nice, greenish-
brown,—lifted each in its turn between her thumb and forefinger and
stuck them back where they belonged. Almost immediately, the tears
started, pouring out first as a dribble and then steadier, heavier, like a
faucet, down Ellie’s cheeks, over her windbreaker, and onto the floor.

“How are you?” asked the salesgirl.

Ellie blinked, testing out her own eyes. The corners of her mouth
twitched and she broke into a big smile, ear to ear, and then she laughed.
She laughed and laughed as she cried and cried, and she looked into all
those eyes around her and said, “It’s just so good to feel!” s
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It got be all I had, the thought of it: My heart is mashed.
There were those bad feelings for a long while after the automobile
accident in which my sister died and it was right around then that I
developed what was to be the very bad, bad habit that once or twice, got
my nose bloodied: I began to kiss strangers on the street, anyone who
was nice enough to smile back at me. Women, but then once or twice, a
man, though women mostly, people I had never seen before and proba-
bly would never see again, people in starchy business attire, people with
briefcases on unlit corners or walking home alone or sometimes, I'd be
riding the subway in the rain, biting what was left of my nails to do
something to keep myself from crying, the tips of my fingers would taste
awful, like paste, and there would be tiny single letters in black ink right
along the pink skin and nails, sometimes entire words inked from the
mimeograph machine, words like “a most awful malignancy” and “fatal con-
vivial deformity” and “sadly, no, the patient could not be revived” phrases from
the endless gray medical documents which I had to file in order to issue
the endless number of new death certificates called for each day, and it
would get so bad that I would almost begin sobbing, right there, in the
middle of that rush hour, everyone professional and getting nervous
around me, shuffling their wet newspapers and shiny bags and damp feet:
well-groomed young men who looked like advertisements for shaving
razors would cough uncomfortably into their hands and spotless secre-
taries in brown business attire and white sneakers would look away
scared that somehow seeing me carry on would force them into some
kind of uncontrollable empathetic crying, and so [ would stand up, shak-
ing my hands nervously, looking for someone, anyorie to make eye con-
tact with me. Usually, like I said, it would be a woman, some young
woman who saw in my look the way she had been feeling all her life,
the dreary horror of it, the endless, un-welcomed going away parade, a
face, a blink, a turn, some woman who was too short, not too attractive,
perhaps the younger sister of somebody better-looking, the first person
who did not look away. I would rush towards them, kiss whatever part of
their face I could reach, their cheeks, ears, foreheads, chins, anything, and
then as they were shouting in alarm, I'd hurry off at the next stop, my
heart pounding, breathing so hard as I bent over ready to vomit, and for
a moment, for one brief moment, for one instant on the inconsolable
earth, | would be too busy to be grieving.

2

It got to be all I thought about all day then. I would be at work, making
my way through the endless piles of bloodless medical files, a whole sen-
tence transferred in wet ink along the palms of my hands, “the victim’s
head was tore completely asunder,” and I would begin to plan out how [
would do it that evening. I would devise a scenario. I would decide on
what part of the body I would kiss beforehand, so I could avoid getting
flustered, so I wouldn't just stand there staring back, which I had done,
many, many times before. I would make elaborate excuses and loopholes
as part of the scenario, like only If she has brown hair, and only If her shoes
are brown, then I will kiss her chin, If she is wearing sneakers, then I will only
blow her a kiss, to try as hard as I could to keep myself from doing what I
knew I wanted to do, but nothing worked. If I thought about it at my
job all day, developed as many excuses as possible, I would see the exact
woman, the one out of hundreds of scenarios and she, of course, would
be the one nice enough to smile at me, and I would kind of pardon
myself with my eyes, blinking, saying, I am so sorry, I am so sorry, but please,
and then I would reach down and cup her chin and kiss her forehead
quick. Once, some fucking do-gooder, some former track star, some high
school athlete, with a blonde crew cut and a ledge of a fore brow, caught
the back of my neck as the girl started screaming and I making for
the subway door, and he started punching me in the eye, and I think I
would have been arrested if when the train pulled to a stop he hadn’t
rolled off of me. When I got in front of a mirror, I saw my eye was soft

and wet like putty. It stung badly when the tears came on later.

3

® [n my apartment were all of my sister, Darla’s things and I would sort

through them, night and night after, not getting anywhere, blurry pic-
tures of us at Halloween, her dressed as a cowgirl, and me an Indian, or a
black and white snapshot from some piano recital when she was eight
and me six maybe, where I could almost hear the wrong note she hit,
and her still smiling, games, bracelets, telephone answering machine ‘mes-
sages in which she made typically compassionate comments like, “That
Job is only a temporary setback,” all of these things, all of these things, and
none of it, not one of them really mattering to me. [ had a television but
the picture did not work and I would sit very close, listening to it, these
voices, these lives I could not see, hoping one was the voice of my sister,
somehow mysteriously reaching out to me. For an instant, once,

thought I heard her, her voice, and I placed my ear against the television
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set to hear more, but then the sound of it began to wander and then all I
could héar was a list of very strange ingredients for preparing blood
sausages and realized I had only recognized Madame Avery, the frugal
television chef. I would then switch off the set and begin thinking of

how tomorrow, someone, some girl might be the one to save me.

4

It was how I met Jean. It was raining as usual and I was riding the sub-
way home and there were the sounds of the drops against the windows
and the storm in the sky blooming with the train lights and [ was
watching a very short woman with chin-length brown hair, in a brown
business suit and brown business skirt, hoping she would look up at me,
so that I could charge across and plant a kiss on her right ear, all of the
details I had already coordinated at work, and as I stared, I saw her slide
her hand into another woman’s purse, very quickly, secretly, finding
something, then slipping her hand back into her pocket with it, smiling
very nervously. I kind of smiled to myself in response and stepped closer
to follow as she climbed off the train, her white cheeks blushing, the rain
sweeping in as she wrapped a purple scarf around her head. As soon as
the train car had pulled away, I grabbed the woman'’s right hand and
whispered, “I saw you take something from that woman’s purse,” and she
began to shout, and so I let go and she ran off and I followed her down,
and under their umbrellas, people were staring and we were out on the
street and she was leaning against a parked car, her face wet from the rain
or from crying, and I walked up to her and grabbed her hand again and
shook it and said, “You did take something, didn’t you?” and she nodded
and said: \

“You.You scared me.You scared me,” in the meekest voice I'd ever
heard. She dug into her coat pocket and pulled out a cheap black plastic
pen, then dropped it in a puddle at her feet, and in that particular
moment, I realized I was still holding her wrist because I had maybe met
someone as lost as me.

5

It was how we would spend our time together then, riding on the sub-
way train. We hardly ever spoke to each other. We would meet each
evening at the Monroe stop. We would ride, side by side, our hands
almost touching, like adolescents who had only ever heard of kissing, and
I would watch as she would cross to an empty seat and quickly steal
other people’s things. A handkerchief, a cheap rubber stamp, a four-leaf
clover sealed in plastic, a letter, some sheet music, which had been pok-

ing out of a cellist’s bag, I would watch her take these things, hide them
under her dark brown coat, and dart off the train at the next stop, fol-
lowing her, chasing her down to the street, and trying to kiss her as
quickly as I could, but failing, as she got nervous and pulled away, like a
very small, wet bird, her eyelashes soft and weakly fluttering.

6

I found out she had been married to a naval officer and her husband had
been decapitated in an automobile accident. Another woman, a woman
she did not know was in the passenger seat when it happened. The
woman also died. That her husband was with another woman in his final
moments caused Jean such great pain, that those last moments in which
he should have been uttering her name had been taken, stolen from her,
somehow caused her to act the way she did, batty, taking useless objects
from her fellow women in a gesture that could only be understood as
survival perhaps. It was how I came to understand it. A part of my life
had been amputated when my sister died, and likewise a part of Jean,
and, like the many victims in the narratives of my job, all we could do
was wait to expire or do whatever we could to stop the bleeding.

7

We were as awkward as the deaf. Afterwards we would sometimes sit in
the windows of a café and drink coffee, watching the rain. We would be
silent a very long time and then we would burst out with some extrane-
ous knowledge about ourselves, which afterwards seemed very personal,
too personal perhaps, something like:

“I do not own a bit of red clothing.”

Or

“I went four days without speaking to anyone this week.”

Or

“My sister was a pianist and named her dog after me.”

More often, we would just sit and stare, sit very closely, our knees
touching, because that was all we would allow ourselves, that kind of
proximity. I would get fresh sometimes and place my bare hand on her
bare knee and she would blush and sweep my fingers away, and I would
imagine elaborate scenarios in which I would say something very
thoughtful, very personal and true, and then she would look at me with
the eyes of love, and we would spend the night together and it would be
perfect, but we never did because I could not ever get the courage and

lacked the imagination to decide what words to say properly.



8

At my job I grew more and more distracted until a negative evalu-
ation was filled out in my name. There were rumors I had pur-
posefully misfiled my sister’s information in my grief, thereby pre-
venting the proper issue of her death certificate, which was needed
to complete the death certification process. As it stood, technically
my sister was still considered alive. This was totally unacceptable.
My superior warned me that I was no longer even working at my
own lowest potential. So although it was humiliating, gratefully, I
was allowed to continue on at the same post at a drastic pay
decrease. Whether it had been grief or simply an accident, my sis-
ter’s death certificate was then finally filed, a carbon copy mysteri-
ously appearing on my desk.

9

It was said out loud that night as we were sitting in the window
watching the rain and sipping small chipped cups of coffee. “I
think I would like it if you would come to my place with me.”

“You would?” I asked. The tip of her nose was wet with a drop
of rain. Jean nodded and the droplet fell directly into the cup of
her coffee.

“I am having a hard time concentrating anymore,” she said,
brushing her damp forehead with the back of her hand. “I was rep-
rimanded at work for daydreaming,” she said. “So I think you
should come over with me. Tonight.”

“All right,” I said, now nervous of what would be expected of
me. We walked towards her apartment in the rain, not very close,
her slightly ahead of me, the sound of her shoes on the wet pave-
ment like a great faceless clock ticking off somewhere. We stood at
the brown stone steps of her place and stared at one another for a
moment and then she shook her said, looked down and said, “I'm

sorry. I...I thought I was ready.” In that moment, her brown eyes
doubled with tears. She kissed my cheek very briefly and then ran
up, closing the door so quick that all [ could see was the white
flash of her bare ankle before I could think to even shout out

her name.

10

Our knees were once again touching and it was raining and we
were aboard the night time train and I was watching as Jean stood
suddenly, and began reaching into some matronly woman’s hand-
bag and I could see her holding a pair of great purple cat’s eye
glasses and working to hide them in her sleeve and then some man
in a black suit stood up and pointed, saying, “Thief, stop, thief!” and
Jean panicked and began to run but the train had not yet pulled
into the station and the man, who was tall and handsonfe, was
holding her arm behind her back, and someone else was shouting,
and a police officer was blowing a whistle and I saw Jean was terri-
fied and crying, the purple eyeglasses being trampled as she was
tossed about, and I thought, This is our heart, those glasses are all of our
hearts, and broken but not yet useless altogether, and I was terrified, and
for the first time, not just afraid for myself or for my safety, or
afraid of being left alone, or of having to travel on any farther on
my own, but for her, for that face, for the face she was making, and
so I rushed the man from behind, knocking him against the doors
of the train, and as it arrived at the station, we hurried down the
platform stairs and out into the street and were running hand in
hand and it was then that I made up a special scenario, just for her,
Jjust for Jean: If she bites her lip, or If she makes that clucking sound just
once or If she pushes that one strand of hair behind her ear, yes, I will ask
her to please kiss me.
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