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he Paumanok Review  is a quarterly Internet magazine
dedicated to publishing and promoting the best in world
art and literature. TPR is an English language

publication that welcomes international and translated
submissions of short stories, short shorts, essays, serials, poems,
memoirs, novel excerpts, art, original music and spoken word
recordings.  Since Ògoing liveÓ on January 15, 2000, TPR has
established a readership in 52 countries.

The Paumanok Review  was created to bridge the gap between
overly scholarly online publications and genre-oriented zines.
Prime among TPRÕs objectives is putting authors who have not
previously been published online at ease with the process and the
results.

Hosted by the generous people at the Etext Archives, TPR is
always available free of charge at: http://paumanok.cjb.net.

This PDF version of the magazine is set in Bookman
Regular/Oblique, with accents in Formal Script and EngraverÕs
Roman.  This version is provided as a service to subscribers and
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The Paumanok Review  welcomes quality contributions from
authors and artists with an understanding of the magazine.
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guidelines, news, publishing information, and the archive are
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always welcome and may be directed to the editor at
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Featured Contributor

ost writers will tell you that as children they wrote
copiously.  I cannot say that.  Instead, I created a visual
world of my own, filled with detailed airplane drawings,

castles made of play-do, and forts of ice-cream sticks.  I did not
use words, per se, or write down what I imagined. Three-
dimensional objects were the tools for elaborate battles and
complicated expeditions, with heroes and bad guys, captains,
soldiers, centurions, hordes, horsemen.  At one point, I recreated
in play-dough a Gothic church, with concave arches, naves,
buttresses and flying buttresses, laid one at a time with miniscule
bricks.  Cellophane candy wrappers were turned into windows.
Then, roaring above it, I dropped bombs and had tanks and little
plastic soldiers defend the holy structure.  Afterwards, I parked a
Matchbox cement truck next to it and began rebuilding the
church, again brick by brick, until it was back to its splendor and
glory, yet clearly showing the scars of time, of the doing and
undoing of war, of all those history books I had read that depicted
the tumultuous Twentieth Century.  Every time I found or created
new objects, I developed stories around them.  So many different
voices lurked in my room that my parents thought at times that I
had several friends hiding with me, or in the bathroom, or where
ever these battles or adventures unfolded.  I didn't see the need at
the time to record the words, since in my mind a new story could
unfold on a moment's notice and it seemed much more important
to have the smoke coming out of an airplane look right, show in all
its detail, than to find words to describe it.
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Because of the ease with which I represented the real world in
clay and pencil, I gravitated towards the visual artsÑ
paintingÑand consequently went to college, where I received a
Bachelor's of Fine Arts and then settled into the field of
advertising.  There, I found myself mixing visuals and words and
communicating with an audience at several levels.  Still, I was an
art director, a pictures guy.

I didn't think much about writing at first because my mother
tongue is Spanish.  For many years I struggled with pronunciation
and it drove me mad that nothing written indicated the way it
should be pronounced. Add to that a slight dyslexia, not the type
that is diagnosed, but that mild one that makes it impossible to
tell the difference between left and right, in and on, and keeps you
transposing numbers and letters all the timeÑthe type that simply
makes teachers think you're lazy or not paying attentionÑand I
stayed away from math and writing so I would not be caught being
a less than perfect student. Literature at that point in my life was
something boring, something that was better to be turned into a
good movie.  But I had nothing to worry about. I was a visual
person, and someone else could write the words while I made the
visuals move.

During college, while reading for an assignment, I ran across
one story that changed my whole perception of literature and the
written word. "The Metamorphosis," by Franz Kafka, in one swift
movement opened the gate to an endless flow of possibilities.
What had once been dreaded became a whole new world.  From
then on, reading was not enough.  Works like  As I Lay Dying  by W.
Faulkner, Dead Eye Di ck by Kurt Vonnegut, Labyrinths  by Jorge
Luis Borges, and Difficult Love s by Italo-Calvino became my
obsession.  I savored every word and tried to understand the
different levels at which they communicated.

Then something happened at my job as an art director.  We
needed to present an alternative TV campaign for a client.  While
working on the storyboards I began to write scripts.  That second
campaign was not only produced but won awards.   From then on,
the written word invaded every thought I had.

But I realized that I was lacking in terms of vocabulary,
grammar, and syntax.  So I began to read Shakespeare aloud, just
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for fun, just to grasp the beauty that is in the cadence of the
language.  Once you inhabit a character you begin to think like
one, and it is their world that unfolds through causes and effects
in your head.  The intoxication was total.  It was not enough to
draw the pictures that tell of a world; I now had to inhabit that
world, smile and laugh and cry and suffer through them.

So I did the unthinkable at a time when it was the undoableÑI
began to write.  A writer at the agency told me to stop butchering
his language, that if anything, I should write in Spanish and leave
his tongue alone.  I considered his advice, but realized that all my
college education was in English.  Even though I used the long
sentence structure of Spanish, this odd language, English,
adopted and adapted from all languages, was not afraid of being
colloquial, of cussing, of telling truths without flowery prose
smacking you in the face, of absolutely moving you to tears, to
hope, to laughter, and even to a better understanding of yourself.
So I made the conscious effort to stick to one languageÑEnglish.  I
kept cards with words and definitions. I studied the language
every morning and every night as if I were studying the Bible.  And
all this without telling anyone at work or friends or family, for
everyone thought of the idea as preposterous, a joke.  And why?
My paintings were awesome, they all had said.  I should stick to
that.   But my wonderful wife understood my feelings and saw no
harm in this new hobby.

Then one day I ran across the works of a fellow advertising
person, Salman Rushdie.  His voice, his tonality, his message
burst inside my mind, and I felt that a hidden code between
sentences talked to me personally.  "Old chap, you can do this," he
seemed to say.   Suddenly all the paintings I had done in my life
seemed focused on creating motion, on telling a story, and the
brush stroke became smells , color turned into emotions and form
became living, breathing characters.  I had to write a storyÑcreate
a beginning, introduce character and scene and take it to a
particular end.

I took a course at Oglethorpe University on short story writing,
and while leafing through a magazine saw into the eyes of a
woman at a textile mill in North Georgia shown in a photo.  She
spoke volumes to me.  I imagined a whole existence of friends,
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hopes, regrets, and a story unfolded: "Disposable People."  The
story flowed out of my mind as if there were someone else writing
it and I was only taking dictation. That story was published in the
America's Review  and from then I was completely addicted to this
process.

I juggled an advertising career (where I found myself now also
writing copy) and kept writing stories, eventually winning Second
Prize, Best Fiction from AIM Magazine  for ÒThe Lavender HouseÓ,
and publishing, among others, ÒThe Man with the Dim HaloÓ in
Zoetrope All-Story Extra .

But like the ball player who's goal it is to make it to the majors,
I had to tackle the novel.  In addition to short stories I have
written two novels, Rush Hour  and Surrender the Light .

Rush Hour  is a tale about a man in advertising who daydreams
while driving to work about exotic worlds, which he later turns
into TV commercials. He invents a woman he calls Lola and one
day he sees exotic lingerie on a mannequin and, thinking of this
imaginary lover, buys it. However, his wife discovers the lingerie
and thinks he's cheating on herÑthus unfolding a drama where
we go into the world of consumerism, make believe, and the power
of the illusion created by advertising.

My second novel, Surrender the Light , is about a survivor of
Argentina's secret detention centers. Through the novel, we go
through the process that led to her abduction and how, with the
help of a painter, she comes to terms with the post traumatic
stress syndrome that she fell into after being released from
captivity.

I've had some good bites on the novels and a lot of
encouragement.  I took  Surrender the Light  to the Iowa Summer
Workshop and re-shaped it some, and currently through a
wonderful group of writers scattered from Spokane to London, I
am doing some further polishing of the novel.

Since I was a little boy I heard the family lore: how my mother's
side had to flee the country when one political regime took over
the previous one; how my paternal grandfather operated a
clandestine press that published the wrong-doings of that
dictatorship; and how many years later while my dad was in
medical school he had to go into hiding and was almost taken and
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killed by the Seguridad  Nacional .  So issues of human rights, of
the use and abuse of power have been close to me.  Even now, as
many of my family had to abandon Venezuela, simply because the
Government decided to use cheaper Cuban doctors more in tune
with the ideology of the new government, I see that these issues of
people caught up in politics are as relevant as ever.  ÒWhite
CanvasÓ, the short story published here, is a chapter from
Surrender the Light .  Even though it's about the events that took
place in a distant 1978, it is still about what takes place in many
parts of the world and how normal people manage to deal with
bigger-than-life events.

In 1998 I went full circle and began to paint again.  Only then I
realized that to me a painting needed to be more than form or the
abstraction of shape, but about conveying a message.  I remember
being mesmerized by the Venezuelan Landscape painters, by the
epic paintings depicting the Venezuelan independence of Tovar &
Tovar, and by the Mexican MuralistÑall in a way telling a story.
However, in school I studied Rothko, Motherwell, Pollock, the
Abstract Expressionist, moved to Pop Art and so on, but found
their messages be too cold, too devoid of the spirit that drew me to
painting.  That type of work felt like furniture, no different than a
cute lamp.  Perhaps that was the reason why I stopped painting
for so many years, but I decided to pick up a brush and start
again.  Only this time, I would not feel intimidated by the linearity
of history, by having to do what is supposed to be next after those
guys.  Instead, I dug deep into things that I found relevant and
mixed a modern sense of aesthetics, color and design, while using
representational art, something that would relate more to the
landscape of Faulkner, or O'ConnorÑwriters instead of painters. I
chose to represent the quotidian, the personal, the mundane,
dipping into the private and introspect.

Many people have asked, how can you paint and write at the
same time?  Isn't that difficult?  The domain of the imagination is
not limited to words or paint.  Many writers paint, many painters
write, or are excellent musicians, poets, or even good at math.
But in an era of specialization, the artist is often discouraged to
pursue both and is forced by economics to stick only to one. Yet so
much of what I apply to writing I learned through painting,
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through the power of observation, of cataloguing in the mind every
detail, and then putting it together into a new form.

Right now I think we are on the eve of an important revolution,
almost as mind-opening as was the readily accessible knowledge
and information that Gutenberg's movable type bestowed upon
civilization. Information can now travel through the electronic
world and be accessible at minimal cost to thousands in every
corner of the globe.   What that does is put you in contact with
others with similar interests, even if they're in Singapore, Cape
Town, or New York.  Also thanks to the Internet, to the evolution of
the e- zine and electronic groups, writers who previously were
operating in a vacuum, not knowing at what level their craft was,
are now able to communicate, learn, exchange ideas and find a
place to expose their work.  And they can e-mail the very authors
they love to read, and realize that just like them, they had to begin
somewhere and that it takes time, perseverance, and an obsessive
desire to keep going and make something valuable out of simple
words, or in my case words and visuals.

And this is just the beginning.



Luis A. Nœ–ez

ray is the color of drizzle, of wet streets and cracked
pavement, of traffic and cars as we drive to the glass
towers of wealth and exchange our awakened hours for

sustenance,  so we can live in a gray place, in a gray life, in a gray
city.  Gray is the color of my mood in this winter day.  This is the
place where my Ama and I live.

Then the drizzle stops and we see pale yellows and ochres
trying to awake, beckoning us out of this winter's melancholy. Out
into other colors, other moods.

My Ama and I feel like bears waking up, hungry for movement
and distraction. We venture into a crisp winter blue and drive out
of the urban, away from gray concrete, away from drafty glass
buildings, car alarms and grunting busses. We get off the wide
highway into a two lane black-top.  We drive and drive, feeling the
winter wind awaken our desire to live, to dream, to touch and
care.

Evergreen pines and sleepy oaks stand one after the other,
hiding the occasional yellow house, old pickup truck, tractor,
barn.  A lethargic cow stares at the green grass that grows even in
the winter cool.  A white steeple defiantly punctures the blue sky.

At the intersections, sign after sign of every color and shape
proclaim new developments, with arrows pointing up, down, left,
right.  From the low hundreds, one-fifty's, two hundreds, they
decree.  We first ignore them. We can't believe the tentacles of the
city have reached even this far.  It's not for us. It is too far from
work, from clients, from restaurants and city life, from all that we
are fond of even though it's immersed in liquid gray.
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But we follow the arrows, just to daydream.  If my Ama gets
that promotion, we could save extra money.  If I get that other
project we could possibly be able to contemplate the idea.
Thoughts whirl in my head.  To think of the possibilities and out
here maybe, just maybe we would be able to afford something. It's
too far, I tell Ama.  But she reminds me that all we've seen in-town
is too expensive, too old, or too sixties and dark, and no different
than our gray apartment.

Anything but gray.
A sign says Lakefront Lots, opening soon. I follow the arrow.

We pass several pastures, a horse farm, a forest of green.  Then we
see the land, raw red with aqua green PVC pipes coming out of the
earth.  We stop at the end of a cul-de-sac.  An oak tree towers
above the red landscape, alone in the middle, imposing over the
pipes, the newly laid asphalt, the orange markers.  We cannot help
but stop.  We cannot help but walk towards the tree, with its
branches spreading wide as if wanting to hug us, embrace us.  We
walk under it, feeling the cool wind sweeping from the lake on our
cheeks.  Ama holds my hand and presses her body close to mine.
Across the lake, horses grace the green and yellow pasture.

Can you imagine living like this, she tells me, looking at my
eyes, kissing me.  We walk hand in hand to the water but stop
short by a large thorn bush.  The cold wind picks up so we head
back to the car and before entering try to remove the red clay from
our shoes.

But the red has soiled our souls.
Who could afford to dream that size?  Ama says.  I feel guilty

just imagining.  But wouldn't it be wonderful.
It is too far from the city, she says.
She looks at the tree, at the water reflecting the amber blue,

and then at me.
It would be worth the drive, she sighs.
I keep wiping the red clay from my shoes, scraping the

memory, the idea and the possibility of a place like this.
We drive away, wanting to forget.  But we are infected with the

greens and reds and pull over when we see another new
subdivision.
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Why not daydream?  Why not see if we could afford something?
Anything to get out of feeling gray, swallowed by the mood of
winter.  We stop at the model home and go inside.  A perky sales
lady asks what are we looking for.  We don't know.  We're not even
looking.  But we play along.  The house is spacious and something
we could afford, we think.  But we're city folk.  This is too far, too
green, too blue.

The lady says that this is the last house available in this
subdivision, but that they are starting a new one down the street
and if we want we could reserve lots.

Ama gives me a look as if saying this lady wants to close a sale.
She winks. We play along but we will not fall for it.  We're not
ready for this.

I can drive you there if you want, it's just a few minutes away.
She smiles.

My Ama smiles.
I smile.
She picks up her keys and we follow her into her car.  I sit in

the back, now feeling overwhelmed by all this green and blue,
wishing I was at the apartment, at least knowing what I had,
instead of dreaming impossible dreams of living beyond our
means.

The lady talks and talks; my Ama smiles and smiles.  She
knows I am irritated by now.  Then we stop and to my surprise we
are next to the tree by the lake, surrounded by the red land, by
the freshly upturned clay.

The wind picks up as we walk into the dirt.  I zip up my jacket.
The lady tells us that there's a premium for the lake lots, that they
will go so fast, they could be gone the same day they open the
model or even before that.

Ama gives me a strange look, fiendish, calculating, full of
conspiracies.  I can tell she's lusting now and even though we do
not exchange words, we both know that we want it, that we crave
it, and God just maybe, maybe we can have it.

I am sure this will be the first lot to go, the lady says, looking
up and along the expanse of the tree and back at us.

Didn't you say that we could reserve lots?  I find myself saying.
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There's a non-refundable advance, which of course, applies to
the down payment, she says, going into other technicalities,
concluding that we could go back to the model house and  she
could fill one of those forms that would give us an idea of how
much house we could afford.

Could afford?
Maybe there's hope.
I can not believe we're doing this, but Ama doesn't stop me

even though she knows that we might already be in over our
heads.

We drive back to the city several hours later.  We are silent, but
wearing pleasant smiles, touching each other's hands with
uncommon lust, still in a high of blue and green and pungent red
land.

I can't believe we put down the deposit.  Where are we going to
get the money?  Who did we think we were fooling?  Are we nuts?

We wanted to make love, to feel each other, to let our joy come
out.  But all we could do was fall back into the gray, into what we
know is real and tangible.

How could we lie about what we had, I tell Ama .
We didn't lie, she tells me.  We just played with our finances,

with our potential to achieve.  She reminds me that I had months
when I brought in double that down payment, so it could be done
again.

But it's hard to predict the ups and downs of my business, I
tell her.  There have been times when I had spent long hours on
the phone practically begging and nothing came in the door, and
then there have been times when the work just flowed in, even
after turning down projects.

Ama says that just passing her exam should be in our favor.
To the towers of power she can now be a professional and in only
three more months she will get her license.  She tells me to rejoice,
that because of that she should get a great raise.

Everything is going to be fine.
Soon gray will brighten into blue and blue into happiness

yellow.  And the red land will be ours to fill it green with fertility.
I cannot sleep, but I can see the colors.  I cannot sleep, so I

think about the phone calls I need to make.  This can be done.  It's
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not just a dream, washes of hope on a mental canvas, but a
tangible bright realityÑif we work hard.

Ama and I embrace, letting our hopes become one, drunk on
the dream of red land.

DREAMS ARE NOTHING  but whispers, fleeting memories, washed
away colors until a Bank lends you the money.   But Banks don't
see colors and shades , they see paper and numbers.  To them I am
a dreamer who's gotten away with his illusion too long. When was
the last time you had a full time job? So what exactly is your
business?  Who's your employer?  Free lance is one or two words?
You mean to say that you sell words and ideas?

What they don't understand, they turn down.
My Ama they like and understand.  Soon she will have more

letters attached to her name, a professional, so they nod in
approval.  They both understand the language of numbers. Who's
your employer?  Ahh , a good firm, quite indeed.   They are happy
with her, but still because of me, they turn us down.

Why didn't I have a job like everyone else, Ama says in
desperation. Why did I have to quit that great job? It would be
more stable, better records.

That job almost ruined my reputation, besides I can now make
as much money, I tell her.  When my business is good I can make
her year's salary in a month.

But then you can starve for six months, she replies.
We drive away from the city into the red land.  The oak tree still

hugs the landscape; the horses still graze the land across the lake.
The sky is deep blue with crispy clouds trailing by.  We walk
around immersing our feet in the red.  We throw rocks and watch
them skip along the surface.  We extend our hands around the
moss-covered trunk of the tree, but it's so wide we can barely lock
hands. We decide not to go see the perky sales lady.

I remind Ama of all the money we have put down.
It's the price you pay to dream, she says.
We head back into our city of gray.

A MORTGAGE COMPANY CALLS US .   We have been pre-approved.
There are some conditions, though.  We have to pay off a few of
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our credit cards.  No more going out for drinks after work.  No
more fancy restaurants with the friends.  No more clubbing and
concerts for a while.   But my Ama and I do not care.  We nod and
nod, iridescent and smiling.   We take a picnic basket, candles,
wine, Brie and crackers under the oak. On the red land we place
blankets. It is winter cold under the stars.  We want to make love
but it's too cold to even remove our gloves, instead we share our
warmth, our breath, our hopes.

Drizzle falls, but we don't care for the red land will be ours.
We close the contracts and it's back to the perky sales lady.

We pick wall colors and windows and styles.  Will it be brick,
stucco or siding?  Will it be white trim, blue trim with yellow
colors?  My mind buzzes.  So much to pick, so much to dream, so
much to choose.  Ama wants one style, I want another.
Everything imaginable has to be selected, ordered, placed, made
real.  From the brass knobs of the kitchen cabinets to the pattern
they'll use in our concrete driveway.  They'll even remove the large
oak tree for free since it might be too close to where the house will
go and the bulldozers might damage the roots. I get mad at the
perky sales lady. Through my teeth I tell her that I want that tree
protected.  My Ama tells her that she wants the tree in  the
contract.  She puts it in, but she's not sure.  They might say it
won't work.  She needs to check with the builders, check out the
plans.

You check, I tell her.
In the contract, Ama repeats.
Bright yellow bulldozers begin to rip and level and grade the

red land.  I have more work that I can handle, and yet I drive up
there.  A blond-blue eyed superintendent yells under the roar of
the engine that they have to get the ground to three thousand PSI.
I ask him about the tree.  He says it won't make it.  That they
might as well take it off.

Did you read the contract, I ask him.  He looks at his
clipboard , he calls a couple of olive brown guys and screams at
them in Spanish to put an orange silt fence around the tree.

I tell him that I like orange.
He grins.
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I IMMERSE MYSELF  in late nights of work. I take in more work than I
can handle.  I can sleep and relax some other time. We pay off
some credit cards and begin to save that large amount of green
that we are supposed to have by closing.  Ama takes a little
Tupperware to work and saves her lunch money.  Soon she'll get a
review, soon she'll be certified and at her firm they usually give
them bountiful bonuses.

Ama arrives at the apartment early and disappears into our
room.  I am on the phone securing another project.  If I can keep
this pace we might make it , we might have all the money for
closing.  I go into the bedroom to tell my Ama but notice her
sitting on the floor next to the night table.   Is she sick, I wonder
and go close to her .  She looks away at the window.  She doesn't
want me to see her.  She cups her face into her hands and weeps.
I embrace her, tell her that it's going to be all right, that we're both
under a lot of pressure but that we'll make it.  I ask her if it will
make her feel better if we went to see the tree.  She shakes her
head and veers away.  I move back.  I sit on the floor and look at
her.  Finally she looks at me, sobs again and forms some words,
but only sounds and breath and coughing come out.

They fired me, Ama finally tells me, embracing me tight.  I can
feel her warm tears falling on my neck.  She's feverish hot,
emanating anger and sorrow.  I try to absorb it, cradle her.  I want
to say something but I know it won't change a thing, so I rock her
in my arms.

Ama finally tells me that they laid off forty percent of their staff.
Too much competition was their excuse.  She went into her
manager's office and told her that she had just passed her exam,
that in two months she was going to be fully certified, so why did
they fire her?  Her manager shook her head, also in shock, and
told her, bastards, they know it will cost more money to keep you.

Everything is going to be all right, I tell my Ama, wiping a tear
from her eyes.

She shakes her head.
You don't understand, she says. When the mortgage company

finds out, when the builder finds out, we'll lose everything.  On top
of that, I have a month to find a new job or I lose all the time I
have put into my certification.
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SPRING DOES NOT BRING  yellow and brightness.  The first flowers are
washed away by torrential rains.  Twisting tornadoes that barely
touch the ground cap the tops of trees close to the apartment.
When it doesn't rain, it mists in the milky grayness.

Red land becomes red mud and sticks with impunity to
everything it touches.  All construction goes to a stand still.  But
we have to thank God or somebody up there.  Postponement
means that we won't close on the house so soon, so that we might
be able to have that new job by the time we have to tell the bank
or the builder.  But I can tell perky sales lady is suspicious, for
she asks and asks if everything is all right.

My Ama lives on top of a newspaper, circling jobs with a red
marker.  Unfortunately, three other large firms have also laid-off
employees.  The market is now saturated with professionals and
all the good offers are beginning to disappear.

I might have to go private, Ama tells me.  It will take five years
to get certified.  My business, on the other hand, is very busy. I
even pick up a project doing brochures for a re-engineering firm.  I
laugh at the irony, but we need the money.

A crimson and gold truck pours concrete on a mesh of rebar
and pipes lying across the top of the red land.  Men slosh around
moving and shoving the gray mass, shaping it into something.
They work it and caress it with paddles until it's silky smooth and
perfectly even.   They look at us with suspicion, as if we were crazy
for staring at them in our somber complexions.  Blond-blue eyed
superintendent comes by with his clipboard under his arm.  He
points at the tree and tells us that he managed to keep the dozers
away from the roots.   We smile for the first time.

In the grayness of the apartment I hear the sky roar in anger.
Rain pours incessantly.  My Ama returns from another interview.
She's disappointed.  She tells me that people certified, with double
her experience, are out there begging for jobs.  So what chance
would she have?  She might not even be able to go private.  Some
of the people she used to work with are having to leave town,
moving to other bigger, grayer cities, with more concrete and taller
glass buildings or to change professions.  She saw a colleague
working at the supermarket.  She points at my computer monitor
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waving her finger. Some people say that's what did it. One person
can now do the work of seven, she says, frowning.

Jesus, I say, I told that to a client myself ; only that it was the
reason why I should do the projectÑ better, faster, cheaper.

The smallest firm she had seen asks Ama for a second
interview.  We're running out of time and she decides to go, even
though she didn't get a good feeling when she went there and was
purposely standoffish and hard to get.  I tell her that maybe that is
what she needs to do with the other interviews.

My Ama gets the job.
There are no fireworks going off, no bright colors, other than in

three more days she would have lost it all: close to two years of
work she had put into her certification.  We celebrate by buying a
large piece of plastic and pitching a tent on top of our concrete
slab.  Under the drizzling rain, we drink wine and toss soggy
crackers at each other.

Ama leaves before the sun comes up to her new job and comes
back after the sun goes down.  She is dead and exhausted from
not just the work, but the extra hour she now has to drive.   The
job might have been a mistake, but it will do for now.

We invite our friends to picnic on our concrete slab.  We show
them the kitchen, open and close imaginary doors, tell them where
the driveway, the fireplace and my office will be.  We hear a roar,
and across the lake horses gallop, puffing and pounding to the top
of the field.

A friend frowns, holds up his beer and says, better the horses
than grunting busses.

Now we see why you have disappeared, another friend says.
Peanut butter sandwiches from here on, Ama says with a

smile.
But never cheap wine, a friend replies, lifting his glass for a

toast.  Another friend asks to have his visa stamped for driving out
this far.  We all laugh.

WE ARE SHORT A LOT OF MONEY .
That month without work set us back too much.  Ama and I sit

on the floor of our bedroom, realizing that unless something
different happens, we won't make it. I cannot ask my parents.
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They live in another country overridden with inflation, so even if
they gave us a lot, it will be nothing when turned into greenbacks.
Ama's parents are putting two more kids through college so they
don't have any money either.

Maybe I could go back to my old job, Ama suggests, freelance
for them.

I cringe at the idea.  I remind her why I left, how I had it with
their deceptive practices, the way they approached the work.  No, I
could not go back to work for them.

How could you say that in a time like this, Ama says.  We need
the money, it's not my fault that they laid me off, it's not my fault
that this new job doesn't pay as much. She reminds me that she
now has to drive an extra hour in traffic for a job she doesn't even
like.

No, no, no. I've promised myself never to sink to their level
again.

She gets up and walks out of the apartment.  I can hear her
slam the door of her car, I can hear her engine rev off, I can hear
her drive away.

I wait and wait but she does not return.  I know where she is
but I am not going up there.  Would this be the right thing?
Compromise my whole career?  Work with people who slap it
together, who don't care about quality, who rip off their clients
every way they can?  Can I do it just for the money?  Could I take
it for a while? Could I lower my standards, even for a couple of
months, only for a couple of months?  It could make a big
difference. I could raise the money we need.  But would they take
me back?  Could I make that sacrifice?  I know my old boss
wanted me back, even doing project work.  How do I tell him that
all he did was pay lip service to all the promises he made?

Only for a couple of months.
I drive up out of the city into the black and reach that place

where she has parked.  No city lights reflect over here and it takes
me a while to adjust to the darkness.  She stands on the concrete
slab, facing the tree and the water.   I walk towards her.  She
doesn't say a word and walks away from me.

Why is it that it's always me the one that has to make the
compromises, she says, shaking her head.  Wind blows from the
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water shaking the branches of the tree like a bird flapping its
wings.

How much do you want this, she says.
I'll call Richard tomorrow, I say.

BLUE IS THE COLOR  of the crisp clean sky that towers above the late
summer green of the oak tree, of the branches that stretch wider
than our little house, wider than our dreams and aspirations.
Under the tree I feel small, humble to bigger things than I, part of
something that I am yet to understand, as if it were the tree that
chose us to be its keepers .

My Ama comes to me with a glass of cold lemonade, dew
dripping to the sides.  I put down the spade and wipe my forehead.
It is hot, but a breeze from the lake keeps it pleasant.   I take the
glass and kiss her.  She smiles and tells me that I am covered in
red.  I show her the blisters in my hands.  I sigh and tell her that
it's going to take more work than I thought.  The builder would
have landscaped with a bulldozer, and with a lot of bronze labor
would have done it in a day or two, then roll the grass out like a
carpet.   Blue-eyed superintendent was happy when he no longer
had to worry about landscaping.  City boy is going to do it, he said
with a grin.

The refund was not much, but it made the difference.



Sam Vankin

RAGUE LAYS OVER  its inhabitants in shades of grey.
Oppressively close to the surface, some of us duck ,
others simply walk carefully, our shoulders stooped,

trying to avoid the monochrome rainbow at the end of the
hesitant rain. Prague rains itself on us, impaled on one
hundreds towers, on a thousand immolated golden domes.
We pretend not to see it bleeding to the river. We just cross
each other in ornate street corners, from behind exquisite
palaces. We don't shake heads politely anymore. We are
not sure whether they will stay connected if we do. It is in
such times that I remember an especially sad song, Arabic
sounds interlaced with Jewish wailing. Wall after wall,
turret after turret, I re-visit my homeland. It is there, in
that city, which is not Arab, nor Jewish, not entirely
modern, nor decidedly antique that I met her.   And the
pain was strong.



Rochelle Mass

HEY'RE LEAVING ,"  I heard the men whisper. "Your
turn Rozogov," one said, pushing the smaller man
towards us.  "Could I? Could I?" he stuttered.

Does he want money?   I wondered.  I wasn't sure.
"Ask her!" shouted his partner.
"Could I have your ticket ... ticket?" He held out his hand.  "If

you aren't coming back, I mean," he added apologetically.
"Here," I said openly, reaching into my jacket pocket. "I didn't

enjoy her.  Maybe you will."
 "Rozogov, come!  The second half is beginning!" shouted his

partner.
He hesitated with the ticket in his hand.  Did he want more

than that?
"Why wouldn't the lady like jazz?  Black jazz?  Black jazz from

Paris?" he asked quietly, holding the ticket up between us.
 "Rozogov come!" ordered his partner.
"Jazz for me, for us," he turned to his partner, "is a

celebration," he shouted, waving the tickets.  "In Odessa É "
"Come! I tell you," shouted his friend, opening the heavy doors

to the auditorium.
"The lady should listen to more jazz, then she'll understand the

happiness it can bring."
"Rozogov!" shouted the other.
"I lived in Odessa.  Just up the road from the old bathhouse.

We had good jazz in Odessa. But now I live in Tel Aviv!"  He bowed,
lowering the ticket like a bouquet. "I thank you."

No man had ever bowed to me before.  I giggled.  Chana
grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the parking lot.  I turned
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back to see Rozogov running to the open door with the ticket high
over his head.

He shouted, "an immigrant from Odessa thanks you É but
wants the lady to listen to jazz.  A lady without jazz É"  The rest
was lost because his partner pushed him into the lobby.   I could
hear Dee Dee beginning the second set.  ÒCole Porter,Ó I heard her
say, and the orchestra purred around her.  Chana pulled my
jacket.

"Let's go to the Hard Rock Cafe at Dizengoff Centre. It's new,"
she said cheerfully. "Opened last week."

I couldn't relate to jazz, but the thumping of hard rock with the
sting of smoke was too much for me.

"No," was all I said, thinking, 'the lady should listen to jazz.'
"Did Yosie come this week?" asked Chana, interrupting my

thoughts.
"Yes.  Wednesday instead of Tuesday.  I had to change my visit

with Noa because of him."
"What kind?"
"Spinach."
Each time Yosie came, he brought bourekas.  After an hour or

so in my bed, he dressed quickly, ran out to his truck and brought
in a dozen frozen bourekas.  He always came at 11:00, Tuesday
morning.  By 12:00 he was gone.  By 12:30 Chana was at my door
asking what kind he'd brought.  Chana liked cheese best.

"Not my favorite, but okay. I'm starved!"
Chana was too fat for her height of a meter sixty.  She talked

about dieting all the time.  Since her divorce left her with a lot of
money, she never talked about work. She didn't read books but
loved video movies.  Didn't walk much because she tired quickly. I
encouraged her to volunteer in a hospital, an institution for
retarded children, even a library.  Every time she came down for
bourekas and I watched her eat two rows from Yosie's package I'd
give another suggestion. Tonight I was going to suggest helping
out blind people.  Reading to them directly, or making tapes for
them.

That was my plan but suddenly Rozogov and his 'jazz for the
lady' filled my head.  I used to enjoy Irving Berlin, and I remember
hearing Billy Holiday but I didn't like the strange things Dee Dee's
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pianist did to ' Spring is Here'.  I remember how Nat King Cole sang
it.  I was in the army then.  He didn't throw in all sorts of
humming and hesitating that confused the lyrics.  'Just One of
Those Things' was my real favorite, but not the way her combo
thrashed it around and then the philharmonic picked it up and
sort of stroked it back to life.  Her bassist strummed into it things
I'm sure Cole Porter never wanted. It kept swirling and changing.  I
liked the way Ella did it.  Dee Dee took too much liberty.  That's
how I felt when that Russian took my ticket.

On the way home, Chana talked only about bourekas.  It
seemed she'd forgotten the usher completely.

"No cheese! Sure?"
She wouldn't let up.  She didn't like when Yosie brought

spinach but ate them anyway.
"Spinach!" I repeated impatiently.  Chana shouldn't be eating

them at all.  I never did.  That's one of the reasons I stay slim.  I
also swim in the Gordon Pool.

"Started lessons this week." I said.
"Lessons?"
"The crawl.  Daniela says breaststroke isn't really swimming.

That old men swim the breast."
"Why all of a sudden?" she asked, and added, "I'm starved,"
I was annoyed at Chana's persistence about Yosie's bourekas.

She never asked what really went on between us. Why he only
came once a week.  Why always on Tuesdays, except for this week,
and why usually Tuesday morning at 11:00.  I leave Marketing at
HaMashbir.  The girls in the office check their watches Tuesday at
10:30 because that's when he calls.  This week the call didn't
come.  I could see they were waiting.

It did come the next day, and I foolishly changed my plans so
I'd be home at 7:00.  In a way I'm glad Chana doesn't ask me too
much about Yosie.  An hour a week and a dozen bourekas.  That's
what it amounts to.  We don't talk very much.  We never go out.
He gets into my bed quickly.  I know what he wants and he knows
what I want. We satisfy each other more or less.   He smokes two
cigarettes when we're finished. That's probably the most generous
thing I do.   I'm not a smoker and I hate cigarette smells.  I get
back to work with Noblesse in my hair and come home to find it in
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my sheets.  Yosie butts his cigarettes into the dish on the dresser.
I get rid of them as soon as I can.

"I wish heÕd bring cheese!" harped Chana when she should
have been asking me why only once a week and why only in the
morning.

We were better friends last year. We both answered an ad in
the morning paper and began going out with the same guy.  After
the first date Chana told me she met a man called Kobi who liked
short, fat women.  Kobi told me he liked short, thin women.  After
the second date Chana said she was serious about him and it was
then I admitted I was also dating him.  She begged me to let him
go.

"Use any excuse," she said.  "You've got Yosie.  Besides, it isn't
often a guy admits liking short, fat women.  Do me a favor!" she
moaned.

I promised I'd let Kobi go, but then he took me to see the new
Meryl Streep movie, then we walked along the beach.  It was such
a relief from Yosie's one-hour visits that I didn't keep my promise.
When I got home she stormed into my apartment.  She'd seen me
kissing Kobi at the curb.

"I begged you! You promised! I hate you!" she shouted
slamming the door.  Her heavy feet pounded upstairs.  She
phoned three times just as I was falling off to sleep.  "I hate you!
You promised!" She knows how hard it is for me to get to sleep.
This was real punishment for being selfish and wanting Kobi.  But,
I continued dating him.  We went to Pronto's a few times.  Not like
the salads at Tnuvale.  I was on a strict budget of calories and
money and Kobi liked to go to nice places.  I didn't see Chana at
all.   She never phoned me and refused to answer my calls, but I
did see Kobi a lot until one day he said I wasn't interesting enough
for him.  And I was too skinny.  And too calculating. 'Always
counting your change and your calories,' he said.  That really
hurt.  A single girl on a single salary has to look after herself.

He said something about Chana, but by then I grabbed my
purse and rushed off.  I still have Yosie, even though this week it
was Wednesday instead of Tuesday.  I enjoyed seeing him in the
evening.  I didn't have to rush away from work, leave my papers
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spread over the desk, shout 'you know' to the secretary and watch
the other girls shake their heads.

It was nice in the evening.  I didn't even mind his cigarettes so
much.  I lit a candle so the smell soaked into the flame.  But, he
still only stayed an hour.  ItÕs like he works on a timer.  I hoped
he'd stay longer, but after an hour he pulled on his pants, rushed
out to the truck, hurried back, almost threw the bourekas at me,
checked his zipper, and was off.

The episode with Kobi was just after Purim.  I'd invited him to a
party at the store, but then he stopped seeing me.  I didn't want to
dress up and go alone, so I stayed home.  Yosie brought Oznei
Haman that week, but Chana didn't come down.

She was still mad at me.  Half were dried fruit and half were
poppyseed.  I tried one of each, then put the rest in the freezer.

Chana and I are patching things up now.   She has a car, and I
have imagination and energy. The combination seems good for
both of us.  It's not like it was before.  She's still angry with me, I
can tell.  Still thinks I'm selfish, but I feel that looking for a man is
the most important thing I do and I can't worry about myself and
Chana at the same time.

"I wish they were cheese," she said as I put them into the
toaster oven for twelve minutes according to Yosie's instructions.
I'm amazed at her insistence.  A cup of herbal tea is enough for me
in the evening.  But Chana likes rich pastry.  Dried fruit and
almonds are my idea of a treat, but they're expensive and also
fattening so that's out of bounds.  We waited for the bourekas to
bake.  Chana usually sits in front of the toaster as it heats up.    I
can't stand her devotion to food.

I feel ashamed when he tosses them at me like a tip, checks his
zipper, then he's off.  I asked him if he sells anything else, like
croissants.

"Bourekas are popular," was all he answered.
When Chana was really mad at me she said, "I wonder how

many he gives away."
That really hurt.  I guess she wanted it to.  I'd only thought of a

dozen missing each week, not dozens. I don't want to think about
Yosie gifting other women his frozen goods.  AnythingÕs possible
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with him.  I don't even know if he's married.  I don't have his
phone number.  He always phones me.

'That's how I like it,' he said. 'I phone the women.'  Women, he
said, but I didn't pay any attention.

Chana broke her leg around Chanukah and I went up with
three bourekas.  She was hungry and didn't seem to notice that
they were spinach. My gesture worked. Things never returned to
what they were, but once her ankle mended we went out again,
and she began coming down every Tuesday to check what kind he
brought.

"What an evening," she said leaning on her hand, facing the
toaster oven.

"Get out of the kitchen," I said, pulling her shoulder.   "I won't
let them burn. I know when they're ready."  I went into the living
room and lay on the sofa.  I was so relieved we'd left the concert
and equally pleased we hadn't gone to the Hard Rock Cafe.  Chana
stayed by the toaster oven. Her devotion to food overwhelms me.
I'm so busy not eating and she's just the opposite.

"I like 'Autumn Leaves'," she called out, "but not that way."
I was also thinking about the concert.
"Dee Dee sure is beautiful," said Chana. "I loved the way her

dress wrapped around the shoulder and the sash slipped out from
around her breasts.  Her legs are so long."

I wished I were taller, that I could wear gowns with a deep slit
on the side so my legs would show when I moved. I love blue. Dee
Dee wore a fabulous gown with shades of turquoise banding the
bodice.  Dee Dee was exciting.  Her hands were slender and long,
not short and wide like mine.  She flirted with her drummer and
leaned seductively towards some man in the audience.  When she
started 'I'm A Fool To Want You' I knew I had to go.  Dark women
have a certain mystery I think, but the way she confused songs
wasn't for me.  I remember how Frank Sinatra used to do it.
That's the way Jules Styne intended the song to go.  Sammy Cahn
wouldn't allow it to be melted down and then enflamed the way
Dee Dee was carrying on.  So, when she sang the last 'want you' I
tugged Chana and we stepped over people and left.  The usher
said we should have waited for the intermission.  One more song,
he said, but I couldn't.  I don't know why exactly, but I couldnÕt.
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We sat on a bench in the foyer for a while.  The usher came up
and asked if we weren't feeling well, and then sat down and talked
sports.  Chana is a Macabee Tel Aviv fan so she really lit up.  I
guess its because she doesn't work so she has time to bone up on
scores, players and schedules.  Before I knew it he was moving
close to her.  They forgot all about me.  So I looked through the
program. I couldn't find much there to encourage me to go back to
Dee Dee's second half. I saw that she dedicated the concert to her
cousin, Carl Holiday.  'God bless,' it said, 'and keep you all in
these trying times.'  This impressed me more than her singing.  I
could hear Chana asking the usher if he wanted to go to the next
game against Greece.

By that time she had turned her back to me completely, and
was totally absorbed in him.  She wore a brown leather suit that
was so tight she had to sit on the edge of the bench.  The usher
didn't seem to mind.

"I'll be outside," I said.  I opened the heavy door happily, feeling
generous in giving Chana the usher. I hadn't interfered, didn't
even talk to him, so I was giving her a real chance.  Felt better, like
I'd absolved myself.  Whether they go to the game or not, I was
doing my best.  The evening was pleasant.  No one was outside
except for a group of men talking Russian.  One of them laughed
loudly and one turned to me.  I looked back at the lobby. Chana
and the usher were still hunched together.

"Your turn, Rozogov" the one that laughed said, and pushed
him toward me.

I felt Chana by my side.
 "I'm so glad we came.  It was a good concert after all. I'm so

glad ..."she murmured.
I had given my ticket to a man who looked a little like Bogart

when he romanced Bacall.  He wore that kind of hat and had a
wide smile.  I liked the way he said 'the lady and jazz'.  Maybe I
should listen to more jazz.  Certainly I'd enjoy it more than going
to a Macabee game with an usher.  Rozogov!  An interesting name.

 "Where'd you get the tickets?" Chana asked, biting into the
steaming boureka.  She never waited till it cooled down.

"My hairdresser," I answered.
"I mean the tickets."
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"The woman before me left the tickets.  Dudi offered them to
me. He couldn't use them. 'Get yourself a date,' he said.

'I'll take Chana,' I told him.
'Oh!'  he nodded knowingly.  'I always go with Shmuel.  But

he's busy tonight.'
He thinks I live or at least love Chana.  Never mind.  I thanked

him for the tickets, and the haircut.   Dudi's very sensitive, wears
clothes that are interesting and annoying at the same time.
Always strokes my cheek when he asks if I want a cup of tea.
Inquires what books I've read and how's work.  He likes me, I
think, but he's got Shmuel.

"When's the next concert?" I asked Chana.
"Don't know," she answered picking up the second boureka.  It

had cooled off so she wasn't anxious.   "Why?"
"I want to look for Rozogov.  He was an interesting type.Ó



Walt McDonald

crave nothing but cold all summer,
an ice-tooth never satisfied
with snow falling fast and faster.
Blizzards, bring me blizzards.

I'm tired of summer, all that odor,
that constant chatter and flashing tails,
the hot pursuit.  Past August
I heaved my back into it, stacking cords

of pinon until my palms were tough.
Now, aspens are bare, shrubs buried in snow,
jays scavenging, desperate for nests
to rob.  Thousands of pines do nothing

but sway in the wind, pretending
to be summer.  Without gloves,
without a hat, I shove outside for a log,
wade out of my way through drifts

and scoop the snow to my face
to kill the fragrance.  But pines have it
their way, pine resin in every breath,
tang floating to the porch.

I think about chopping one down
to wipe the smirk from its needles.
But if I burned it green, pockets of sap
would pop and sizzle, hissing
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and cawing like mockingbirds,
making songs a pine remembers,
smoking like steam in a drizzle,
even the chimney confirming heat.

First published in Soundings East



Tracy Holborn

RED-TAILED HAWK ßexes its wings as a farmerÕs wife
heaves her body, swollen with child, up the hill to the
crest of a rise. The woman moans. Her Þngers bruise the

skin above a laboring heart.
The hawk screeches.
A tiny foot presses against the taut skin of the womanÕs

abdomen, perfectly outlined: heel, toes, arch. This baby is not the
Þrst, but the Þrst planted in years. The others, born into a house
of drought, withered then blew away like dust. Plates, knives and
forks disappeared from the table one setting at a time. Pale faces
blur in her memory. There are no pictures.

Blue with distance, her husband turns his tractor into a cloud
of airborne dirt. The soil he cuts is rife with ill-considered life.
From spring until autumn, metal slices through frog, snake and
shrew. Cut and torn, pink-eared mice stumble into her kitchen.
They bleed on worn linoleum and their bright beaded eyes confess
atrocities. When they die she carries their small bodies to the
vegetable garden at the back of the house. She writes their names
on sticks to mark the graves: Nasturtium, Radish, Pumpkin.

Her neighborÕs raspberry picker whirligigs up the other side of
the rise towards her. Harvesters cling to its skeletal frame, hats
slung onto bowed backs, alien tongues blistered with the acid of
pilfered berries. She rests large, raw-boned hands upon her
swollen abdomen and raises her face towards the driver on his
lofty perch. The light reßects blue in eyes as bright as ßax. Her
skin tenses. Her Þngers grip a ßowered apron.

From his perch the neighbor nods. As he passes by she forms a
word with unmoving lips. Stop. He understands her ventriloquist
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trick. He hurries home to a wife, to children, to fresh-baked
biscuits, to the safety of his marriage bed.

ÒGo,Ó she shouts. Be gone. To the devil with you.
He whirs and rumbles down the rise, rounds a bend, is gone.

Sour raspberry scent clings to the air. It is on her tongue, in her
hair, on her shoes. It resides within her.

IT RAINED THE DAY  the neighbor came. Dusk at noon. The gush of
water from the drainpipe drilled holes in the garden soil by the
back door. Clean white mouse bones lay exposed beside the ßesh
of tuberous plants. She baked and cleaned and fretted while rain
tinkled like crowÕs feet on the slate roof.

Dripping water, he knocked at her door.
ÒHeÕs gone to town,Ó she said of her husband. Her voice was flat

and cautious. Only his hand kept the door from slamming.
ÒJust tell me to stop, Marny,Ó he said. ÒAnd I will.Ó He stepped

in with muddy boots, closed the door behind them. Latched it.
Tobacco stained fingers worked a button, touched a full breast.
The rain abated.

ÒHeÕs due back soon,Ó she said.
In the silence of the kitchen he lifted her skirt and slip. His wet

rough fingers probed and pried, released a flood. ÒTell me,Ó he
grunted, pig-like as he heaved fertile seed.

When their shudders eased, she moved to the window. The
truck was in the yard. Her husband strode towards the barn, his
shoulders stooped against a driving wind. Sugar and flour lay
scattered in white drifts around the truck. Emptied cotton sacks
reared and flapped like frightened chickens.

ÒCoward!Ó she screamed through the glass.
Later, with unwashed hands, she spooned potatoes and onion

into circles of dough and sealed the edges with iced water. She
fried her husbandÕs evening meal with legs clamped tight. That
night, she did not bathe.

HER HUSBAND ÕS TRACTOR is gone from the Þeld.
After the long drought, elasticity has gone from her cervix. She

feels a gush between her legs, far too soon. Water glistens on
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cracked asphalt, carries away a lime green shield bug: water first,
then blood.

There are dollÕs clothes in a cupboard, likely small enough.
As she hobbles down the rise, tears squeeze from the corners of

her eyes with the effort.



Janet I. Buck

onologues in vapor trails
poison buckets of the rain.
Emotion's stale distillery in bottled cavesÑ
scents of beer and Chardonnay
linger in a tea cup's base.
Shaking hands with corks and cans,
a wagon losing wheels and brakes.
I know the course of muddling,
mistaking algae for the pond.
Ice won't leave the freezer tray.
Water needs its tumble rites.
I need to go where wells ain't dry,
where stewing bruises do not rule,
where moons aren't lacquered with the smog.

Toleration bites my tongue,
renders ruckus of my pulse.
A visit to a sober home where
hugs aren't snakes to shoot and skin
revises brands of love I crave.
Versus is a verse to chant.
Tumbleweeds leave aperture.
I need to go where lies and rust
aren't eating art, where chicken soup
is not diluted 80 proof,
where ripe excuses, clotted fogs
aren't gravy boats for silences.
A dialogue is all I ask.
For now I weep in syllables.



Jason Gurley

annahÕs middle name was JaneÑa real clunker of a
name for someone so pretty, I used to think. She was a
skinny, knobby-kneed girl of fourteen, with hair the

color of weak lemonade. I still see her sometimes, evenÑas a
vague, little-girl shape in my dreams ; in the uneasy, sun-streaked
reflections of people in storefront windows. Hannah has been dead
for thirty-one years, but each time I see her she looks the same;
there is always her bright and luminous young face, trapped in a
body that never ages.

I am forty-five now, and am probably crazy enough to believe
that there is a reason Hannah has never quite died for me. It
wouldnÕt seem right for her to keep showing up, or for me to keep
mistaking little girls for her, if there wasnÕt a reason for it.

But if there is, I canÕt figure what it is. And people get tired of
hearing about her. My editor wrote me a letter last year asking me
to please, please  stop writing about the girl; I answered and said
IÕd try, but I have been unable to write a story without her face
appearing in it. I suspect Prozac might do the trickÑhe suggested
as muchÑbut that might mean IÕd no longer see Hannah, and I
donÕt know that I could bear the vacancy.

THERE IS A small community in Oregon called Ash Corners. Two
hundred people live there, in small trailers and ramshackle
farmhouses scattered on all four sides of the intersection of Route
17 and Farm Road 7. There is one stop sign in the town, and it is
on the north side of the intersection, on 7; the south-side sign was
uprooted by high school students from Klamath Falls when I was
only eight; which must have been 1963, or thereabouts.
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Hannah Jane Cayhall and I grew up in Ash Corners, on the
west end of town, where Route 17 split into three smaller roads. If
you were to drive through the Corners to this junction, and follow
the lane furthest to the right, you would have an adequate idea of
where we lived. The far-right lane was called Old Forest Road,
named so because it used to be a single-lane logging road that
wove perilously through the thick tree walls of the forest.

In those days, when I was fifteen and Hannah fourteen, you
could blow your tires out if you drove too recklessly down Old
Forest Road; the deep ruts of a thousand logging trucks were
carved into the dirt, which was hard as granite. The forest was
long gone by then; it had caught fire and disappeared, along with
nearly two thousand acres of forest throughout Ash County.

Old Forest Road ended abruptly about a mile from the
junction, and a less-defined road angled off to the north and south
for about a hundred yards each way. To the north the road petered
out in the grass of my grandmotherÕs front lawn ; to the south, it
ended in the driveway of the CayhallsÕ trailer house.

The meadow surrounding our homes was littered with the
charred, blackened stumps of the forest, like the sullen crags of
broken teeth. Until I met Hannah, I entertained myself by
crawling, soldier-like, through the graveyard of trees, imagining
that I was a snake searching for signs of life. Until I met Hannah, I
never found any.

She was sitting on a large rock that appeared to have been
polished by a sooty cloth, with a book open on her knees, which
were bare and dirty. I slithered through the field, unaware of her
until she spoke.

ÒYou look like youÕre having fun,Ó she said. HannahÕs wordÕs
tumbled out, I noticed absently, in a fog of southern drawl, as
though sheÕd been born and raised in the back hills of Louisiana
rather than southern Oregon.

I stopped, and looked up at this girl who was staring at me
from twenty feet away. I was suddenly very embarrassed, and I
stood up, self-consciously pushing dirt and brambles and pebbles
off of my clothing. The dirt just ground in, though, leaving me in a
pale yellow shirt with an obscene brown smear across the front.

ÒLooks like poop and pee,Ó Hannah said, and laughed.
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She was very pretty, but I could see the marks of poverty: her
face was smudged, as though she hadnÕt washed it in days; her
hair was tangled and matted, and there was a hapless barrette
crammed in just over her forehead, which appeared to do little
good. Her dress was old, of a style not worn in a decade, and the
hem was thready; a section had fallen away and was dangling like
a broken fishing line.

I smiled at her, feeling the flush in my cheeks go down. ÒIÕm
Robert,Ó I said, and Hannah said, ÒWhat a silly name,Ó and the
heat in my face returned.

ÒI mean, why Robert instead of Robbie?Ó Hannah asked.
ÒNobody ever called me Robbie.Ó
ÒWell, IÕm gonna. YouÕre Robbie. From now on.Ó
I nodded, and that was how Hannah and I met.

I REMEMBER THE NEXT MONTH of school like IÕd written a book about
itÑwhich, listening to my editor, you might think that I had . I was
accustomed to catching the school bus at the intersection of Route
17 and Old Forest Road, where I would sit in the dirt and search
the skies for enemy bombers until the lumbering orange beast
arrived and sucked me in.

The following day I was sitting there and a battered Chevy
pickup, trailed by a smoky blue cloud, erupted from the thick
shrubbery that surrounded the entrance to Old Forest Road. I saw
Hannah inside as it passed; she stared at me through the rear
window, then turned her head, and a moment later the pickup
jarred to a stop. A single white light flashed on the rear of the
truck, and it squealed in reverse and stopped directly in front of
me.

A man with a grizzled, unshaven jaw looked out at me, one arm
hooked over the steering wheel, the other bent over the door. ÒSo
youÕre HannahÕs new friend,Ó the man said slowly.

I nodded, and Hannah pushed her face up beside the manÕs.
ÒWell?Ó she said. ÒGet in, silly.Ó

I went around to the passenger side of the truck and Hannah
popped the door to let me in. My backpack went in the bed of the
truck; I sat beside Hannah on the cracked vinyl seat.
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ÒThis is my dad,Ó she said, and the man nodded at me over
HannahÕs head. ÒHis name is Steven. With a ÔVÕ. Steven Cayhall.Ó

ÒNice to meet you, Mr. Cayhall,Ó I said.
The man nodded again, said, ÒLikewise,Ó slowly, and gunned

the pickup. I held on as we bounced and flew to the school, which
was a forty-minute ride by bus, and a six-minute ride by Cayhall
Express. Hannah and I clambered out of the rustbucket in front of
the school, and I snatched my backpack from the truck bed,
anxious that Mr. Cayhall would suddenly zip away in the old truck
before I could get my bag.  Then I heard the soft chants of the
other kids: ÒRobertÕs got a girl friend, RobertÕs got a girl friend.Ó

And Hannah, who was new to school, took my hand proudly
and said, as we passed the other kids, ÒNo, he doesnÕt. And his
name is Robbie.Ó

And I mumbled, ÒJerks,Ó as we went, and fumbled my sweaty
palm out of HannahÕs as soon as we were inside.

MR. CAYHALL WORKED A LATE SHIFT ;  he could drive Hannah and me
to school every morningÑand he did, though he never said a word
more to me; just ÒSo youÕre HannahÕs new friendÓ and
ÒLikewiseÓÑbut he couldnÕt bring us home. Grandmother was
sick, and didnÕt drive, so we were stuck riding the bus home. It
deposited us at the junction a good forty-five minutes after school
let outÑa constant source of frustration for time-conscious
teenagersÑand I began my habit of walking with Hannah down
the mile-long Old Forest Road, and then to her house, a football
fieldÕs length to the south. IÕd get a drink of water from their
garden hose, then turn around and walk the two hundred yards to
GrandmotherÕs house. Later, IÕd do it again if we were going to
playÑwhich, for us, meant riding bikes in aimless circles or
shooting her air rifle at clouds.

Grandmother was always in bed. She was nearly seventy at the
time, and had knuckles and cheek-bones gnarled as a California
redwood. I would bring her medicine to her in the mornings and
the afternoons, and once before bed: a glass of water along with
three red pills and a yellow one. I didnÕt know what they were; all I
knew was that Grandmother cried in the grip of pain until she
swallowed those pills, and then it was like she was wrapped up in
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a blanket in front of a fireplaceÑshe would heave a great sigh,
flashing her pink gums, and sink into a state of drunken
relaxation, then sleep.

Her home was smallÑthere was a living room with a loveseat
that belched dust when you sat on it, and a kitchen of yellow tile
with a Formica-topped table and two chairs. Grandmother slept in
the loft, where her smelly old bed was; sheÕd climbed up there
years ago and then sheÕd gotten sick, so sheÕd never come down. I
always imagined the day sheÕd get so sick that IÕd have to try to
drive her old Õ51 Chevrolet to the hospital. More frightening than
that was the prospect that I would somehow have to excavate her
from the bed and get her down the nearly vertical stairway.

For the seven years I had lived with Grandmother, I had slept
on the couch, and tolerated a vicious coughing fit every time I
stretched out on the dusty old thing. I spent my days playing as
much as I could because the rest of my time was spent emptying
GrandmotherÕs bed pan, or scooping the pale mush of a dissolved
pill from under her tongue, or washing her papery skin with a
damp rag.

HannahÕs father was a good man, to hear her tell itÑhe loved
her very much, and worked hard to make sure they had food and
clothes, though Õ69 was a tough year on just about everyone in
Ash Corners. He would drive his old truck down to Klamath Falls
for work, or to Medford; once he had to commute to Portland every
day, and would get home at three in the morning to find Hannah
sleeping.

In the afternoons, after giving Grandmother her pills and
waiting for her to crash, I would ride my bike to HannahÕs old
mobile home and we would play. I would never go inside, but she
would often come to GrandmotherÕs and we would play checkers
on an old cardboard set, substituting pennies or bottle corks for
the missing pieces. It did seem odd that we never played at her
house, but she once said, ÒDaddy doesnÕt like people much. Oh, he
donÕt get mad none, but heÕll just stare and stare at Ôem when
theyÕre over, and they get all flustered and just go. HeÕs kinda
weird like that.Ó

We were playing checkers one day when there was a sudden
hard thump from the loft, and Hannah flashed wide eyes at me. I
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clambered up the staircase and Hannah, behind me, gasped.
Grandmother was lying on the floor; she had rolled out of bed and
collapsed, half-in and half-out of the old bed. Her bed pan had
tumbled out, spilling its contents down her bare, bony legs.

ÒCall the doctor,Ó Hannah said urgently, and went to
GrandmotherÕs side. The old woman groaned, and as I thundered
down the stairs, I heard HannahÕs soft voice calming her.

Ò...VERY, VERY SICK ,Ó the doctor was saying. Hannah was nodding,
but I was barely listening, staring at my grandmotherÕs swollen
faceÑher eyes were tucked beneath fat purple lids, and there was
a bitter red gully carved into her temple where she had struck her
head.

Ò...and this big bed will have to go,Ó Dr. Hanlon continued.
ÒSheÕs probably going to lose muscle control more and more in the
coming months, and this will likely happen again if sheÕs not able
to stop it. And you see what it did to her this time. Another couple
times falling out of the bed could probably kill her.Ó

ÒSo what do weÑÒ I started, then stopped, staring at my
grandmother, whose lips were cracked and beginning to bleed as
she unconsciously squeezed her lower lip in and out of her pink
jaws.

The doctor produced a handkerchief and dabbed the sleeping
womanÕs mouth. ÒGet her a futon,Ó he said.

ÒA what?Ó
ÒItÕs like a soft bed without a frame,Ó Hannah said to me, then

looked at the doctor. ÒRight?Ó
ÒPretty much,Ó Hanlon said. He was a stout man with

feathered, graying hair. An ex-college linebacker, if IÕd heard right.
ÒShe may still roll out of it, but it wonÕt hurt her. Probably get a
king-size one.Ó

ÒBut I donÕt have any money,Ó I said sheepishly. ÒIÕm only in
school.Ó

Hanlon cupped his chin in one large hand, and tapped his
fingers on the side of his jaw. ÒHmm,Ó he mused. ÒLet me think
that over a bit. IÕll figure something out for you.Ó

And he did. Two weeks later, Uncle Jesse came to live in
GrandmotherÕs house. He brought along his silver Pontiac and a
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couple of suitcases and a big black guitar case, and a thick futon
mattress, which he and I folded and dragged up into the loft. He
shoved GrandmotherÕs bed aside with her still in it, and we
stretched the futon mattress on the floor and I watched Jesse
carry Grandmother in his arms. She looked dead, or like the husk
of a locustÕs shed shell. He put her on the futon, pulled her
nightgown to her knees, and lay the bed sheets over her.

Then he looked at the bare mattress of GrandmotherÕs old bed,
which he planned on sleeping in, and studied the ugly stains of
bodily waste on the mattress. ÒThatÕs gross,Ó he said bluntly.

We invited Hannah over and she stood in the yard as Jesse
attacked the mattress in the loft, ripping it into thick, foamy
chunks. He tossed the chunks through the window, and Hannah
kicked them into a pile, and we sat back and had a bonfire as the
sun went down.

J ESSE WAS A DRINKER . I remember my parents saying so, before
they died. Dad would look at Mom in the car, after we had left
some family get-together, and he would say, ÒYour brotherÕs a
disgusting drunk.Ó And Mom would sit there with tears in her eyes
and nod, and IÕd think about her brother stumbling around,
starting one disturbance after anotherÑsweeping dishes off of a
table with one flat arm; putting his fist through his daughterÕs
bedroom wall; spilling wine down DadÕs new shirt.

ÒMy son doesnÕt need to see that garbage,Ó Dad would say.
And Mom would just nod, and the tears that had collected in

the sagging lids of her eyes would spill out.
But now they were gone, and I was fifteen, and even though I

knew what garbage Jesse was, I found myself caught up in his
fascinating stories of the Second World War and chasing girls back
home in Atlanta.

Hannah and I sat next to each other on the old loveseat in the
living room, and Jesse sat in a plastic chair by the window. It was
dark, and the fire outside had smoldered down to a pile of orange
embers; we had gathered old wood from the meadow and piled it
on the fire as it the mattress chunks were caught by the evening
wind.
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Ò...well,Ó he said, holding a tumbler in one hand and making
curvy gestures with the other, Òthis girl was absolutely somethinÕ
else. Most beautiful girl any of the guys in my company had ever
seen. I mean, wow .Ó

Hannah looked at me and laughed. ÒRight,Ó she said.
Jesse leaned forward, and ice clinked in his glass. ÒSeriously,Ó

he said in a low voice. ÒThis woman was like Rita Hayworth to us. I
mean, sure, her teeth were a little bucky, but hey, when youÕre in
the Army, you donÕt care. YouÕd even go for something like
that ÓÑhe gestured with his glass at the loft, indicating the
sleeping skeleton in the futon.

ÒNuh- uh ,Ó I said, disgusted. ÒWould you?Ó
ÒIf you were stuck in a tent with twenty other guys for six years

you would.Ó He took a drink from the clear liquid in the glass.
ÒAnyway, she was great. And then one day, I asked her to go for a
ride in my Jeep with me. She took a step back, looked me up and
down, and said ÔNo thanks, soldier.Õ So my buddy, he says, ÔWhat
about me?Õ And she steps back, looks at him, and says, ÔWell,
okay.Õ I just about shÑ crapped ,Ó he said, casting an apologetic
look at Hannah, who shrugged.

ÒSo they go driving away, and I stand there watching Ôem go,
feeling all hang-dog and sorry for myself. And I turned around to
go back to the mess hall, and bam ! If they didnÕt run right over a
land mine and end up in big pieces falling all over our camp.Ó

ÒGross,Ó Hannah said.
ÒWait, I donÕt get it,Ó I said. ÒThey hit what?Ó
ÒA land mine,Ó Jesse said, then took another sip. Ò Bam!Ó Jesse

said. ÒYou step on it and as soon as you get off, it goes off. You
gotta stay there forever.Ó

ÒWow,Ó I said.
ÒYep. So you kids come Ôround tomorrow and weÕll make

hamburgers and IÕll tell you more.Ó Then he went upstairs and fell
asleep on the box spring and snored loudly.

THINGS WENT ABOUT LIKE  that for two months. Hannah would come
over for dinner and enjoy herself; Jesse would rip out the meat
and grill up burgers or steaks, or take us over to Ashland to the
Dairy Queen.
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Then, after walking Hannah home after school one day, I came
into the house and climbed the stairs to the loft. I started to open
my mouth to tell Jesse I was home, but I heard a faint shuffling
noise from upstairs, and something kept me quiet.

I went up the stairs softly and over the loft railing I saw Jesse
kneeling by GrandmotherÕs bed. The old woman was outÑheÕd
just given her the medicine, I guessÑand so she didnÕt see him tap
two red pills out of her bottle into his hand. But I did, and I
watched him swallow them with a sip of that same clear
liquidÑvodka, Hannah later told me. He knelt there with his back
to me, and I stared, outraged, for several minutes, waiting for him
to turn around and see me.

But he didnÕt. Jesse kind of went slack and collapsed against
the wall next to the futon, and closed his eyes with a dazed smile
on his face.

And that was when things started getting bad, and I
remembered Dad talking about the garbage of JesseÕs drunken
behavior. Jesse started making me walk to the corner store down
at the intersection of Route 17 and the farm road, giving me a few
bucks to buy him a bottle of vodka. The owner wouldnÕt ever sell it
to me, no matter how many sob stories I triedÑI was just old
enough for him to think I wanted it for myselfÑand IÕd walk the
four miles back, dreading JesseÕs punishment with each step.
Sometimes it was the back of his hand across my face; other times
it was his foot flat against my spine. HeÕd get high on
GrandmotherÕs pills so often that she would cry all day, unable to
get relief from the pain, and heÕd warn me to never tell Dr. Hanlon
or heÕd throw me out the window like he did with that mattress.

So Hannah and I stopped going back to GrandmotherÕs house
after school; I would leave my bike in the grass by her trailer when
Mr. Cayhall  would drive us to school, and when we got off the bus,
weÕd go to her house and climb on our bikes and take off. We
looked for somewhere new to entertain ourselves, and HannahÕs
trailer was never an optionÑÒDaddy might come home, and heÕs
always tired,Ó she would say, apologizing.

And we would ride, and eventually we came across the place.
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ROUTE 17 SEEMED ENDLESS to us. We would quickly ride past the
intersection of it and the farm road, and then ride a little further
each day. The forest along either side of 17 hadnÕt been touched
by the fire years backÑthere had been a wind blowing to the east,
keeping the fire away from the heart of Ash CornersÑand it
furrowed along in great ripples of rich greens and reds.

Nearly ten miles west of the town we came across a bridge that
vaulted over a dry creek bed. The sign on the bridge read
ÔTennebaum Creek.Õ Below it was another sign that read
ÔTennebaum Bridge.Õ We skidded to a stop on our bikes in the
center of the bridge and looked down at the dusty bottom of the
creek.

ÒEch,Ó Hannah said. Ò Kinda plain.Ó
ÒYeah,Ó I said.
It was indeed a boring sight. The creekbed was cracked and

dry; the surrounding grass was sun-yellow and bleached.
Then she said, ÒI think I hear water. Do you?Ó
I listened, shook my head. ÒAinÕt no water here.Ó
But she nodded. ÒYes, I hear it. Come on.Ó
We pedaled a bit further: Hannah riding slowly, standing up on

the pedals, looking around ; me hanging back, suddenly impatient.
I could see a steep hill ahead, and I was already anticipating the
rush of speed that would follow the slow climb.

ÒThere!Ó Hannah cried, stopping abruptly. I banged into her,
but she didnÕt say anything; just pointed.

I looked, and there I saw what she saw: there was a small
glimmer through the trees, the glimmer of sunlight on water.
ÒThatÕsÑÒ

ÒItÕs a creek,Ó she said excitedly. ÒCome on, letÕs go check it
out.Ó

We barreled down the steep slope off of the road, and almost
tumbled over our bicycles. The earth was clogged with crowd
grass, as Jesse had called it when he made his one aborted
attempt to mow GrandmotherÕs yard; it was a thick carpet of grass
that stood nearly knee-high.

Hannah dropped her bike in the grass, and it all but
disappeared. I did the same, and chased after her, and we crashed
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through the brush and into the shadowy assembly of redwoods,
and then we came across it.

ÒItÕs perfect ,Ó Hannah breathed.
It was. Above us a gap in the evergreen needles opened up, and

lit up a patch in the forest with a ghostly haze. Dust filtered
through the light like insects. The ground was covered with a soft
green moss; the same moss grew up the north side of the trees
and swallowed stray rocks whole. A vast oak stood in the center of
this space, its trunk a deep hollow. Most beautiful, though, was
the achingly clear stream that drifted lazily by. Eventually, it was
there, sitting on the soft rocks or wading in that overlooked
streamÑwhich, as far as I know, remains namelessÑthat I first
experienced the pinnacle of love and the depths of grief for the first
time.

WE WOULD GO  to the place oftenÑdip our bare toes into the cool
water and splash around and fall down in the stream. One
afternoon Hannah sat down in the creek and smiled. ÒFeels so
good,Ó she said.

I joined her, and it did. The day was warm, and we relaxed.
Later she stood up, and her white skirt clung to her legs, filmy

and nearly transparent. Above the tan line just over her knee I saw
a dark shadow, and asked what it was. Hannah bent her head and
wouldnÕt look at me.

I squatted, the seat of my jeans skimming the slow water, and
peeled her skirt up her legs. There was a bruise there, on her
thigh, the color of a rotten plum, vibrant in its shades of purple
and black ; fringed with a sickly tint of yellow.

ÒDid your dad hit you?Ó I asked, furious. ÒIf he did, IÕllÑÒ
ÒIt wasnÕt Daddy,Ó Hannah said quietly.
ÒThen whÑÒ
ÒI canÕt tell you who done it,Ó she said, and after that, Hannah

never let me talk to her about the bruises I would see her arms,
her shins, her neck. ÒCanÕt tell you,Ó she would say again, and
that would be that. Except it never was.

GRANDMOTHER GOT WORSE .
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Jesse stopped giving her the pills altogetherÑhe would spend
hours in that intoxicated daze, and then erupt when he came
downÑbut she never noticed. By that point she was so far gone
that he could have sat beside her all day with his finger up her
nose and she wouldnÕt have flinched.

One day Hannah didnÕt go to school; Mr. Cayhall gave me a
ride and still said nothing. After being dropped off by the bus I ran
to their trailer and found his truck in the driveway. I went up to
the door and knocked, and Mr. Cayhall opened the door.

I was stunnedÑhe looked different: the week of growth on his
face was gone; his greasy hands and nails were freshly cleaned.
Instead of his customary flannel shirt, he wore an old but clean
white shirt with a checkered tie. He looked a dozen years younger.

ÒRobert.Ó That was the third thing he said to me.
ÒHannah home?Ó I asked.
ÒNope,Ó he answered. ÒShe took off on her bike. Said you

should meet her at Ôthe place,Õ wherever that is.Ó
I was a little surprisedÑweÕd never ridden out there alone.

ÒOh,Ó I said. ÒOh. Okay.Ó
I went back to my bike, and as I climbed on, he said, ÒYouÕre

good to Hannah?Ó
He was serious, his face still. I said, ÒYes, Mr. Cayhall. SheÕs

my best friend.Ó
ÒGood,Ó he said, and then he closed the screen door.
I rode down 17, and around me the weather began to turn

sour, the already gray sky deepening into a sullen black. It began
to rain, and the wind picked up hard, roaring down the corridor
created by the wall of trees on either side of the road. More than
once it stuttered my bike off the road and into the grass or the
gully. I kept riding only because I knew Hannah was at the place,
waiting, and I couldnÕt leave her there, in this weather, alone.

ÒHannah,Ó I called into the wind as I stumbled down the hill
with my bike. Her bike was lying in the grass, and I dropped mine
beside it; shouted her name again. This time, through the whistle
of the wind, I heard her faintly calling my name.

She was in the nameless stream when I got there, jumping up
and down and kicking through the water, barefoot. ÒDaddyÕs got a
date tonight,Ó she said. ÒDid you see him?Ó
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ÒYeah,Ó I answered.
ÒDid he shave? I told him to shave.Ó
ÒYeah, he was all dolled up,Ó I said. ÒLike a pretty little girl.Ó
ÒSmarty,Ó she said. ÒCome with me and IÕll show you pretty.Ó
She came out of the water and took my hand, which she hadnÕt

done since that day at school a few months back. Her fingers laced
with mine and she pulled me to the hollow oak. It was cool and
dry inside, and the first thing I noticed was the thick blanket
spread on the ground. The second thing was the candles arranged
on knobby shelves in the wood; Hannah lit them with a cigarette
lighter, and smoke curled up from the wicks and disappeared
where the hollow trunk tapered into solid wood.

The wind screamed around the tree, and we stared out at a
flutter of leaves and loose needles caught in the gust. It swept
down over the stream and skipped along the water, sending up
small sprays that blew back into the hollow and dotted our faces.

ÒScary,Ó she said quietly, looking out at the forest, which was
deepening in shadow.

ÒYouÕre safe now,Ó I said, maturely, and then Hannah surprised
me: she leaned forward on her bare knees and kissed my lips
quickly; then she pulled back with a worried look in her eyes. She
stared at me, and I stared at her, and then we kissed again, and in
the soft glow of the hollow oak we fumbled around and learned all
the things that boys and girls must learn about each other.

WHEN WE LEFT THE TREE ,  it was black out, and the wind had
calmed, and we rode down 17 in the darkness, steering our bikes
with one hand, and holding hands with the other.

The Old Forest Road was nearly impossible to navigate in the
darkness, but after a time, the cloud cover broke and a pale
Oregon moon illuminated the ruts in the road, and we directed our
bikes around them.

At the end of the road, we stopped: off to the left we could see
lights burning in GrandmotherÕs houseÑJesse, still up, probably
still drunk; but to the right, there was utter darkness. At the very
least, Mr. Cayhall would have left the porch light on for Hannah.

ÒI think it burned out,Ó she said. ÒOr the wind knocked the
lines down again.Ó
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But that wasnÕt it at all. As we rode down the lane to her
trailer, we saw that the wind had rocked the mobile home so
fiercely that it was lying on its side. The cement porch steps had
been swallowed by the old white building, and Mr. CayhallÕs
Chevy, still running, was bent and twisted, trapped by the trailer
which had fallen on it.

ÒMr. Cayhall!Ó I shouted, running up to the pickup and banging
on the door. I cut my hand on a sliver of glass from the window,
which had shattered. Hannah said, ÒRobbie,Ó quietly, and when I
looked, she said, ÒHeÕs gone, I think.Ó

She was rightÑMr. CayhallÕs face was slack, and in the
moonlight the blood that covered his skin was black.

That was how Hannah Jane Cayhall came to live with
Grandmother, and how things ended up getting worse for her.

THE PLACE BECAME  our only hideaway, because Hannah wouldnÕt
stay in GrandmotherÕs house any more than she had to, and she
never would explain why. I thought that I knew, thoughÑI had
seen Jesse looking at her when he was drunk; saw him pull at her
wrist when she walked by; heard him growl her name in his low,
rumbling baritone. Pretty soon I understood where the bruises
were coming from, because they would show up in greater
number, with greater intensity, and I wondered how long it had
been happening.

ÒStop asking me about that,Ó she said one day when I
confronted her.

ÒIÕm going to kill him,Ó I said to her, and as I started to walk
toward the staircaseÑJesse was in the loft, high againÑshe
grabbed my wrist firmly.

ÒYou canÕt,Ó she said. ÒHe said if I told, heÕdÑÒ
ÒHeÕll what? If I kill him now, it wonÕt ever happen again!Ó
And I felt like I could do it, and I would have, but Hannah

wouldnÕt let go of my wrist, and she talked to me in the same voice
she had used when Grandmother tumbled out of bed. She calmed
me, and I let it go, and things seemed to get better for awhile.
There were no bruises for many weeks. Both of us let it go, and I
nearly forgot about it.
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Until I came home from a liquor run one day to find HannahÕs
bicycle gone. Jesse was in the loft, and I shouted, ÒWhereÕs
Hannah?Ó He mumbled something, and then I saw spatters of
blood on the staircase, and I ran out and jumped on my bike.

How Hannah managed to get to the place I donÕt knowÑbut
she was there when I got there, lying in the creek, stretched out,
her skirt floating, and about her legs an inky, billowing red cloud.
In the most pitiful voice, Hannah looked at me, bewildered, and
said , ÒHe hurt me.Ó

I stared at the red in the water, dissipating to pink, and I saw
red everywhere. Hannah saw it in me, and though she was
fadingÑwhich I didnÕt notice, and which I hate myself for every
dayÑshe said, ÒRobbie, donÕt go.Ó But I jumped on my bike and
pedaled angrily down 17 and over the Old Forest Road to
GrandmotherÕs house. I threw my bike down in the yard. Inside, I
went to the bathroom and pulled the shower rod down, and
charged upstairs.

Jesse was there, kneeling over GrandmotherÕs futon, studying
a prescription bottle, and he absently said, ÒRobert, I need you to
go back to the store. I need somÑÒ and then I hit him with the
shower rod, again and again, until he was as purple and black and
red as Hannah, and he said, ÒRobert, Robert,Ó the whole time, and
then, after a time, he said nothing; he lay there as silently as
Grandmother, who slept peacefully, specks of blood on her dry
skin.

HANNAH WAS DEAD by the time I called Dr. Hanlon and we arrived
at the place. The loss of blood, coupled with the cold waterÑshock
and hypothermia, he said later. First degree murder, the courts
said next, and an attorney came from Ashland and talked them
down to manslaughter, and I spent the next four years in a
juvenile detention center in Portland.

THESE DAYS I SEE HER EVERYWHERE ;  I hear her repeat, chidingly,
ÒRobbieÕs got a girl friend.Ó I remember the way she kissed me that
first time, and how we rode our bicycles fast and furious, as
though they were magic carpets.
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I see her on a bicycle on the road beside my apartment,
sometimes. Other times she is dancing in the surf by the
boardwalk. I pencil her into my manuscriptsÑthe same person,
over and over, with a different face, or maybe a different hair color.

She is happy, I think, and I remember how I was never able to
make her life betterÑand I hope that I somehow made her life
more bearable. And I think that, now, all is good, because she is
free.

It has been thirty-one years, and I have never been back to the
place.  I like to imagine that it has remained as young and alive as
Hannah has remained to me; that the moss is as green and the
water as clear; that the old oak is still standing, a testament to
young love.

ThatÕs how I want to remember



Nathan Leslie

HEN WE PEDALED  along the river,
I strained to keep up,
my legs smoldered,
calves weary.
He darted through
passes, weaved ahead
through forks.
Elusion perhaps,
but he waited at
a crook, by a stump. Gloating?
I lost myself in the thickets.

She was a decoy.
His guts thinned
in her reflectionÑ
seven years of embroiled
tears and cauldrons:
she clutched him with a glance.
We lope through the mist,
the sound of stretched rubber
against asphalt and concrete,
pulsing to the rhythm of my heart,
ÒIÕm not good at this.
IÕm not much of aÉÓ
She smooths my hand.
IÕm from Youngstown.
Soot and steel donÕt easily unite
with sweat and pulse.
She pats my head
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and we rise to a sprint.

I donÕt know if it was
the true action, the right track,
but of so many chances
I choose losing this way.



Tom Sheehan

ars I had, and eyes, and I used them well. Before I walked
by the group of men on the corner, bringing my
grandfatherÕs lunch to the city dump where he worked, I

knew theyÕd be talking about me. Even at six years of age, in 1934,
there were certainties. It was the time of day, before the sun was
up straight. The way they lounged. Who they were. How their
clothes hung on them the way visitors come from out of town or
right from ships. It was the clatter of their voices, snappy as a
swung bag of clothespins.

At times their teeth clicked a harmony. It could be measured.
Ancient Irish men made noises that were music to my ears. My
grandfather made music. He was Irish. One of them said one day,
in a whisper I could hear, that my grandfather was sick. ThatÕs
when I got the worry. Even at six years of age, there were
certainties, and uncertainties, and the unknown. I had become a
worrier.

ÒOosh,Ó or ÒAch,Ó theyÕd say as I walked by, or ÒArrah Ó in the old
tongue, their teeth clicking on briars, the old Irishmen gathered
outside CloughertyÕs bar in the west end of Malden,
Massachusetts. It was 1934, the Depression a living taste about
us, Prohibition afoot, the things that rose with us at breakfast,
what there was of it, and set with the absence of a late snack.

Clicking still, the men were as dark as the insides of that holy
place behind them I hadnÕt been inside of yet, with jackets and
pants that were harsh to the touch, and their dark gray caps
sitting jaunty on their heads.

Squat pipes twirled smoke up under the brims, teeth-bitten,
jaws set like anchors for those who were shaven, white-forested for
those not. Any other place in the world theyÕd be sitting out front
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of a mine shaft or a gas works, far from home, Ò OchoneÓ keening
from their lips, the grief. TheyÕd be sitting on wooden boxes, milk
crates, odd scrounged chairs, and CloughertyÕs a temple of
mystery behind them, behind a dark, dark door.

Even short of my seventh birthday, IÕd know the air around
them even before I saw them. My nose would be up proper,
testing. The coal-cut of gas slid over on its covering wing from the
gas works back of Commercial Street. It is a smell lingering to this
day, a smell that comes back, as though itÕs on reminder visits. I
know it whenever gasoline is being pumped at a station or being
spouted into a lawn mower. I know it when I see an old and odd
coal car now and then sitting like a fossil along little-used railroad
tracks. I know it in the depths of an old cellar when coal dust, fine
as crushed days telling of fieldstone and time, waits to be found by
a nose like mine.

The smell was so strong it allowed the creation of games when
IÕd hold my breath, pretending the KaiserÕs freeking men were after
me with their bags of green-awful gas. IÕd puff my cheeks, waiting
for G-8 or Nippy or Bull Martin, my pulp heroes, to come to my
rescue. My face would get brick red and my chest would heave
against itself and behind my eyes IÕd see the rotters  with their gas
bags knocking down the way from Highland Avenue or The
Fellsway, coming at me. There were times when I could let Hell
break loose.

The old IrishersÕ voices would bring me back, voices that later I
would stamp as high-pitched Yeatsian tongue in poetic treble,
bringing me a new music, hearing The Man on record, hearing it
Òin the deep heartÕs core,Ó knowing the haunt of it forever.

ÒThatÕs for sure Johnny IgoeÕs boy acarryinÕ his lunch to the
dump. Now thatÕs a good lad for his grandfather altogether, wonÕt
you know.Ó Pipe smoke would rise, a hand held in half salute.

They were not knocking the dump. For too many of us at that
time it was hardware store and haberdashery, all-around supplier
of used goods. It had endless yield and my grandfather,
dumpmaster, city employee, was the head picker. Johnny Igoe had
first call, first dibs. All he had to do was point at something and it
was his, the chair with only one leg missing, a still-shiny pot, a
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book with its cover nearly gone asunder, an iron fire engine or tin
plane, the kind to keep.

As I passed the men, theyÕd be quiet a bit and let the smoke
twirl up under their caps and their feet go still on the walkway.
Amaze you they could, some of the older ones, who often played
their shoes on the pavement like a soft shoe set, or a tambourine
shushed and low. Some would nod their heads the way priests do
when they look in your eye, heads cocked, or teachers my brother
had at the school up on Pleasant Street; noses cocked, as if they
knew everything there was to know on the face of the Earth.

I watched their eyes, their hands, their feet, when I went by
them on my errand. So many messages could be picked out of the
air, so much understood about the long stretch of time. Gold
chains across their vests, anchored to hidden watches, clutched
inward a dazzle of daylight or sunlight. Occasionally one of them
would work the shiny chain in his fingers, twirling it, cutting the
air in little loops, catching light rays, spilling seconds out of hours.
Now and then a watch went into that small circle, in disdain of the
flight or the compound of hours, but noiseless, a sun around a
fist, and, like the sun, silent in journey.

Someday IÕd swing a watch or chain like that in small
mechanics, the wrist pure and musical, time on the fly, sunlight
all mine, or a journey.

But then, entrusted to my hands, was the great sandwich in a
line of great sandwiches, my grandfather Johnny IgoeÕs lunch of a
day, two good fingers thick, and the bread crusty and thick, too. It
was wrapped in brown paper and tied up in white string by my
grandmother. Out of her oven that very morning the bread had
come, six loaves so golden and gleaming a mouthÕd water for an
hour or more. Sometimes a whole day if she ever got cross with
you for a poor deed, poor deed indeed . You could be begging for a
block of butter to drop into the hot wrap of it.

Her black stove flung itself across the kitchen back wall. It
snapped noises only chimneys could catch hold of, mysterious
crackling noises, and an ultimate power that drove every one of us
out of that room but her on any July or August day. She had her
colors; the stains under her arms turned as dark as lakes, her
hair white, the blue eyes deep as the ovens themselves. Only the
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back of her wrist would touch her brow, the gesture of relief that
only comes to women, especially those who warm by the oven,
their eyes closed in tiny relief, a look off into the distance before
going back about their business.

Bake she was born for and bake she did, and having kids in
her days, and giving off tarts and slabs of pies and tasty things
thick and chewy with gobs of cinnamon in them. Sugar trailed in
every corner of the house and a wonder the little things didnÕt
carry off the whole house of it.

ÒSuck on your tooth when youÕre done, Thomas. You might get
another day out of it,Ó the laugh in her throat like the bells at
Mass in the right hands.

She was different from my fatherÕs mother, Mary Elizabeth
King Sheehan right out of Cork. There was an elegant thirty-year
widow for you, tall and gracious, precise of language, with her
little black widowÕs hat on her head and the shiny glasses on her
nose and a bread roll or two in her pocketbook whenever she
supped outside her Somerville home. Her pocketbook was always
black. It always shone the light around it. A touch of new leather
at her hands as if a bargain had just been made.

At Ginn and Co. in Cambridge, she was a bookbinder, for more
that sixty years eventually, and never baked a pie in her life it
seems. Or baked bread. But she could wash your feet and scrub
your back on a visit with her slender fingers and make you feel
new all over. And she knew history and got books with broken
covers or those which were not yet bound, geographies and
histories and once in a great while thereÕd be poems of Amergin or
Columcille or Donnchadh Mor OÕDala or Dallan MacMore or Saint
Ita or Saint Colman, about Saint Patrick and Eileen Aroon and
Fionn and Saint Brendan and Diarmaid and Grainne and a host of
kings afoot on the very land itself. Much of it told to me, of course,
though I was a reader, according to my grandfather, long before
some of his own children brought the pages home to comfort.

Grandma Igoe would stand beside that great stove or by the
buffet in the front room where she stored her finished goods, the
pies and tarts and cakes and cream puffs so elegant you could
steal but for the threat of the Lord hanging in the air over you. Her
jelly rolls were historic, mounded and rolled and sugared, the
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sweet red line twisting its marble pattern you could only see from
the end view, gathering inward until it disappeared, the way it
could disappear sure down that bÕyÕs tÕroat.

Buffet drawers were crammed with her baked goods, the big
ones at the bottom and the small ones at the top, and the
cubbyholes behind doors at each end. My grandfather said she
baked every day of her last thirty years, the memory of hunger in
the old country hanging its dark face at the head of the stairs,
waiting to visit again.

ÒJayzuz, bless the memory,Ó he would say.
And I could hear her say, ÒHunger,Ó in that musical voice of

hers, ÒÕtwill be a guest here if I ever once tÕturn my back tÕhim.Ó
Flour clung about her like weeds against a fence. It might have

been atomized on her before the atomizer was thought of. Her
arms were white with it, and her apron and the neck of her dress
where her hands were always at work fixing herself as if something
wasnÕt set right or she had an itch waiting on her. White was her
hair, too, like snow left over from late March and April in the back
yard. Yet patches of sweat, dark as plaster in a leaky ceiling, were
squeezed under her arms and moved perilously on her large
breasts. Sometimes, though I dared never tell her, but especially
when she wore her blue dress, IÕd pretend the patches of sweat
were maps of parts of the world I wanted to visit, maps IÕd seen in
the Atlas at the library with my grandfather.

All of Russia came up, dark with its lakes and seas and strange
names at the edges of oceans. The steamy Congo he told me about
came also, plunked in the middle of Africa, with rivers and hidden
lakes, and creatures that ate up little people in a single bite. Once,
from the first moment, a deep stain was Brazil, down there under
my feet. The country kept growing and growing. It grew with the
pies and the cakes and the six loaves of bread. All morning it grew
and she never knew how big that country got, that it might grow
so ponderous geography books would have to be done over and the
globe itself would tip on its side and bring her down.

In the lunch package I carried was also a pint whiskey bottle,
filled with coffee, dark and shoe-colored, crammed against the
sandwich. The top of the bottle would be plugged with an old cork
or a twist of paper grandma worked down in as she turned the
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bottle in her floury hands. Sometimes it was from an old Globe or
Traveler  or Transcript , or a page out of the Saturday Evening  Post
or from a copy of G-8 and His Battle Aces IÕd already read, Nippy
and Bull Martin done for that issue.

She always left a loop in the packageÕs string so when my hand
got tired of the lugging the package near all the way to the dump, I
could slip a finger in the loop and swing it along with me, still safe
for delivery.

Off to the Malden City Dump was I, not yet seven years old, the
little caterer  my grandfather would say, carrying his lunch. ÒAs
long as the weather is dacent ,Ó his only rule, and heÕd raise one
pointed finger over his head, taking the deep blessing of the Lord
on its tip for all that were bound by such high appointment. That
was as much anointment as ever I understood.

And my reward would come, once I got there. Once I got past
Commercial Street and Medford Street and the factories that could
spill people out of them some hours the way Fenway Park did at
gameÕs end.

Once I got past MulcahyÕs Bar and my Uncle Johnny squinting
out the back window at me with his burning eyes on the sandwich
pack. Sticks  they called him ever since he came back from France
and The Big Stink  as he called World War I. His legs still brought
him a pain only the pint could cure. Crutches, more likely than
not swiped from the Malden Hospital, were jammed up under his
armpits. Foul air still held out in his chest from the freekinÕ
KaiserÕs gas. And his mouth always watering for one of grandmaÕs
sandwiches she only made for those in the work.

Once I got past the pub with no name out front but which I
called Uncle DermottÕs Place because he could be found there of
an evening. Or a morning. Or an afternoon, with the sun out over
Medford and still in the trees or splashing like ducks in the Mystic
River. Or when his last job was into its second or third day and his
pain  became too real to ignore.

A pair of uncles I had in them! War heroes from The Big Stink ,
carrying the pain yet. France and Germany never far away from
them, their eyes dark, their cheeks high and thin, their wrists
coming out of jacket sleeves thin as morning gruel.
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Once I got past Dinty MulliganÕs house with his white Chow
bigger than his bark and mean as nails. Once past there, and all
the other obstacles a boy had, IÕd get my reward. I never thought
that anyone would trouble me on my errand, like kidnapping or
knocking me down and stealing the lunch, not Johnny IgoeÕs boy,
not the dumpmasterÕs boy, not the boy with two uncles for heroes.
Nobody would bother an Irish lad bringing lunch to the
dumpmaster who never ate it, who gave it off to the drunks who
crowded around him. They were the drunks who came every night
to prop their cold feet up on the ring of his great mongerÕs stove.
They were the drunks whose hands went fishing in that brown
package like birdsÕ beaks did to suet in the backyard feeder, their
skinny little hands with nails for fingers and wrists thin as death
itself, and their eyes almost gone over . Some of them for sure also
carried the pain of all of France as baggage.

Nobody in the world would hurt Johnny IgoeÕs boy. ÒA sharp
eye, lad, a sharp eye is all youÕll need, and a brain to match the
work of it.Ó

At the last, IÕd hurry to see if he was still there, waiting for me
as I crossed the railroad tracks after looking and listening both
ways; to see if he was still sitting on his bench, alive, his pipe lit
and smoking up under his gray cap, his back against the little
house he made out of scraps. It was an elegant little house that
could have saved lives in the old country, with a lean tin chimney
sprouting out of the top like a Jack oÕ the Beanstalk thing. Now he
leaned on it, waiting.

IÕd catch the rich, ripe smell of the dump, dense as a bag over
my head. Foul old stuff. Damp. Liquid stuff. Food gone bad. Old
wet blankets falling apart. Horses in there someplace, perhaps
pieces of them, their shit anyway from the milk barns and the milk
companies, the manure coming to life again from HoodÕs and
WhitingÕs delivery barns. Cluttered newspapers came thicker with
water, ink blobbing in clumps, words going downhill like
sundown. Squashes rotted to the last seed of hope. Plaster dust
drowned in puddles, houses going away. Wood going so sour it
would melt in your hands. Once a week, it seemed, a cat or dog
was caught on the wrong side of life.
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Proof of the senses were shared with my street comrades then,
my friends who roamed alleys with me, who blindfolded could tell
where they were if they had been there before. We knew alleys that
could run right out from under our feet and go down a drain,
alleys that wore continuous walls of sweat, even in winter, alleys
that taught us what veneer meant even before the word came into
our vocabulary. We knew family backyards because of their
discards, what they threw out, in what quantity, in what kind of
container. What was one familyÕs poison, was the same to another
family. And that  was rot within the hour of being tossed out onto a
pile of yesterdayÕs leavings.

Smells, like those of the dump, were living things, were
markers, were signposts. Paying attention was necessary, for we
were survivors as well as scavengers.

The dump smell itself was a livable smell. It was compost.
Things could grow in it, get green again. Not like the coal gas smell
that cut down into you sharp as a knife in the hands of a wacky
doctor or a charlatan. Not at all like the gas works, the way its
smell penetrated everything, wall and roof and window, the church
even and you on your knees and trying to get away from it, so that
you swore black dust was sprouting things on you, and growing
its own little meanness.

HeÕd be there, my grandfather, at last, not gone anywhere, not
undone, waving across the dump. Here was the little man whose
magical voice rang down the days, that leaped alleys and lanes
and railroad tracks that came across the centuries from Italy and
Greece and Denmark and other dark places. Those were the places
he swore the horsemen of the Central Plains of Europe rode
through on their route to Ireland, to the last end of Europe itself.

And even from England, for all of the stories.
Whole poems came out of that manÕs mouth. Whole poems!

Whole poems without a stumbling pause and never repeated until
I might ask for one. That so many poems fit in such a small man
was the end of amazement. He must have filled his arms and legs
and the whole of his chest besides his white-haired head, with the
poems. On heÕd go, on and on, magic on top of magic, the Argo
watery and wind-driven, the waves crashing on rocks, perhaps
Beowulf about in the land, or Grendel , or The Red King or Righ
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Seamus  (King James), or, all of a Saturday afternoon heÕd give off
Brian MerrimanÕs The Midnight Court  at the Feekle,1 without a stop
unless your eye began to blink and head nod and the fill coming
on you sooner than counted on.

Oh, sometimes he was daft with a poem that took a long time
to learn, and so easy with others that came with music right into
them, like

The pale moon was rising above the green mountains,
The sun was declining beneath the blue sea,
When I strayÕd with my love to the pure crystal fountain
That stands in the beautiful vale of Tralee.

She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer,
YetÕtwas not her beauty alone that won me,
Oh, no, Ôtwas the truth in her eyes ever beaming
That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee .

About his eyes the crinkles would fair light up with Billy
MulchinockÕs poem, and heÕd push me with his roughed hand as
though words were being pressed into place for ever, his pipe
chomped in his teeth. But then, when his eyes darkened, when his
lips set like steel as though a curse was about to set out from
them, IÕd know a change was coming, as when he started Lament
for the Death of Owen Roe OÕNeill:

ÒDid they dare, did they dare, to slay Eoghan Ruadh OÕNeill?Ó
ÒYes, they slew with poison him they feared to meet with steel.Ó
ÒMay god wither up their hearts! May their blood cease to flow!
May they walk in living death, who poisoned Eoghan Ruadh!Ó

ÒThough it break my heart to hear, say again the bitter words.Ó
ÒFrom Derry, against Cromwell, he marched to measure swords:
But weapon of the Sacsanach met him on his way,
And he died at Cloch Uachtar, upon Saint LeonardÕs day.Ó

                                                
1 Where fifty years later my mother and four of her daughters would stay over on
their visit with Mrs. Smith.
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I never knew, of course, from one day to the next, who last had
his ear, what sword struck him, what knife still at stab from
Roscommon, with its grief  calling, whose words he last sang. Or if
the words, the weight of the words, had brought him down. It was
not the same game that came with the sweaty maps of my
grandmotherÕs blue dress. It was the worry of the little caterer .

Nearing him across the dump, IÕd wave my joy. His cap would
signal back a joy. Before I ran the last yards IÕd look for the dayÕs
pickings, to pray for his little successes. And for the whole family.
TheyÕd be stacked at the near end of the dump where GoldbergÕs
junk wagon could come in from the lane for the pick-up.

Iron and tin and pipes of all classes in one pile, pieces of stoves
and car parts and unknown black objects as much mystery as
Russia and all its lakes and rivers. Pots and pans came another
mound of salvage, silvery and coppery and throwing off pieces of
the sun on good days.

ThereÕd be doubled-over and tripled-over sheets of lead from
wrecks of houses and roofs and downed chimneys, roofing tar
black as ever still clutching at edges old as scabs, thick now in
their pressings as slabs from a pine. IÕd think about grabbing off a
few sheets and melting them and pouring the melt into the casting
molds to make more lead soldiers. My lead soldiers stood as an
army at home, by the hundreds, KaiserÕs men and Doughboys and
Tommies and WashingtonÕs sore troopers and some from a place
called Balaclava in their giddy uniforms.

The army of soldiers was in the cellar near the coal bin where
Uncle LewÕs beer can hung on a nail because grandma wouldnÕt let
him drink upstairs in the house proper. My grandmother would
say, ÒYouÕll not drink up here, Lewis, the day of any day, and the
bÕy needs more sojers like I need a hole in me head,Ó but
grandfather would smile and wink a soft wink she darenÕt see even
if she did, and weÕd have more soldiers coming from clumps of
lead heÕd bring home another day.

Sojers. But not Lewis drinking in the house proper. Or Uncle
Johnny or Uncle Dermott  or Uncle Tim or Uncle Tom.

Alongside the pile of pots and things tin and iron, and brassy
bits, shining like bits of gold, knockers and hinges and old bells
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with a dacent  sound still lodged in them , would be a pile of rags
heÕd already have been through searching for sweaters and jackets
and pants and towels and dresses and things worn whose names I
didnÕt know.

The good things !
The good things would be set aside again, and IÕd get my choice

of a pair of pants or a shirt or a sweater or a belt IÕd have to cut
down to my size and use a nail to drive new holes in. And now and
then, like a family store, thereÕd be a pair of boots for me. Once I
found a new jackknife still in the boot pocket, the little leather
scabbard my right hand could drop to and touch, the laces of real
rawhide and near to the knee. His eyes twinkled and he nodded
and said, ÒFor me little caterer.Ó

The good things would be brought home and doled out, the
dole coming over on the ship I understood, sometimes to family
and sometimes to neighbors, and not a sneer or a twisted head or
a frown, and a proud boy or girl would look lovely in a new  dress
or a jacket or a pair of pants that Johnny Igoe had rescued from
oblivion. A boy in an old worn green shirt forever would be one day
in a blue or red one and which had come from the Malden City
Dump at the hands of Johnny Igoe whoÕd not let the world go to
waste or  anything in it .

The Dumpmaster . My grandfather.
I wondered then, more often than not, how long would such a

man live, carrying the weight of all his words.
It wasnÕt going to be forever, though you couldnÕt tell me so.
But that was my worry all the while.
He hung on until he was ninety-five, through one of his wars

and four of ours.
I never knew until much later that the words were heavy, but

the poems were not, except the one poem of his own, and the
lines:

Though adopted by Columbia
I am ErinÕs faithful child.



Walt McDonald

VERYTHING I TOUCH on the ranch is old,
even barbed wires rusted brown, cow skulls
without horns, cattle driven down and devoured

in the war years.  I remember pianos and flags
the winter they bombed Pearl Harbor,
the year my brother enlisted.  I remember mountains

that year, sleeping on cots under stars,
the camping trip we took before his port call.
Here's a snapshot of him in the river,

crouched on a boulder, waving his Stetson.
I couldn't hear his voice above the roar of water.
I remember the day he left for boot camp.

I remember rhythm band in first grade,
war news on the radio at night,
wisps of memory like smoke blurring together,

my father holding my mother one day
as if he'd smother her, a folded flag
on the piano she never played again.

First published in New Review



Dennis Must

S WIDE AS YOU CAN MAKE IT  without makinÕ him a
simpleton, put a smile on TonyÕs face,Ó Jennie
instructed Jimmy DiCarlo, the undertaker. ÒI don't

want no goddamn phoney tears to mar his tie.Ó
ÒHe was a happy man, always happy, Jennie,Ó Jimmy offered

gratuitously.
ÒAlways,Ó she replied. ÒI'll miss the old bastard.Ó
That night Jennie gathered his golf clubs, a fresh deck of cards

and a bottle of Johnny Walker, and placed them alongside
Anthony Prioletti, who, ready to greet the mourners, was all
decked out in a seersucker suit, a stiff white shirt and red satin
tie.

ÒFor Jennie PriolettiÕs sakeÓ is how my mother put it when she
dragged me to the mortuary the following day. It was my first
experience seeing a formerly live person in a casket, and the place
was bustling with TonyÕs cronies laughing and drinking
champagne. Jennie worked the room like the Mayor. TonyÕs face
glowed salmon , the shade of the gladioli sprays nimbusing his
head. He looked like he was napping on the back seat of a
chartered bus, heading to a Sons of Italy golf tournament in the
sky. Soon they'd break out the cards and the galvanized garbage
containers of iced beer. 

Death isnÕt so scary after all, I concluded. Why was I worried
about coming down with bulbar polio and dying in an iron lung?
The ParamountÑour only theaterÑstopped its feature reel in the
middle those years; the ushers would sweep up the aisles
soliciting donations for the ÒStop Polio!Ó campaign. On the screen
theyÕd parade National Guard armories crowded with young
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children like myself confined to round steel cylinders that looked
like oversized hot water heaters.

Then Patrick McCart, my friend from a couple streets over, and
I spent a Saturday morning with our BB guns shooting alley-cat
rats at the city dump located a quarter mile up Cascade Street.
The dump was always smoldering like biblical pictures of Hell. In
some spots the flames geysered into the sky, especially if a new
load of combustible material was dumped over the gorges by one
of the many refuse trucks that trundled up and down our street
night and day. A century earlier it had been a limestone quarry.
There were great chasms, land shelves with precipitous dropoffs.
Over decades water filled these quarries but eventually was
displaced by the cityÕs debris. Now trucks would just back up to
one of the ledges and unload. Periodically haulers would drop
explosive material over the dump. Fireworks! Strange patterns
shooting meteor-like through the sky. I lay in bed at night waiting
for the eruptions up in the quarry hills. Always the acrid odor from
the dump made us cough and spit.

I thought that's how air smelled until we visited my Aunt
Evelyn on the west side of Hebron. Mother, Aunt Evelyn and I
would sit out under the willow tree in her back yard in the
summer time doing needlework, embroidering pansies and
petunias on the wide hems of pillowcases for wedding and shower
gifts. Aunt Evelyn gave me a basket of colored threads with
wooden hoops and taught me how to make a giant needle-work
sunflower. I practiced on my Uncle's handkerchief.

Uncle Ed drove an ice cream truck. Occasionally when I'd pass
him on the street, he'd stop, get out of his truck, walk to the back
and open its freezer doorÑthe truck was built like a
refrigeratorÑand hand me a Klondike bar. I thought about that
out there with the two women, we're all making flowers on white
percale, nobody saying a word, the monarch butterflies landing
about our feet ... and no garbage smoke. I thought this was
heaven, too.

Then I see Patrick McCartÕs ashen face staring accusingly at
me from the rear of DiCarlo's ambulance one late afternoon
following school. I ran home to inquire of my mother what'd
happened. ÒPolio,Ó she says. ÒHis mother had just made him
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curtains for his bedroom, tooÑwhite sheets with red hulls and
royal-blue sails. Patrick came home ill from school.Ó

It was the damn mayonnaise. He and IÕd been horsing around
throwing cans, tossing disgusting debris at each other that
morning three months back at the city dump. I found a rotting jar
of mayonnaise, scooped it out with a stick, then lobbed it at him.
The glop smacked him on his cheek, causing him to retch. Our
laughter stopped. Patrick wanted to go home. He never made it
into the water heater.

Aunt Evelyn had this neighbor friend , his name was Horace,
about forty years old, same as my aunt, the son of Mrs. McCool in
the neighboring house. One day when I went visiting her on my
own, she said we should call Horace to come down and see us. We
cut through the viburnum bushes alongside her peach bungalow.
She lived on a hill off a dirt road. You couldnÕt see Horace's house
for the trees. She called him like she was calling a dog she was
privately friendly with out of the woods. Horace and his mother
had lived up there as long as Aunt Evelyn could remember.

ÒHorace!Ó she yelled. ÒCome on down here. I want you to meet
young Westley.Ó

Soon I heard a screen door slam.
ÒYou hear?Ó Aunt Evy said. ÒHe's coming. Talk to him like you

might anybody, Uncle Ed, say.Ó
Uncle Ed was always telling dirty stories. Then laughing so

hard I'd join in, even though I couldn't quite understand. He told
me he came home every day for lunch and laid Aunt Evelyn on the
mohair sofa in their living room.  After, he'd eat an egg sandwich
and have his coffee.  Do it in the nighttime, too, he said. Then
begin laughing.

One story he told was when he was younger he'd broken his
arm playing City League Softball, but that didn't stop him from
still stabbing Aunt Evelyn on the sofa. Three days later during
their matinee, he was trying to shift positions in the love act when
he tumbled off the couch and broke his leg. That set him howling.

Ed was portly and he weren't too bright like Aunt Evelyn said
Horace was. ÒHorace can recite history better than any book you
read in school,Ó she said.
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Furthermore, Aunt Evelyn, about five years ago, had started to
flutter, vibrate. First it was her hands. Then over time we noticed
it creep up her arms. Then her head. The head just sort of bobbed
on the top of Evy's torso. Yet, Uncle Ed and her were still doin' it,
close to twenty years now.

Well, when I saw Horace, he looked normal enough, excepting
he was skinny and his arms moved independent of his mind. His
hair was long, too. He looped down through the beech trees and
under one arm were several composition books, and in the pocket
of his shirt (his sleeves were rolled up above his elbows) ink pens
and pencils were lined up. Looked like a dozen. He wore gold-
rimmed glasses with thick, viscous lenses.

ÒThis is my nephew Westley, Horace. He's a bright young boy.
Like you Horace. He's also my dear friend, just like you, Horace. I
told him you know more history than his schoolbook. That you in
truth know more dates and numbers and facts than any single
book in the whole wide world!  Ain't that right, Horace?Ó

Horace blushed and turned away, sounding an embarrassed
chortle. He lifted his feet up and down on the grass rhythmically.
It's then I spotted his right earÑit'd grown back into Horace's head
like a belly button.

ÒAsk Horace a question, Westley.Ó
We'd just been studying the Civil War in grade school. ÒGeneral

Sumpter,Ó I said.
ÒGeneral Sumpter?Ó
ÒYes.Ó
ÒHis wife or his children?  Their ages or their names? His house

or its acreage? His battles, their dates, casualtiesÑmen or
horsesÑor their rations?Ó

Evelyn interrupted. She could see Horace becoming more
anguished, crimson was rising up into his face fast. It was as if he
were about to explode in frustration. She told me later that she
was afraid he'd scream and begin running through their woods.
Mrs. McCool would get upset with her.

ÒWestley, don't confuse Horace! The questions must be very
precise. He will answer any of your history questions. But frame
them precisely.
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ÒHow tall was General Sumpter, Horace?Ó she volunteered.
ÒThatÕs what the boy wants to know.Ó

ÒSix feet four inches,Ó came the rapid response with a grand
sigh. Like the air coming out of one of Uncle Ed's tires on his
sporty Ford coupe with the metal tire holder looking like a spoke
wheel attached to its trunk.

ÒWas he handsome, Horace?Ó
ÒVery handsome, maÕam. Blue eyes and soldierly bearing. Size

twelve shoes and walked with a slight limp. Not a war injury. A
farm implement injuryÑa harrow. His wife's name was Emma.
They had twelve children, Sadie, Beatrice ...Ó

At that point Aunt Evelyn again interrupted. ÒThat's fine,
Horace. You did very well.Ó And Horace blushed again, going into
his little tap routine on the grass, turning the knotted ear to both
of us like a cyclopean eye. I sat down in the grass, Horace
alongside me. He moved close.

ÒAre you my friend?Ó he asked.
I glanced up to Aunt Evelyn to see how I should respond. ÒYes,Ó

I answered.
ÒFine,Ó he said. ÒI like scholars.Ó
Aunt Evelyn nodded.
Then told me she'd be down in the kitchen if I needed

anything, leaving me there in the tall grass with Horace. ÒTwo
scholars,Ó he kept repeating matter-of-factly, as though he were
cementing sod in the earth, tamping it down to get a firm catch.
Then he held out two pencils, a red one and blue one, asking me
to take the one I wanted. He handed me a composition book. I
opened it up and there were letters and numbers in very orderly
columns but at random angles across each of its pages. The letter
Q followed by a 3865, say, then a grouping of lettersÑsome upper
case, some lower, with no definable pattern emerging, trailed by
the numbers again. Nothing in any order apparent to me. No
series of letters spelled a wordÑbackward, forward or
jumbledÑthat I knew. But they were written with a most careful
hand, like a scrivenerÕs, page after page.

Periodically I'd find a blank page. As I leafed through the book,
he watched me intently. I was careful to show no emotion. Finally I
looked up to see if I could at least fathom some reason in his eyes
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for these hundreds and hundreds of columns, almost as if they
were thin glass vials in which he had dropped a number, a series
of letters, then more numbers, a letter and a number and so on to
the vial's rim, then capped the cylinder to begin a new one. Test
tube cylinders, perhaps. Page after page, all in pencil.

Horace beamed when I looked at him. Immensely proud of
what he had achieved. ÒThis is magnificent, Horace.Ó

We were sitting but his feet began to twitch as if they were
shuffling that dance, that embarrassed dance again, and the belly-
knot ear swung round to eye me like a searchlight.

ÒWestley,Ó he said. ÒOnly Horace can do this. Nobody in this
whole wide world ...Ó and he gestured back to his mother McCool's
house and then to Aunt Evelyn's house, then off to the woods and
the dirt street. ÒOnly Horace McCool can do this. Come,Ó he said,
ÒI'll teach you. And he flipped open to one of the blank pages in my
composition book. ÒI've saved that one for you,Ó he said.

He opened his book to a fresh page.
ÒJust begin,Ó he said. ÒFirst  ÉÓ he reflected and looked up into

Aunt Evelyn's willow tree, Òa ... G!Ó he cried.
I wrote a ÔGÕ.
Ò329810!Ó  These came in a rush.
I columned these. He cast a critical eye over my work. I had

written 32 under the G. This upset him. He erased it, wrote the 3,
then the 2 under the 3.

ÒOK,Ó he said.
And that's how we spent that afternoon in the grass. Writing

random numbers and letters (apparently they weren't) into his
ÒjournalsÓ. Towards the end of our sessions, he looked very
exhausted.

ÒAre you tired?Ó I asked.
I could see the sun beginning to fall behind Aunt Evelyn's

house. The sweat had gathered on both our bodies, and the flies
were becoming pesky. Horace slapped at them, anguished, as if
they were meddlesome children who wouldn't leave us alone.

ÒYes,Ó he said, Òvery tired.Ó
ÒLet's put the journals away for today, Horace.Ó
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ÒYes, let's,Ó he said. I gathered his pencil and mine, placed
them back into his shirt pocket exactly in the order they came. I
stood up, then reached down to lift him out of the tall grass.

He turned to walk slowly back toward Mother McCool's house.
Like he were dead tired.

ÒI'll tell my class I met General Sumpter's historian in the
woods today, Horace!Ó I hollered up to him. He turned his head so
that I saw the deformed ear. Down in the grass where we had been
sitting that long afternoon, it looked like a deer or a lion or
perhaps a bear  had napped. The day was drawing to a close.
Shortly Uncle Ed would return home. The two of them would
disappear into their darkened living room. The shades were always
drawn when I walked through her house.

I could hear Uncle Ed laughing, talking sweet talk to Aunt
Evelyn; her rejoinder would always be a gentle, ÒCome on, Ed, get
on with it. Please.Ó

I'd think about Klondike bars and General Sumpter and
Horace with the belly-button ear and Tony PriolettiÕs happy wake.
Patrick McCartÕs unhappy one, and the spot in the field where the
tall grass had been tamped down and where Horace and me sat ...
thinking somebody had laid there in the hot afternoon and the sun
rolled down over Aunt EvelynÕs hill and her hurrying Ed on and
him chortling, riding her down into the old wire-spring sofa lunch
time, dinner time, and Horace, up in his shuttered house with
Mother McCool , building glass cylinders of random numbers and
letters in column containers, some code that he understood, one
ear already turned inward ... And I thought about the Joker and
the Kings and Queens in TonyÕs casket, the games of chance and
the ether-booze to smooth the edges of surprise.

Then I'd go back inside Aunt EvelynÕs house when I'd hear her
in the kitchen.

ÒYour Uncle Ed's taking a nap on the sofa,Ó she'd remind. ÒWe
must be quiet. How did you like Horace?Ó she asked.

I looked out her window beyond the willow tree seeing the day
die, and became afraid of the oncoming night. Watching Horace
tiredly lope back through the trees toward home to the darkened
Mother McCoolÕs house, it all bubbling inside me sad ... Christ, it
all felt so hollow, like I was spinning away from earth ... and I'd
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hear Uncle Ed snoring on the mohair sofa, and watch her bent
over the stove in the darkening kitchen, frypan  of eggs all twirled
together, her shaking, shuddering, her feet almost dancing like
Horace's  when he blushed.

I wanted it to stop.
ÒIt's time for you to go home, Westley,Ó she said. Uh huh, I

thought. I know. There are even stranger things you don't want me
to see.

ÒOK,Ó I answered. ÒIÕll come back again soon, Aunt Evelyn.
Thanks for the wonderful day.Ó

She'd nod just like Horace. Still stirring the eggs in the black
skillet. Never looking up. Trembling, shuddering, the kitchen
becoming darker by the minute. Her dance on the linoleum floor
more agitated.

ÒSoon, Westley. Soon.Ó
On my way home as I walked through the shadowy streets of

Hebron, I tried to think of TonyÕs funeral. How giddy everyone was.
The big smile on his face. How he'd be playing golf somewhere now
at twilight. Or sitting in his old garden shed in the sky playing
cards with his cronies and drinking booze.

That night I dreamed about the battle of General Sumpter, but
saw Horace, with his knotted ear, in calvary attire. Behind him
were all these medics carrying litters. Horses dragging litters. On
these litters were columns of numbers and letters. But the
columns were bent and twisted, they were broken. Single numbers
and letters were falling, dripping on the battlefieldÕs grass like
blood. And General Horace's stony face, wounded, resigned,
headed to the McCool house through the woods. In the
background I could hear a dirge, a loud moaning sound, a
mournful cry as if it rose out of the ground, and I looked up and
saw General Horace McCool stop the procession, draw his left
hand to cover his good ear, capping it.

Within days Mother met me at school. Ò EvelynÕs dead,Ó she
said. I cried unashamedly on the schoolhouse steps. Sitting in the
back seat of the old Dodge, I tried to envision happy things, and
saw Uncle Ed passing out Klondike bars at the wake. To Horace
and me, Mother and Father and all Evelyn's friends. And I tried to
think of happy things in her casket. I saw a huge sunflower lifted
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from the back of her property lying next to her, casting its
mustardy twilight on her cheeks. Her head no longing randomly
shaking. And vials of colored water, violet, raspberry-red, and a
sea-green, with ginger-brown stoppers, lying alongside her right
hand. A kind of watery resurrection, the water of the streams in
heaven, I thought ... and the children eating Klondike bars smiling
and saying goodbye to her and how we'd meet her up in the fields,
up there next to Mrs. McCool's house, waiting for her to call the
Horaces of this world to come out and play with us and take all
our tears away.

To teach us the history of life. And just how goddamn blue
General Sumpter's eyes really were.

Goodbye, sweet Evelyn, I said. You knew his belly-button ear
would never startle me. How I'd think it looked like a strange
exotic flower, really. You knew how I'd never embarrass you or
him. The Horace to whom no one else in our family would you
dare introduce.

And you also knew how quickly afternoons come to an end.
That the Uncles of this world would soon arrive home. That you'd
have to undress. Not in the grass, but on the semen-encrusted,
umber-wool sofa the two of you had bought on time twenty years
earlier. Then after he shot, you'd stir up his eggs in the black
skillet at dark.



Aaron LaFlora

CRIMONIOUS .

Dew-frosted pebbles from the cobble stoned sidewalk
stung selfishly into my cheekbones

As I lay squinting into the morningÕs intense sapphire sky.

It wasnÕt supposed to be like this.

Visibly famished,
A neglected dog emerged from around the corner &
Fixed his pleading eyes into my own blurring visions.
So
I fished through almost emptied pockets for anything to offer him.
Trembling
Thin fingers reached past the frayed pieces once held within these

pouches
And savoured the warmth they provided to each hand
Finally removing

The cellophane wrapper from a sole remaining cough drop that
Crackled and infused the March morning air with the scent of

lemonsÑ
A remembered fragrance that paused my breaths and
Permitted escape for a moment from the trafficÕs screaming rush.

Jesus, I whispered,
It wasnÕt ever supposed to be like this.

I clenched my fist tightly around the candy piece until it stuck




