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Announcements

We would like to congratulate one of our recent contributors, Susan 
Sterling. Susan Sterling’s essay “Radiation Blooms,” which appeared 
in Crab Orchard Review, Volume 11, Number 1 (Winter/Spring 2006), 
was listed as a “Notable Essay” in the Best American Essays 2007.

And we would also like to congratulate our prose editor, Carolyn 
Alessio, who is a recipient of a 2008 Literature Fellowship from the 
National Endowment for the Arts.



The 2008 Richard Peterson Poetry Prize,
Jack Dyer Fiction Prize, and

John Guyon Literary Nonfiction Prize

We are pleased to announce the winners and finalists for the 2008 
Richard Peterson Poetry Prize, Jack Dyer Fiction Prize, and John 
Guyon Literary Nonfiction Prize.

The winning entry in the poetry competition was four poems by 
Maya Jewell Zeller of Spokane, Washington. The two finalists 
in poetry were four poems by Lynne Potts and two poems by 
D.H. Tracy. The winning entry in the fiction competition was 
“Tourmaline” by CB Anderson of Lexington, Massachusetts. 
The two finalists in fiction were “On the Ground Looking Up” 
by Dana Schwartz and “Law Day” by Whitney Steen. In literary 
nonfiction, the winning entry was “Cabbage” by C.T. Lawrence 
of Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania. The two finalists in literary 
nonfiction were “Remenbrance” by Deb Everson Borofka and 
“Cementerios” by Anna Kushner. 

The final judge for the poetry competition was Allison Joseph, 
Crab Orchard Review’s editor and poetry editor. The final judge 
for the fiction and literary nonfiction competitions was Carolyn 
Alessio, Crab Orchard Review’s prose editor. All three winners 
received $1500 and their works are published in this issue. All 
of the finalists also chose to have their works published in this 
issue. Congratulations to the winners and finalists, and thanks 
to all the entrants for their interest in Crab Orchard Review. 

Crab Orchard Review’s website has information on subscriptions, 
calls for submissions and guidelines, contest information and 
results, and past, current and future issues. Visit us at:

<http://www.siuc.edu/~crborchd>.



The Charles Johnson Student Fiction Award

Crab Orchard Review is pleased to announce “Monsters” by 
Lowell Brower (University of Washington (Seattle)) as the winner 
of the 2007 Charles Johnson Student Fiction Award. We would 
also like to congratulate the finalists for the award: “4th of July” 
by Thomasa Bonner (Methodist University (Fayetteville, North 
Carolina)); “Division” by Cassie Kosty (University of Washington 
(Seattle)); and “Ghosts” by Shannon Ward (Methodist University 
(Fayetteville, North Carolina)).

The Charles Johnson Student Fiction Award from Southern 
Illinois University Carbondale is an annual award competition 
intended to encourage increased artistic and intellectual growth 
among college and university students at the undergraduate and 
graduate levels, as well as reward excellence and diversity in 
creative writing. Each year, $1000 and a signed copy of a Charles 
Johnson book will be awarded to the winner. The winning 
entry will also be published in the Winter/Spring issue of Crab 
Orchard Review. The award is co-sponsored by Charles Johnson, 
Crab Orchard Review, and the SIUC Department of English and 
College of Liberal Arts.

Complete guidelines for the 2008 award are available online at:

http://www.siuc.edu/~johnson
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Tourmaline

Six days out of seven, John polished stones in back while Evie 
sat out front to set them. Although the shop was small, they talked only 
at noon, when Evie turned down the radio and they ate lunch at John’s 
workbench. The meals were spare, the conversation sparer. Afterward 
she would resume her position by the window, squinting at the stones 
arrayed in front of her. On fair days, during the hours the sun traced an 
arc from the Methodist church to the courthouse, the stones shone, but 
dully because Evie and John didn’t carry quality gems. You could hardly 
call them gems; they were rocks, really—milk and smoky quartz, some 
herderite and mica fashioned into the earrings and necklaces that sold 
just well enough to allow Evie and John to keep up their house on the 
edge of town. Their customers were young people who lived back from 
the bay and possessed neither the means nor the longings that led the 
moneyed crowd to shop downcoast in Portland. 
 Tuesdays the shop was closed. On those days John and Evie 
got up early and drove two hours inland into western Maine, to the 
abandoned mines they’d been picking for thirty years. Every few 
months they rotated sites. That November it was Glassface, on the far 
side of Newry. Evie waited for these mornings, the coffee-steamed 
windows inside the truck, the pewter horizon that brightened as they 
drove. The weight between her and John was lighter then, eased by 
the dislocation of time and place. She liked the walk past slag piles 
to the base of the hill, then the hike up and over the pegmatic top to 
outcroppings on the face. The thousand small decisions of where to 
place her feet emptied her mind of everything else. 
 Each time they went a little deeper to locate fresh rock, and 
all of it—the feel of ledge beneath her boots, the cold air, even the 
paltriness of the take—was somehow reassuring until the afternoon 
Evie discovered a vein of tourmaline in a pocket beyond where they’d 
ever dug before. She found it by chance, having gone off by herself 
to escape the wind and sit for a minute. The mouth looked like any 
other, granite-rimmed and dusky with junk rock, but then she spotted 
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a faint green shine on the left wall of the crevice. When she tapped 
with her pick, it felt as if the surface were striking back. “I might have 
something,” she called. 
 John was beside her in seconds. He shucked off his pack, wedged 
himself into the pocket. “Hand me my lamp.”
 Evie rummaged in his pack with the thought that the shine would 
turn out to be pyrite or mica. She was wrong. Within a half hour John 
had chiseled loose two half-inch rods of tourmaline, which, when 
he held them out to her, caught the sun so sharply her eyes watered. 
“They’re pretty.” 
 “Pretty? They’re goddamn beautiful,” John said. One hand cupped 
the crystals, the other was clenched at his side. A bloody scratch 
extended from his nose to ear. 
 By dusk they’d freed seven crystals: three green, two pink, two 
watermelon. Before they left, John covered the crevice with brush 
weighted with boulders. Evie helped, though she thought the branches 
only drew attention. No one had found the vein in hundreds of years; 
it was a fluke she’d seen it today. 
 At seven, when they were finally off the rock, the light in the 
woods intensified to ochre then disappeared. A few last leaves rattled 
overhead, dry and brittle as bird bones, and cold closed in around them. 
John was whistling, the tourmaline tightly wrapped in the bandana he 
usually wore on his head. Strands of hair across his balding crown 
blew free. Evie couldn’t recall the last time she’d heard him whistle, 
tried to feel his happiness and came up blank. Her temples ached. She 
was hungry, tired, pleased by the find but wary of the suddenness with 
which fortune had presented itself.
 Nor was she all that fond of tourmaline. It seemed to her a showy 
gem, loud and indelicate. Still, the next day—having been restored 
by lentil soup and early bed—when she sat down to a watermelon 
crystal John had gotten up at five to cut, she found it more agreeable 
than she’d expected. The green and pink merged well, and it invited 
touch. After some deliberation she decided on a bracket setting. In 
platinum—usually she worked in sterling or gold plate, but this called 
for something finer. She would hang the stone in a beveled frame and 
handmake a chain, broadening the links as they neared the center. 
 All morning while Evie tapped and soldered, people stopped 
outside the window to watch. Beneath their gaze she felt transformed. 
It was as easy to make a beautiful piece of jewelry as a mediocre one if 
you had the right materials. Several bystanders—a woman with twins 
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in a stroller, a handsome older couple—stepped into the shop for a 
closer look. From beside her the tourmaline winked in its velvet bed. 
“What a lovely stone,” said the older man. “Where did it come from?”
 Evie hesitated. “I, we—” 
 John appeared from the back. “Can I help?” 
 “I was wondering about the tourmaline.”
 “We buy it from a wholesaler.” The lie surprised Evie, but John’s 
hand held steady on her shoulder.
 The man took in a case of inexpensive hoops hung with bits 
of quartz, then looked again at the tourmaline. “I didn’t know you 
carried things like this.”
 “We do.”
 After the couple left, John’s hand stayed on her back, and Evie 
thought of resting her head against his belly. He ran his finger down 
one of her braids. “We may make some money yet.” 
 John wanted things she didn’t care about: a bigger house, a 
boat and—more intangibly—a certitude of stance he’d equated 
with affluence throughout their thirty-five-year marriage. Evie 
was forming a response, a cautious one that would acknowledge his 
statement without endorsing it, when the phone rang.
 “Just leave it,” John said.
 But when the machine clicked on, the line went dead. Evie’s palms 
began to itch. “It’s Phip. I know it is.” 
 John shrugged, turned to go. “That man who just left is exactly the 
kind of customer we want,” he said. As the sun swung out from behind 
the church, the walls brightened and shafts of light striped the floor. 

Years earlier Evie had thought John’s coolness toward their 
son stemmed from the fact that they’d been nearing forty when he was 
born. John hadn’t wanted any children and Evie, relieved to be away 
from a too-large family ruled by laxity and noise, had gone along. Then 
Phip arrived—a colicky baby who grew into a high-strung boy—and 
even as Evie filled with fierce and unanticipated love she sensed John’s 
distance, maybe his embarrassment. It was easier for her than for him 
to connect with a child who disliked sports and preferred his own 
company to that of other kids. “Too much air and not enough earth,” 
John said, as if Phip were alchemy gone wrong. Only later, when Phip 
turned into a teenager who excelled in school but couldn’t wield a saw 
or miter a joint, did Evie begin to understand that the rift between 
them originated in likeness rather than in difference. 
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 Phip himself did much to explain it one Saturday in the shop, 
during the spring of his senior year. That morning John had shown him 
how to operate the tumbler with the expectation that after lunch Phip 
would polish the quartz John cut. But then, after the three of them sat 
peaceably enough at the workbench eating sandwiches, Phip cracked 
the tumbler by overloading it. John began to curse, and Phip let the last 
few rocks drop to the floor. I’m just like you, he shouted, and Evie’s heart 
caught. They looked so similar—the fine sandy hair and too-thin skin 
that splotched when excited or upset. In a rush she recalled the week 
John had spent trying to repair the tumbler last month when he jammed 
it, his frustration at finally having to send it out instead. She jumped up, 
knocking aside the workbench in her haste—“Stop!”—but by then John 
had shoved Phip away from the tumbler and Phip was crying.
 Several weeks later Phip graduated and left to hitchhike to the 
northwest, ostensibly for the summer. That was eighteen months ago. 
The last time Evie had heard from him was October. He was in Seattle, 
working the counter at a Sears automotive shop and rooming with 
a couple of university students. Before Seattle he’d been in Eugene. 
His calls home were infrequent and unapologetic, the number never 
traceable. Evie was, she understood, guilty by association and probably 
more. Recently the shop phone had started ringing around noontime 
once or twice a week. Each time the caller hung up after Evie said 
hello. She felt sure it was Phip, unwilling to talk yet wanting them to 
know he was all right, although John scoffed when she told him. “He’s 
out there hanging around without a care,” he said. But Evie imagined 
Phip steadier now, matured, wishing he hadn’t left the way he did.

In the month that followed Evie’s find on Glassface, John 
himself seemed steadier—less inclined to outbursts and able to sleep 
without tossing. Business was picking up. They’d sold three tourmaline 
necklaces and a couple of rings, which tripled their normal income, 
and the safe in the rear of the store held several dozen crystals. Evie 
was staying in Castine to work and tend the shop while John, returned 
to an ambitious younger self, drove daily to the vein. At night he’d 
taken to reading jewelers’ catalogs, overproduced glossies from New 
York and Los Angeles that disoriented Evie but seemed to please him. 
When she spooned him from behind to sleep, he let her stay instead 
of complaining that she made him overheat. In those moments Evie 
felt almost grateful to the tourmaline, to the renewed prospect of 
success—if such a thing might bring them closer. 
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 She glanced at him in the thinning dark of the truck cab. It was a 
Tuesday—this week she’d insisted on coming too. John looked tanned and 
ruddy, as if it were July rather than late December. The cut on his cheek 
had healed to be replaced by others. Evie lifted the lid from her coffee, 
inhaled. Nascent light washed through the cab; the sun was coming up. 
Always it rose faster than it set. “Feels great to be out,” she said, which it 
did. Getting dressed she’d imagined a moment like this one, and another 
on the trail as her hands and feet began to pulse with blood.
 John grunted. He hadn’t wanted her here, argued that it made 
more sense for her to stay in the shop. If he’d known how close she’d 
come to selling another necklace yesterday—a man shopping for 
a thirtieth anniversary gift for his wife had promised to return this 
morning—he would have argued harder. But Evie was glad to be going 
to the mine. Today, at least, things wouldn’t be just on his terms.
 Near Standish a deer dashed across the road. Evie braced for 
more, but John barely seemed to notice. The tips of his fingers were red 
and abraded: rock burn. “I contacted a dealer,” he said.
 “What?”
 “Got his name from the back of Aufiero.”
 It took Evie a moment to realize he was referring to one of the 
catalogs he studied in the evenings. She wedged her coffee lidless into 
its holder. “What do you mean?” 
 “He handles tourmaline.” John looked over at her. “Could you 
cover that?”
 Evie dropped the lid onto her cup. Outside was a blur of bare 
trees and houses of the large but run-down sort that reminded her of 
theirs. 
 “You know the piece you just finished?” John asked. “That’s good 
enough to sell anywhere. Even better than the ones I showed him.”
 “You showed someone my work?” 
 “Last Wednesday in Portland, after I drove out to the mine. He 
was up from Boston.”
 Evie thought back to dinnertime last week. The only image she 
came up with was herself pulling into the Burger Barn for take-out, 
eating fries from the bag on her way home. “You should’ve told me.”
 “I forgot.” John grinned, his crow’s feet intersecting the lines 
around his mouth.
 “You should’ve told me.”
 “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Can’t you just be happy?” John pressed 
the accelerator then let up again. Evie hated his stop-and-go driving, 
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his under and overreactions. She bit down hard on her lip, determined 
to preserve the outing. 
 They drove through Newry Center. The town green was quiet, 
sheep and goats from the live crèche still bedded down in hay. Evie 
tried to imagine the meeting between John and the dealer from Boston. 
What had he worn? Had he carried her pieces in his pocket, and why 
hadn’t she noticed them missing? 

On the top of Glassface it was beginning to snow. Evie strug-
gled for footing as she and John traversed the slippery granite. The 
site, when they reached it, looked innocuous enough concealed, but 
as John pulled away the brush she could see he’d widened the mouth 
considerably. Uncovered, it gaped up at them and Evie shivered. 
 “It’s deeper than you’d think,” John said with satisfaction. Evie 
was taken by the sudden vision of a gem-lined cave, so out of place in 
the hills of western Maine. She didn’t want to enter, but already John 
had unpacked their lamps and fitted his onto his forehead. “Watch for 
shards,” he said, crawling in ahead of her. Evie’s knees ached as she 
followed.
 Inside, John busied himself on the far wall. He’d done a lot of work 
here too, exposed several lines of schorl that seeped water when she 
touched. Rocks were piled near the opening, and junk stone littered 
the floor. It was cramped enough that to sit Evie had to fold her knees 
to her chest. She closed her eyes while overhead John chiseled. 
 “Hell yes,” she heard him say. When she opened her eyes he was 
near the ceiling on a sill of ledge. Only his feet and legs were visible; 
the rest of him had disappeared into a chimney. “I need more light,” 
he said, voice muffled by a hundred tons of pegmatite. “Can you shine 
up here?” 
 Evie complied then closed her eyes again, disconnected from the 
cave and from John’s single-mindedness. Maybe she did belong in the 
shop. For the most part she was content working the tourmaline, had 
grown beguiled by it. Each crystal asked for its own setting, and she was 
learning to listen. Understanding this was allowing her, when the phone 
rang at noon, to pick it up and convey the kind of silence that let the 
caller know she was simply present rather than willing him to speak. 
 Bits of granite rained down from the ledge. Evie braced for John 
to fall. If both of them were injured, who would go for help? But when 
she opened her eyes he was balanced on the sill, now reduced to half 
a foothold. As he inched right, more rock flaked off. “It’s giving way,” 
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she said, pressing closer to the wall. “For God’s sake, John, watch out!” 
Already he was stepping sideways into nothing. Evie heard a tearing 
sound as he slid down hard against the ledge. 
 Then he was beside her on the floor, forehead and hands raked 
bloody, holes torn in his ski pants. “I almost had it,” he said. “I couldn’t 
quite reach.” The abrasions didn’t seem to register. He craned his 
neck, stared up at the place in the ceiling where his claw still hung. It 
occurred to Evie that he’d probably come at least this close to hurting 
himself when she wasn’t here. 
 “How much do we really need?” she asked.
 “Need?” John’s breath blew hot on her neck. “That’s not the point. 
It’s here, and it’s ours.” He gestured to the left side of the wall, where 
the rock was least worn and small lips protruded from the surface. For 
the first time all day he looked at her directly. “It won’t hold me, but it 
will you.” 
 Evie’s chest broke out in sweat. “What if it gives way?” 
  “You’ll be fine.”
 Long ago, on one of their first dates, they’d built a birdhouse—
hours of silent concentration—and as they cut and glued Evie had 
given herself over to John’s quiet ways. It was several years into their 
marriage before she learned his reserve concealed a white-hot core 
capable of lasting sullenness or wrath. 
 The white mouth of the cave seemed a long way off. More than 
anything Evie wanted to be back outside, with the wind and snow 
around her. Instead she stood, used the lips to climb and, when she was 
wedged high enough, took John’s claw to unpack what he’d started: an 
inch-long rod of watermelon shining in the half-light.

The next morning when she arrived at the shop, the man who’d 
been in for an anniversary gift was waiting on the sidewalk. “Here you 
are.” He thumped a rolled-up newspaper against his thigh. “I came 
yesterday too.”
 The white hair and tweed coat—suddenly Evie recognized him 
not just as Monday’s customer, but as the man who’d watched while 
she worked her first piece of tourmaline a month earlier. A regular: the 
thought cheered her. In spite of yesterday’s near-fall, John had gone to 
Newry again this morning, driving off before Evie even realized he was 
out of bed. She rose at 5:30 and waited three hours to leave the house.
 Inside, the man watched as she unlocked the safe. “How long have 
you been working tourmaline?” 
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 “Not too long. But we’ve been making other jewelry here for years.”
 “Well, I admire quality work.” He pointed to a necklace from the 
tray of finished pieces. “May I?”
  She placed the pendant on the show board. “I like the way the 
color changes with the angle. That’s why I free-set it, to show the 
shades of pink.”
 “My wife will love it.” He stood by the counter while she wrapped. 
“Do you and your husband play bridge?”
 Evie hesitated. “Not very well.”
 “Golf? Our group plays until it snows.”
 Evie shook her head. She’d never held a club.
 “Perhaps dinner sometime then.” 
 After he left, Evie wondered about the overture of friendship. 
Had the tourmaline transformed her and John into worthwhile social 
prospects? They’d spent decades in Castine with few friends other 
than their next-door neighbors, who raised goats in a boggy field, and 
the owners of Dunn’s fish shop on the wharf. Phip hadn’t been the sort 
of child whose hobbies linked them to other families, nor had anyone 
else seemed all that interested. It would please John that someone had 
asked them out to dinner. She’d mention it when he got back.
 She tuned the radio to the BBC news, then, still restless, to classical 
music from Mount Washington. It played sporadically, with an overlay 
of static. After a few minutes she switched it off. In the silence she 
began to sing—softly, lest the florist next door hear—and gave herself 
to the work of finishing a pair of earrings. The phone rang when she 
was halfway through “The Bramble and the Rose.” She glanced at her 
watch: already 11:30. 
 By the time Evie picked up, the phone had rung twice and she’d 
decided to speak. “We love you,” she said into the receiver. “Just come 
on home.”
 There was silence on the other end. “Phip?” she said. “Are you 
O.K. out there?”
 “This is Norman Packer. May I please speak to John?”
 Chagrin made Evie bold. “You must be the dealer. The one my 
husband met last week.”
 “That’s right.” The man cleared his throat. “Your work is beautiful. 
I can help you sell it.”
 She gripped the receiver. “Thanks, but we’re doing all right on our 
own.” 
 After Evie hung up, lunchtime shoppers filtered in. She barely 
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greeted them, didn’t feel like talking or eating lunch herself. Nor did 
she feel like working anymore. As the sun slid out from behind the 
church, the tourmaline glowed but she ignored it. A girl in a sweatshirt 
rummaged the quartz hoops, asked if there were more. “What we have 
is there,” Evie said, and the girl recoiled at her tone. 
 It was true—the racks were depleted, the jewelry tarnished. She and 
John had spent so much time on tourmaline the other stock had gone 
ignored. Evie started to polish and rearrange, then decided she didn’t 
care. Instead she sat behind the register and stared through the window 
at the sun, which reached a low zenith before dropping toward the 
courthouse. She began to nurse a dark thought: Phip was in trouble and 
afraid to tell them. Maybe he didn’t have the means to make it home.
 She was still sitting when the door jangled and John came in. 
Sunspots in her field of vision stippled his face. “You certainly left early 
this morning,” she said. 
 He pulled off his bandana. “Had an idea about how to access that 
top-tier stuff. A little bit of blasting.”
 “Are you serious? The whole thing will collapse.”
 “It’s the only way of getting at what’s left.”
 “We’ve taken enough.”
 “No. After all these years, we’ve earned more.” In his expression 
Evie read the impossibility of backing down. “Did anyone call?”
 Evie fiddled with the void key. “No.”
 “We’re supposed to drive to Boston on Friday to see that dealer. 
Bring all our new stuff. He said he’d leave directions.”
 “We can manage our own work.” The cash drawer popped open. 
“Anyway, I sold another piece today. We’re doing so well.”
 “We need to ratchet things up. Finish as much work as you can.”
 “I don’t want to go to Boston, John.”
 “Then I’ll go alone.”
 She stood up. “Sure you will.” Whenever they went south, she was 
the one who took the wheel. John drove inland to the mines, but he 
couldn’t handle congestion, cars too close or too fast. 
 “I’ll take the damn bus.”
 She went home by herself. When John hadn’t shown up for two 
hours she put on canned soup and ate in front of the TV. The idea of 
dinner out with the customer and his wife seemed foolish now; they 
had nothing in common at all.
 Around her the old pipes whistled and banged, the noise 
disproportionate to the meager heat delivered. Evie decided to light 
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the stove, pulled on boots to gather wood from the porch, but John had 
cut only trunk rounds and there wasn’t any kindling. Back inside she 
searched for newspaper and found the lot of it had gone out with the 
trash. Then, on the bedside table, she spotted John’s foot-high stack of 
catalogs. They slipped and slid as she gathered them in her arms. 
 Kneeling in front of the stove, she tore the first catalog’s cover—a 
Mikimoto pearl ensemble—crumpled it and threw it in. The pages 
resisted being balled, so smooth and heavy was the paper, but Evie kept at 
it. When she’d packed the stove she lit a match. The pile popped, sucked 
and then ignited. She tore off more pages and fed those in sections at a 
time, finally whole catalogs at once. The room stank of chemicals—ink, 
chlorine, lacquer—and her head ached. But the fire was throwing off jets 
of turquoise laced with purple, so she let it burn.

In the morning John’s side of the bed was still smooth, and 
Evie felt hung over. Already it was after nine. Downstairs she peered 
into the refrigerator—eggs, pancakes, all of it seemed like too much 
trouble. Instead she settled for half a cantaloupe and went back 
upstairs to bed to eat. As wind pushed at the windows she chewed 
halfheartedly and wondered why they’d never bothered to insulate 
the house. 
 By the time she drove down to the shop it was nearly 10:30. John’s 
truck was parked outside. Evie’s heart pumped with irritation and 
relief as she pulled in behind him and got out. Inside, he was sitting at 
her desk by the window, a tray of unset tourmaline in front of him.
 “You’re late,” he said as she came in. 
 “Where were you last night?”
 “Here.” 
 The shop had no couch, no easy chair, not even a rug. “Doing 
what?”
 “This.” He tapped the tray. “I told you, we need to finish everything 
by Friday.”
 “How come you’re not in Newry with your dynamite?”
 “Right now this matters more.”
 Evie leaned closer. His joints were over-soldered, the bevel too 
shallow to grip properly. It was a waste of effort. John himself looked 
steeped in fatigue—shoulders slack, cheeks drawn tight against the 
bone. Remnants of take-out Chinese lay on the desk.
 “You should go home and sleep.”
 His jaw jerked. “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
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 Evie sighed. The whole shop felt unfamiliar—the radio was tuned 
to a talk show, jabber over topics no one would remember in a week—
and it smelled of soy sauce and sweat. She thought of a walk, out along 
the jetty at the end of Main. “I’ll be back.”
 “How are we supposed to make money if you’re never here?” 
 Quickly Evie calculated: Fifty weeks times thirty years yielded 
something on the order of sixty thousand hours. She zipped her coat.
 Bent over his ruined work, John cleared his throat. “By the way, 
your son’s across the street.”
 Evie could not absorb the words. 
 “At Cardullo’s, having himself a leisurely breakfast.”
 The shop door banged closed behind her. Inside Cardullo’s she 
spotted Phip in a booth on the far wall. He stood up when she reached 
him. “You’re home,” Evie said. “You didn’t call, not yesterday at least. I 
thought—” She choked back a laugh and then a sob.
 “I was driving.”
 “Driving?”
 “I bought a truck while I was there.” 
 He gestured outside at a used pick-up. “Blue,” Evie pointlessly 
observed. She reached to hold him, and he didn’t pull away.
 “It’s almost Christmas,” he said. He’d grown taller and filled out. 
His too-short pants were ones she’d bought years earlier, and his hair 
curled against his nape. Wordlessly she sat. Relief began to settle in 
around her like a quilt. 
 Phip pushed his ham and eggs into the middle of the table. 
Suddenly hungry, Evie picked up a fork. “You’ve really been O.K.?” 
Tell me everything, she wanted to say, but held it back. There’d be time 
for that.
 “I’m fine. A little tired.” His smile—quick and wide, with slightly 
lengthened canines—he’d gotten it from her. “I stopped to see you at 
the shop.”
 “I slept in.” The salt in the ham was puckering her mouth. She 
stopped chewing. “I burned Dad’s catalogs last night.”
 “Catalogs? Where was he?”
 “The shop. Doing my job.” She shook her head, backed up. “We 
found a vein of tourmaline.”
 “He told me. Said he couldn’t take me out to see it because the 
site had to be secure.” Phip laughed, stood up. “I need to use the 
bathroom.”
 He’ll need new pants, Evie thought as Phip loped away. Some 
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boots, a hair-cut, anything at all. She rummaged in her purse for a 
pencil and paper, pulled out a pad with a half-finished drawing. Last 
night when she’d burned the catalogs she’d come across an article on 
design. Each piece reveals its intentions, it said, which seemed to Evie 
true. The article discussed things she’d not yet considered—concept, 
for instance—and brought to mind a piece that had eluded her. In the 
shop, when John had shown her a rod of watermelon cross-cut into 
discs, she’d seen only pink interiors rimmed with green. But freed 
from the constraint of color, she thought of tree rings, each a year’s 
growth. While the fire fumed she began to sketch small leaves to link 
the first disc to the second, the second to the third. 
 Now, as waitresses called in their orders, she added a couple more 
curled leaves. Phip returned and looked over her shoulder. “What’s 
that?”
 “A bracelet, I think.” 
 He cracked his knuckles. “Dad’ll be happy.”
 Evie’s eyes filled. “Phip. I shouldn’t have let you leave like that. It 
wasn’t right. But Dad—”
 “It’s O.K.,” he said. “Will you make it out of gold?”
 Evie sat back. “I don’t know.” Her thoughts were elsewhere again, 
on how to mark her son’s return.

The scallops looked plump and opalescent, but Dunns’ special 
was haddock at $4.99, so Evie bought three pounds to make a chowder. 
“Phip’s come home,” she’d announced to Teresa Dunn when she first 
walked in, having left him at the house with a bag of new clothes 
and some library books. Now, as the other woman wrapped the fish 
and said how glad she was, Evie spontaneously invited her to dinner. 
“Allen too,” she said. “Phip likes you guys, and it’s been ages since you 
were over.”
 “It has,” Teresa agreed. The two couples got together rarely, and 
when they did it was always at the Dunns’ big apartment on top of 
the fish shop. Even with their six children grown and gone, the place 
still had a relaxed, robust feel that Evie never had achieved in her own 
home. A roof deck overlooked the harbor, and ivy wound around the 
railings. Phip had liked it there; when he turned a year old and John 
insisted it was time for Evie to go back to work they paid Teresa to 
baby-sit. Phip didn’t mix much with the other kids but he warmed to 
Teresa. Evie was relieved by that, although she cried for months when 
she dropped him off. Even now her throat seized at the memory. 
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 She slipped the fish into her tote. “I’m not sure John’s so pleased 
that Phip’s home.”
 “Pffft.” Teresa waved her hand. “Nothing’s ever easy with him.”
 It had been weeks since they’d seen each other, and Teresa knew 
nothing about the tourmaline. Evie started to explain then stopped. 
What would she tell—the find itself? John’s near-fall? The dealer from 
Boston? Besides, Teresa was smart and caring, but Evie sometimes felt 
exposed by her pointed observations. “John’s been working hard,” was 
all she said. That much, at least, was true.
 By seven, the kitchen windows were fogged with the simmering 
chowder. John was reading the paper, and Evie could hear The Wall 
playing upstairs in Phip’s room. In spite of the seeming accord, her 
worry skipped from place to place: dinner would be awkward; Phip 
would want to stay upstairs; John would discover the remains of his 
catalogs in the stove. 
 When the doorbell rang, she rushed from the kitchen. Teresa 
handed over a plate of brownies, while beside her Allen held a tub of 
ice cream to his chest. “A la mode,” he said. Most of Castine’s residents, 
exposed to a lifetime by the sea, grew briny and wrinkled with age, 
but Allen looked less lined, smoother each time Evie saw him. As Phip 
appeared in the hallway and Allen reached to shake hands, he radiated 
goodwill. 
 The ease continued during dinner. Evie put the tureen of chowder 
in the middle of the table while John uncorked wine. “To good fortune,” 
he said, and if Phip was slighted by the lack of reference to his return 
it didn’t show.
 “Yes,” said Teresa, “To friendship and to family.” They drank, 
and Evie—flanked on one side by Phip and the other by Teresa—felt 
buoyed with optimism.
 As they ate, Phip described his trip home, how he’d chosen a 
route through the Rockies then south along the Missouri River. “This 
country’s huge,” he said. “You realize the scale when you drive all day 
through just one state.” To Evie he did seem more mature, fuller, as if 
he’d settled into himself while he was away. It was hard to picture him 
bolting from the shop, the way he had the day the tumbler broke, or 
slamming his door on her, as he had when she went upstairs to talk 
with him later. 
 “How long were you on the road?” Allen asked.
 “Two weeks. But I made a lot of side trips.”
 The chowder was delicious—rich with potatoes and haddock, 
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and tangy with the parmesan Evie had added on a whim. During 
seconds, after they’d caught up on the Dunns’ eight grandchildren, 
John began to talk about the tourmaline. The story came more easily 
than Evie would have thought. Keeping it to herself had made it seem 
so convoluted.
 “We’ll have at least fifty carats when we’re done.”
 Allen helped himself to another roll. “How much would you say 
it’s worth?”
 John’s features hooded over. “I don’t know.”
 “Thirty or forty thousand,” Evie said. “The stone, that is. A lot 
depends on what we do with it.”
 She felt John’s stare before she looked up. It held something—
warning or rebuke—and she turned away from it.
 “That reminds me, Evie. Packer called again. Why’d you tell him 
not to?”
 “Who’s Packer?” asked Phip.
 “A dealer,” Evie said. Her stomach began to tighten around the 
chowder. “Your father thinks he’ll make us rich.”
 “A lot more than we’ve seemed able to manage on our own,” 
John said.
 Allen turned to Phip. “How’d your truck hold up?”
 Phip was tearing his napkin into strips. “Fine.”
 John leaned forward. “What I want to know is, what’s he going to 
do now that he’s here?” 
 “Maybe he’ll drive you to Boston on Friday.” Evie put out her hand 
to steady Phip’s. “What do you think of his new truck?”
 “Won’t have it long. He’ll never keep up the payments.”
 “I paid cash.” Paper fluttered to the floor as Phip stood up. 
 John reached for the wine. “So what’s your plan, anyway?”
 Before John had finished filling his glass, Phip was out of the room 
and at the door. Evie went after him and Teresa followed her.
 “Go,” Teresa said, but already Evie had grabbed her purse and 
headed down the steps.

Phip’s pickup smelled of cigarettes and socks. He backed out 
the driveway, shifted through neutral into first and pulled onto the 
road. “It’s so flat here,” he said. “In Washington the mountains start 
closer to the coast.” Evie thought of the hills on the other side of Auburn, 
how they gathered and built until, by Newry, they had substance. 
 Her surprise at being in the truck was giving way to something 
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else—acknowledgment if not complete acceptance. “We don’t have 
anything with us,” she said.
 “I know.” Phip turned onto the bypass that led to the highway.
 “Wait. Can you take me to the shop?”
 Other than strings of Christmas bulbs, the downtown streets were 
dark. Inside the shuttered store, Evie stood a while without switching 
on the lights. She knew the place by feel anyway, each dip in the floor, 
every jutting surface. 
 In the back room, she spun the dial to the safe. It opened with a 
thud, and she pulled out the tray that held her work. She zipped rings 
and pendants into her purse along with the watermelon discs, then 
reached for the case of uncut crystals. It occurred to her to take it all, 
to leave the shop open with a sign that said Please Help Yourself, so that 
when John showed up the place would be emptied, the cases and racks 
stripped clean. 
 “Mom?” Phip stood in the doorway. 
 Evie swept half the tourmaline into her coat pocket, put back the 
rest and closed the safe. 
 “He’s such an asshole,” Phip said.
 The crystals she’d pocketed felt sharp when Evie pressed them 
with her fingertips. From before: John standing bent with his arms 
around her, his grassy scent as he fumbled to help her place bits of 
wood on the birdhouse. They were twenty-two years old. 
 “He can be,” Evie said. She moved slowly toward the front room, 
toed around the Chinese cartons piled by the trash. It was as if mortar 
had been loosened from her joints—she might fall; she might move 
freely. 
 At her desk the tools were jumbled, her loupe lens-down on the 
vise. She capped the loupe, piled all of it into a cardboard box Phip 
handed her.
 He opened the door and the cold came in. Reaching into her 
pocket, Evie pressed hard against another crystal until pinpricks 
radiated up her arm. They would drive through the night and, after 
they’d slept, eat breakfast at a truck stop. Later, as Phip took the wheel 
again and the landscape began to open up, he would tell more about 
his time away from home. Afterward she would describe the Glassface 
mine for him—the gem glow, the fall, the Tuesdays that had altogether 
ceased. By the time the food settled, the tourmaline discs would be 
laid out across her lap, showing what should happen next.
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Monsters 

In the small torch-lit kibanda set off behind the towering 
Marangu Hotel, the guide sits among the other guides and porters, 
nursing his third Safari Lager of the night, relieved to be off of the 
monster. That is what they call the mountain. Dubwana. Monster. 
In truth, he is still on the lower reaches of the monster. The slightly 
elevated moorlands skirt the massif for forty kilometers in all 
directions. Kilimanjaro is the most gradual of slopes.
 From his seat at the outdoor bar, the guide can see into the windows 
of the large dining hall high above. The guests mill about, get up to fill 
their plates at the buffet table, sidle over to the pianist to request a song, 
stand in front of the fireplace clutching their small icy drinks. He finishes 
his warm beer and goes out under the stars. It is chilly and curtains of 
mist blow down from the highlands. He has to drop the Swedish climbers 
off at Springlands early tomorrow morning in order to make it to the 
Safarafrika headquarters in Moshi by eight to pick up his new clients. 
He staggers down into the grove, crawls into his tent, covers himself over 
with the tarp, and struggles unsuccessfully to fall asleep.
 A gun fires in the distance and the report echoes over the hills. 
The guide’s thoughts, as they have been doing with more regularity 
lately, shoot back in time, to the day nearly two years earlier, when his 
bus, finally across the border and into the camp, had blown a tire after 
its sleepless seventeen-hour crawl through the dry eastern steppes of 
Rwanda. What has happened since that day, the guide wonders, to 
make all that came before it seem so unreal? He tries to pull the tarp 
up over them, but the thoughts follow him into sleep.

Their presence in Kibondo had been immediately despised, 
from their first conspicuous appearance, as their battered bus jolted 
over the railroad tracks which marked the entrance into the city. There 
was a market, reminiscent of all of the markets the guide—then not a 
guide at all, but an orphaned refugee named Joseph Rugemilira—had 
ever seen.
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 The typical dizzying chaos of the equatorial noon slowed and then 
stopped to watch the shuddering, tightly-packed bus as it rumbled 
through the heart of the marketplace en route to the UN camp at the 
edge of town. Above the dusty horde of staring humanity and lowing 
animals, a thick-voiced preacher stood on a fruit crate, shouting and 
flailing like a man afire. Joseph couldn’t understand the words but 
their intent was clear: get the hell out of our country. 
 The dust swirled and the crowd grew restless and joined in. Stones 
and market-fruits erupted from the crowd and pummeled the bus 
from all sides. Hardly a window remained unshattered as they pulled 
past the barbed wire barricades at the entrance to the UN camp. 
 Joseph watched as, going back through the town on its way back 
to Rungheri to pick up the next load of refugees, the bus stopped again 
in the market surrounded by its own glittering shards of glass, where 
many of the former stone-and-fruit-throwers paid their fare and 
boarded en route to the Nyakanazi station just before the Rwandan 
border. 

In downtown Moshi, after leaving the Swedish climbers off 
at Springlands, the guide weaves through the pandemonium of 
traffic on Mlima Street. The wildly painted mini-busses honk at 
hundreds of different pitches; their bright decals reading Jesus Is 
the Answer, Allah uAkbar, and Sweet Thang shimmer in the sun like 
fluorescent schools of angry, out-of-place fish, careening down the 
thoroughfare. Bicycles and Vespas maneuver the potholed streets like 
the most coordinated of bees. A burst of acrid black smoke from a 
street vendor’s breakfast fire wafts through the cab of the Range Rover 
and the guide gags. The market is thick with activity; the filleting of 
fish, the lowing of cows, the perpetual din of selling and buying. Old 
Islamic men in flowing white robes hover ghostly between the tables 
of iridescent tangerines and pungent sprats. A dusty-suited madman 
stands flagellating himself on a tree stump, providing entertainment 
for the tape-cart boys, their tinny boomboxes squawking something 
brash and driving and American. A lone white man competes with 
their music, proving that his sound can rise higher. “And you will 
repent your sins, and his presence will descend unto you, and you 
will know…” he is yelling, his hands outstretched toward heaven, 
as the guide speeds by, past the market, half afraid that a stone or 
a fruit might be hurtling toward his vehicle from some hidden lair, 
just out of view.
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Inside the camp fence, Joseph and the hundred or so others 
were led toward a large canvas tent by a pot-bellied man in a safari 
hat. When they entered into the shade of the tent, the man took off 
his hat, exposing the whitest skin Joseph had ever seen and two dull 
red eyes. He was a mweupe. Joseph braced to run, fearing devilry, 
but before he could move, the albino looked out at them with a 
bestial smile and broke into a long fit of boisterous laughter. When 
he stopped laughing, he began to speak in English, a language which 
few of them, other than Joseph, understood. “After what you people 
have been through,” he said, “I would not expect you to look so 
frightened of an albino.” He said his name was Dr. Hans, that he was 
the head of this camp, and that they would have nothing to fear; that 
they had found safety and a home here. Joseph thought to translate, 
but decided to remain silent. 
 Soon, several sweaty young white men appeared, somberly bearing 
plates of corn meal paste and spinach. The loose tent flaps whipped 
and thrashed in the wind, which sent small bursts of dust out of the 
earth on the dry flat plain. As he ate, the guide tried not to glance up 
at the vibrant streams of murmuring Tanzanians crowded around the 
periphery fence, glaring through the razor wire like the foreboding 
sentries of some new horror.

Some days, the guide loves his job. Especially when he has 
Germans or Italians in the back. They generally want absolutely 
nothing to do with him; some even seem physically sickened by his 
presence in their vehicle. They are his favorites. When they are in his 
car, ignoring him, he can sometimes let the road and the land overtake 
him; he can sometimes forget he is even there.
 Americans, Brits, and Scandinavians are the worst. Men like Mr. 
Bronson. They are all learning Swahili—all very badly. A constant 
bother, they won’t stop asking him: “You, where are you from?” and 
“Working with Safarafrika, when did you start?” and “How is your 
household?” and “Name of this animals, is what?” and “Bathroom, 
where?” 
 They repeatedly ask him the Swahili words for giraffe, gazelle, 
wildebeest—hippopotamus, stork, elephant—baobab, acacia, snake. 
This is all the worse because, in many cases, he does not know. He 
can hardly speak Swahili himself. Unlike his fellow guides, all 
Tanzanians, he attended English-medium international schools as a 
child in Rungheri. Then, after the genocide, most of the aid workers in 
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the camp, too, like Dr. Hans, had spoken English. Today is his lucky 
day, he thinks, skimming over his client profile on the front steps of 
the Safarafrika office: he has Germans.

At the camp in Kibondo, learning Swahili had been the last 
thing on Joseph’s mind. There were so many unfamiliar languages 
being spoken that his ear had had trouble distinguishing one from the 
other; Swahili from Kirundi, from Kijumbura, from Kisukuma, and 
so on. Not surprisingly, he still often confused them in speech. It was 
obvious to anyone who knew anything about Tanzania that Joseph 
was an outsider, and therefore probably dangerous, running from 
something, hiding something. In general, because of this, he hated 
to speak any language with Africans. Bubu, some of the guides had 
started calling him. Mute.
 “Don’t worry. The road to the parks is very smooth,” the guide is 
reassuring the Germans as they load their coolers and backpacks and 
briefcases and water jugs into the back of the Range Rover. 
 “Fine, fine,” says the man, climbing into the cab. “Hit the A/C 
will you, driver?” And they set off, simply enough, toward the rising 
blazing sun. 
 As they go, the roadside onlookers fixing bicycles in the dirt, 
yanking cassava roots from the red soil, carrying bright plastic buckets 
of water homeward, stare into the refracting windows of the Range 
Rover with a deep longing and a deep resentment, something akin to 
hate. The guide has seen these eyes before. They are, he has begun to 
think, the eyes of Tanzania itself. 
 One hour into the ride, the German tells the guide to stop at the 
nearest toilet. “And be sure it’s a real toilet this time,” he adds. “With 
soap and toilet paper. And not one of those dreadful pits.”
 The guide can see thin gray shoots of smoke pushing up over the 
sizzling horizon. “There is a station up in this town ahead,” he says. 
“Mto wa Mbu. River of the Mosquitoes. But don’t worry, they are not 
up yet. They are lazy sleepers.” 
 This small, poor village, Mto wa Mbu, no matter how many 
times he passed through it, never failed to force his thoughts into 
remembering.

At the camp, the mosquitoes had traveled in clouds. Glutted 
with blood, they flew through the open-air tents in a grotesque slow 
motion. Kibondo, which lies two kilometers south of the convergence 
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of the Moyowosi and Malagarasi rivers, has the highest malaria rate in 
all of Tanzania (just ahead of Mto wa Mbu), and therefore the highest 
malaria rate in all the world. After a few weeks, the aid workers gave 
up on the blood tests and began dispensing the malarial suppressants 
like condoms to anyone who seemed interested. Many refugees chose 
not to report their cases, preferring the forgetfulness and rest that the 
malarial haze promised. Others, who took the pills ignorant of the 
correct dosage, went mad. 
 It had been the mosquitoes, too, that had brought Joseph to the 
attention of Dr. Hans. Being the camp’s only certified doctor, he had 
stayed by Joseph’s bedside as he drifted in and out of the insanity of 
near-cerebral malaria for two days, babbling of the horrors of the 
genocide, of the ghosts of his brothers and sisters, of gory revenge.
 After the quinine shots, when Joseph was finally able to take 
control of his mind again, Dr. Hans had told him that he was very 
impressed with his English; that, in fact, he had never met any African 
who could speak English as well as Joseph. Thus, with the saving of a 
life and a horrifying but articulate tirade, began Joseph’s relationship 
with the albino doctor. They began to eat all of their meals together in 
the cafeteria, Dr. Hans leading all of their conversations, all of their 
conversations centering on the genocide. Dr. Hans began to bring a 
tape recorder to document Joseph’s story over their simple meals of 
rice and beans and fruit.

Mto wa Mbu is swirling itself into a colorful midday boil as 
the Range Rover approaches. The morning fires are burning out. Sellers 
scurry about, carefully displaying their fabrics, carvings, jewelries, 
sandals, water bottles, bananas, pineapples, papayas, mangoes, 
paintings and postcards in stands dotting the roadside, positioned to 
catch the eyes and shillings of the rich wazungu in the passing trucks. 
Bicycles clang up and down the streets, dodging vervet monkeys, 
delivering lamp oil here, cassava meal there, thatched roofing here, 
caged chickens there. Bare-bodied children, waving sticks and rolling 
old tires, race and scream on the red clay paths. 
 The guide pulls into the Kobil station. Peddlers swarm, holding 
up various carved figurines to the windows, stretching countless 
soupspoons, cashew nuts, and Maasai knives skyward, as if offerings 
to God. All of them come at once, each more desperate and determined 
than the other. “Good morning,” “you like this,” “how are you,” “good 
price,” “my friendi,” “I give you good price,” “real Maasai knife,” 
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“three thousand shillings,” “my friendi,” “nice candle holder,” “two 
thousand five hundred shillings,” “please take,” “for you my friendi,” 
“good cashew nut.” 
 The Germans force their way out of their doors and stomp, as if 
through a patch of nasty weather, past the pleading throng, which 
continues to follow them at a short distance, toward the toilets. 

In the camp there had been six deep and narrow pits, each at 
least twenty-five meters long, set off beyond the small farmable plots 
and livestock enclosures. From Joseph’s cassava plot he could see the 
refugee women as they straddled the trenches, their kangas cinched to 
their waists, squatting over the pits to defecate. When the pits neared 
the halfway mark, they were covered over with the red soil and turned 
into more farm plots, and new pits were dug. 
 Twice, children were found inside of these pits, once by Joseph 
himself. Hearing screams one afternoon while tending his plants, 
he had sprinted over to one of the pits to see a wild-eyed young boy 
about ten feet down, neck-deep in shit. Enlisting the help of the others 
farming in the nearby fields, the guide was able to rescue the boy with 
a long chain of shirts tied sleeve to sleeve. 
 The second child, a newborn baby, was spotted early one morning, 
face down and bloated in the miasma. Its mother, Joseph learned later, 
was found huddling in the cattle kraal, repeating over and over that 
she would raise no Interhamwe child.

Ten minutes later the Germans climb back into the Range 
Rover with a bag of cashews, a pair of ebony candle holders, and a 
miniature jeep fashioned out of flattened and bent bottle caps. 
 “I see you have purchased some souvenirs, after all,” says the guide. 
 “My wife cannot say no,” grunts the German, looking over all of 
the outstretched hands, toward the large empty mosque across the 
street. “She has too big a heart, I think.”
 “Look at the poor devils,” the German’s wife protests. “Their 
teeth are so brown. That little money I gave them will feed them for 
weeks.”
 “So their teeth can rot even more,” says the German, ending the 
conversation. 
 “Driver,” he calls, after a short pause in which the Range Rover 
began to pick up speed on the smooth road, “how much longer until 
we get to this godforsaken lodge?” 
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“I have arranged for you to leave this godforsaken camp, if 
you’d like to,” Dr. Hans said bluntly, three days after Joseph finished 
telling his month-long story to the tape-recorder. “You are far too 
smart a boy to sit in this hell wasting your talents. I want to help you.” 
The last line of Joseph’s story had been, “And then they brought me 
here, a place worse than any that I have ever seen, a place which seems 
more hateful than even Rwanda.” 
 Kagame, had, by this time, gained a stronghold along the northern 
border in his fight against the Hutu extremists, but it was clear that the 
refugees would not be going home for quite some time, if ever. Congolese 
insurgents had teamed with the Hutu regime and intensified the pitch 
of massacre in the South. The busloads of refugees continued to come, 
stretching the camps’ resources far past their capacity. In the face of 
this, though rather skeptical, Joseph thanked Dr. Hans and said that he 
would go.
 Dr. Hans would provide papers, a visa, and a job, if Joseph would 
leave the camp and come with him to Moshi the following morning, 
to meet a close friend of his, an American, Mr. Bronson, the operator 
of the Safarafrika safari tours company.
 That next morning, in the passenger seat of the Safarafrika Range 
Rover, Joseph looked over the papers and the operating license which 
Dr. Hans had handed to him. Abdullahi Said. Son of Said Mohammed. 
Born in Zanzibar, TZ on April 6, 1973. The visa, said Dr. Hans, would 
take some time.  
      
The following morning, after another fitful sleep, the guide 
waits for the Germans in the roundabout outside the Ngorongoro 
Wildlife Lodge. The high mountain air is chilly and laced with fog. 
As the Germans are finishing their promised European-Style Buffet 
Brunch, the guide is allowed by the security guards to pass through 
the intricately-carved mahogany doors and into the palatial lobby. 
Its towering glass walls overlook the entire expanse of crater below, 
like something insane with its own majesty. The packs are waiting 
just inside. He picks them up, turns, and exits back through the large 
thick doors.
 These Germans, the guide has been repeatedly told, are very 
important clients. They are, in fact, relatives of Dr. Hans, and so, 
naturally, were to be given the very best safari possible. The guide 
wonders which of them could have possibly been Dr. Hans’s relative. 
He could picture neither one of the squat dark-haired Germans in the 
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same gene pool as the large albino. Nevertheless, he was to treat them 
as royalty. “They must see lions,” Mr. Bronson had demanded when he 
last spoke to the guide. “They must see fantastic things.”
                               
Hundreds of Tutsis, Joseph among them, cowered in drainage 
ditches in Rungheri, covering themselves and their children with palm 
fronds and sawgrass, as what looked from afar to be mobs of nightmare 
werewolves ransacked their homes and howled, raising torches and 
machetes high into the air. Some of the grisly invaders wore bikinis, 
and some wore bloody animal skins, and some wore nothing. Others 
wore suits and t-shirts like normal citizens, but had dyed their hair in 
garish neons. Joseph saw a greying old man dragging a schoolmate 
of his, a young girl named Aisha, from her smoldering home by the 
hair. She kicked at the dirt and he sliced open her shoulder and her 
screams could be heard far down into the valley. Nearby, a group of 
the wildmen in nothing but their underwear took brutal hacks into a 
pile of small bodies, infants and toddlers, like demonic chefs preparing 
a hellish stew. Further up the hill a crew of twenty or so young boys, 
younger than Joseph, danced circles around the burning kindergarten 
holding torches in the air, chanting and somersaulting and shrieking 
as if immersed in some maniacal rite of passage. These wolfish beings, 
Joseph would soon learn, were the soldiers of the Interhamwe, outfitted 
for a fantastic and unexplainable evil. 
      
As the Europeans begin to emerge from the enormous doorway 
of the lodge in a flurry of large hats, mesh vests, and cigar smoke, 
the guide catches sight of Mr. Bronson. He is walking arm in arm 
with the German’s wife. The German follows them out of the doors, 
strolling leisurely with his hands in his pockets and a newspaper 
under his arm. 
 “Good morning sirs and madam,” says the guide as they near the 
vehicle. 
 “I have it on good sources, Abdullahi,” says Mr. Bronson, “that 
there is a pride of lions desperate for meat prowling the eastern rim 
today, and I was just now telling Mrs. Bremmer how you seem to 
have a knack for stumbling across nature in its, shall we say, bloodier 
moments—like that pack of hyenas you came across tearing apart 
the zebras with the Charbonneaus last week.” Mr. Bronson bares his 
teeth and makes a ripping gesture with his hands. “The lady is hoping 
desperately to see a kill today.” 
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 “Yes, yes, she wants a slaughter,” says the German, puffing on his 
just-lit cigar. “Everybody wants a slaughter.” 
    
Joseph never saw any of it coming. Sure there had been news 
of massacres. 1990, four-hundred Tutsis slaughtered in Kibilira. 1992, 
two-hundred more in Bugesera. 1994, just before the RPF invasion, 
three-hundred Hutus rumored to be damming up the northern 
tributaries of the Akanyaru river. Of course he had heard this. 
Rungheri, however, so far away from all of these backward backwaters, 
seemed no more dangerous to him than did his recently acquired 
facial razor. There was always a potential for violence, but there was 
nothing agitating the hand which held the razor. Now, of course, he 
could point to all sorts of signs that had been there, all sorts of tremors 
of the fingers which went unnoticed.
         
“Is this normal?” asks the German, squinting out into the 
thickening white translucence, trying to make out the ghostly shapes 
billowing tall and surreal on either side of the vehicle.
 “Yes sir,” replies the guide. “We are nearly inside of what is called 
a cloud forest.”
 “Well, wake us up when we get out of the dreadful thing,” says the 
German irritably.
 “I’m afraid that might be quite some time, sir,” says the guide. 
“And I think that you might have some trouble sleeping. The road gets 
quite bumpy up ahead.”
 “I think I’ll manage,” says the German, pulling a flask out of one 
pocket and a bottle of pills from another.
 “Driver,” says the German’s wife, “are you sure this is safe? Can 
you even see the road?”
 “Please don’t worry yourself, madam,” says the guide. “This path 
is well known to me. We will be out of it and into the veldt with the 
bloodthirsty lions before you know it.” 
          
Before the plane crash, the RPF invasion, the declaration 
of the State of Emergency, and the RTLM broadcasts, the fearful 
apocalyptic talk of race war was thought by nearly all in this region, 
Hutu and Tutsi alike, to be nothing more than the typical ignorance 
of the bush-dwellers and the sensationalistic buffoonery of the weekly 
papers. Rwanda was different now—everyone knew that—Hutus were 
allowed access to the highest echelons of society, Tutsis were no longer 
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colonial stooges. Joseph’s closest friend, Alex Hambatou, was Hutu. 
Most of his father’s patients were Hutu. His father’s mother, in fact, 
his favorite relative, who had so thrilled him and his sisters with those 
fantastic tales of giant killers and talking lions, claimed Hutu blood. 
 Joseph remembered mocking a headline one day with his friend 
Alex in the library of their school as they readied for the Form Five 
exams. The headline read, Tutsi Leaders Vow Complete Annihilation 
of Hutu Race by December, and was positioned next to an article titled 
Bill Clinton Possessed by Witches, and another, Potions to Keep Your 
Wife Faithful. 
 “You know, Alex,” he said, “these papers never lie.” He gave him 
a wicked smile. “You better forget about this test and just enjoy these 
next two months, my friend. December is fast approaching.” They had 
laughed. They had laughed at the idiocy of it. 
    
“In order to enter into the Ngorongoro crater basin,” he 
is explaining to the German’s wife, “we must first climb high up the 
crater’s outside walls, up into the cloud forests of Karatu. This is where 
Jane Goodall studied before going to Rwanda,” he lies, to please her. 
“These hills are filled with mountain gorillas.” 
 The German’s wife puts her face to the window and cups her 
hands around it but to no avail; the fog will not part. 
 “These forests are suspected by some archaeologists to be the 
birthplace of mankind,” the guide continues, glancing back at her in 
the mirror, telling the truth this time. “The first human skeleton was 
found in the Olduvai Gorge, only about a five days’ walk from here.” 
 “Don’t you think it’s strange,” she looks up at him amiably, “that 
the first humans came from Africa?” 
      
He and Alex were walking home from an early evening study 
session. December had come and gone. Joseph had explained 
this to Alex by proclaiming it a simple bureaucratic slip-up. “The 
annihilation,” he explained, “was to be next December, not, as 
mistakenly reported, this December.” The Form Five exams were 
rapidly approaching. They were descending the steep clay path that cut 
through the eucalyptus and banana palm hillside to their neighboring 
homes, happy and playful at the beginning of the weekend, talking of 
the meals their mothers would have ready for them when they got 
home, when they heard the first RTLM broadcasts crackling through 
Alex’s tiny handheld:
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Loyal Hutus, the time for the destruction of the enemy has 
come. Since they are a single ethnic group, we can exterminate 
them easily. Just look at the height and appearance of a person 
and then mash his pretty little nose. We can’t let them attack 
our country while we cross our little arms and flee in every 
direction. We must take sticks, clubs, machetes, and stop them 
from destroying our country.

    
The German’s wife is sleeping. The guide is driving as slowly 
and steadily as he can to keep it this way. Bumping gently through 
these invisible forests, especially in the dawning hours, has always 
excited something deep and unexplainable in him. In the ascent, 
the air becomes tangible; he can feel its gravity weighing on him. He 
cracks his window to let a thin slice of fog slip in. He breathes it in 
deeply. He lowers his window further, allowing it to billow in upon 
him and cool his skin. The cab quickly fills with a thin spectral mist. 
He can push it, drink it in, expel it, mold it. He can wrap himself inside 
of it, hide in its folds. This is the stuff of origins, the raw material of the 
universe, he thinks, and at this moment he knows that man is not clay, 
but cloud. The guide feels as if he could make or unmake anything that 
he wanted to out of this air, given enough time.  
    
From the hillside, cowering amid the motionless banana 
palms, holding Alex in his arms and being held by him, smelling 
the smoke rising into the hills, seeing the gaudy Interhamwe militias 
stalking the charred streets of Rungheri, listening to the little pink 
radio promote the extermination of his race, Joseph had thought 
himself insane. Neither he nor Alex spoke. They just looked out at the 
impossible and held on to each other tightly, as if they weren’t two 
young men, as if they hadn’t just been turned into enemies. Watching 
the black smoke thrash into the darkening blue sky above the village, 
convinced it was a dream, Joseph slapped himself, but did not awaken. 
He had never believed that any of this would ever happen, not really. 
Seeing it happen, he still didn’t believe that it would happen.
 A rush of footsteps and a chorus of yells erupted from the hilltop 
above them. 
 “What have our parents let happen?” Alex took Joseph’s hand. “I 
will hide you from them,” he said.  
 But this is exactly the kind of thing that the guide doesn’t want to 
be thinking about, drifting higher and higher, up and up and up, into 
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the ethereal and forgetful mist, bumping along toward who knows 
what. Forget war, he thinks. Forget country. The shadowy loomings 
of giant acacias eerily emerge and re-envelop themselves in cloud. 
Forget pain, he thinks. Forget past. Forget love. The vehicle crests an 
unseen hill, begins an invisible descent. This is where things can be 
surrendered, swallowed, transformed, he thinks. This is surely where 
new things are made. 
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Asides

On a sun-drenched street, one man looked up in time
to see hundreds of pigeons startle skyward just
before the impossible impact. Their reflection
shaped a flag of shadow on glass buildings
split-seconds before the image flew into shards,
a confetti of knives, and the birds
gone into a suddenly darkening sky.

It’s said a woman in a Brooklyn kitchen turned
to see clouds in her window-glass, a backyard
filling with white paper, drifts of it shining
in sunlight but edged with the ink-black
of old-fashioned death letters. Beneath a sky
grown smoky with erasure, she turned toward
the new weather, alien snow bearing
the incomprehensible signatures of fire.

A man looked out an office window toward
other offices like his on another street,
felt close thunder first, and then—
for one tick of the clock—heard a huge
music he took to be beautiful, took to be
an inexplicable waterfall, gravity and silver
rivers at their play. Until he shivered
into seeing falling glass, the new Deluge.

All over Europe, and in Vietnam, in Russia,
China, Greece, Cambodia, Rwanda, Tibet—
were there answering shadows, a dimming
of light?
        Imperceptible ash, might the dead
of a century’s wars have risen
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like motes for a moment?
           In the Hiroshima Museum
a sunshaft continued to bend, flowering again
and again within a vase of melted glass.

And in countries made of blood-feud and sand,
didn’t women turn from murmured prayers
toward the sky’s answer, blank blue
point-blank burning glass?

Here, as in the slant light of every September,
caterpillars moved slowly along the turning leaves,
the cricket opened and shut his rusted door
into autumn; one particular firefly went out,
last low star of the season, indifferent
as a nova to what men have made:
             our marvelous
looking glass that holds in a network of steel
and invisible signal, history and myth
and money laid across the world.
The great snare shines in its cables
like the orb-weaver’s art, trembles fragile
as any web on night grass
            in a field of starlight.



30  u  Crab Orchard Review

William Archila

At the Water’s Edge

I have stood at the bay, watched 
the fishermen sail out at dawn, the roar 

 of waves raging at the rocks, palm trees 
 still dark. This is my first winter
 
in a city of snow, where I work scrubbing walls, 
pushing a long mop down halls, scuffed floors,

 wandering the building after hours,
 emptying trashcans till the bodies come

with no sound, flat on the dirt
like bones of dead trees piled in the dark.

 I was only a boy, still shy,
 still alone, when I peered my eyes

over the small window of the coffin, stared for a minute: 
the face of chalk, nail heads of the eyes—death

 a rock, solid and strong, 
 always there in the cup of my hands.

I see how it lives, how it swells with sand,
roots from the bottom of the sea,

 how it washes out pieces of wood, 
 fish heads, the vein of a leaf sunk into the ground.

I think of the dead, how they will never feel
the curve of the bay, how it foams
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 at the mouth, throbs at a country
 I fled years ago. It doesn’t matter.

It’s all gone. Today, some other boy comes
to the sea, says its name 

 better than I did. It doesn’t matter 
 if I return, watch the waves 

tear away at the land,
the fishermen come back at dusk.
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The Night John Lennon Died

I come down the thrashed mountain
repeating, “The lord is my shepherd. I shall not want,”
my mother’s hand over mine, the moon on guard,
wind slapping my face, smell of rain and trees
as we enter the states, fog rolling out
at dawn, suburbs glazed in light—
a load of refugees coming out of the ravine
across streets, hiding behind parked cars
dripping with mist, bodies low and close,
crawling on the floor like soldiers over mudflats.

My mother in her best clothes—Lee corduroy
jacket, Levi’s jeans—carries a newspaper
close to her chest, the picture of a man
from Liverpool shot in front of his house.
I am eleven, running toward a father
who had become a kitchen helper, pots and pans
burned black, the slow drag of chain smoke
as he waited for the bus, the cold breath
of the American night on his back.

I never imagined the next morning, grey and damp, 
watching my father coming out of the wooden house.
I want to take the boy, who lost his dad in a gun blast, 
say, here is mine, a man who left a country rift in half. 
Here he is, defeated, this Salvadoran I will face,
this one with the wet apron and yellow gloves. 
I say nothing, not a single word, not even a sound
as he touches my head, my arms around his waist.
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Names of Birds

We will never see any of these birds,
I said, but they have such beautiful names.

Listen: red-throated pipits and pied flycatchers,
Black-eared wheatears and wrynecks.

I read aloud to our silence on a road
That cut through the hills of Crete.

Listen: white wagtails, chukars,
Stonechats and alpine swifts.

Waders and stone curlews,
Fantailed warblers, ruppells and egrets. 

Rock doves, gulls, blackcaps, 
Cuckoos, ruffs and short-toed larks.

Here is my offering of language
For there is little else to say.

Woodsandpipes. Buzzards.

Blue rock thrushes.
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shahid reads his own palm

I come from the dusty hands of men who used
 the smoldering end of blunts to blow shotguns,

men who arranged their lives around the mystery
 of the moon breaking a street corner in half;

past the praying woman knelt before Planned Parenthood.
 
I come from “Swann Road” written in a child’s
 huge and intense block letters across a playground fence.
 
From the orange globe with black stripes in Bishop’s left 
 hand rolling helplessly to the sideline, a crowd of ten-

year-olds open-mouthed, waiting to see the end of the sweetest 
 crossover since Hardaway pushed the pill from right to left. 

I come from Friday night’s humid and musty air,
 Junk Yard Band playing heavy in a stolen Bonneville.

The tilted end of a bottle of Wild Irish Rose against my lips.

I come from beneath a cloud of white smoke, a lit pipe 
 and the way glass heats rocks into a piece of heaven.

A bullet in an unfired snub-nosed revolver, tofu scrambled
 with garlic and purple onion slices, and every day

the small muscles in my finger threatened to pull
 a trigger, slight and curved like my woman’s eyelashes.
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Outskirts of Lynchburg

Unresting sadness rings
inside silent rings. The tree
keeps many secrets
expressed in twisted bark,

the jerked, frayed stem, fruit
not of its own making.

Why talk when they have grown part
of its own heaviness. 

Torches crisped the leaves.
Sooty laughter tarred the moon.

The iron taste of what
they did is laid down
in bark slowly entwisting
the rotten stem.
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Scar

What is it you forget in your vigil,
cell after cell like petals on the grave
of first days, so often strange, your veil
of skin ruffled, renewed, as if you grieved

in the blind color of too much light.
So late you sleep there, so leaden the pour
of suns that cannot touch you. The blood you let,
the foaming of the crevice—what old prayer

of needle and thread could ever answer
the power of arrival. The body opens
its red door which in turn opens the flare
of the eye. Don’t you remember. You pinned

each to itself like an armless sleeve.
Unlikely, true. White shadow of the wound
that is no wound. The wind in the leaves
and the sound it makes, after the wind.
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Bizet

It started with his tongue, his throat,
the inflammation that flared up
from time to time; all his life 
the spells, the fever, as if unfinished

music blew the embers in him,
flew them through the path of drink,
of song. It started with his throat,
history says, knowing so little 

where death begins, if it’s the sound
he conceived gazing in the Seine,
the melody that followed him 
through the maze of soiled streets,

in and out of moods that fell
like shadows from the high walls.
In the end he swore the Paris air
had poisoned him. In his head

the two bold notes of ground bass 
dragged from one ear to another,
forever dragging, as if he were 
the dark that swells inside a cello.

All night the thrum of the chamber, 
the fray of the bow. It was the best 
he could do, his Carmen, and yet
not all he expected, not quite
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the slash and burn of another spring.
Still he threw its Spanish aria 
like a flower into the chest of his 
last day. He too was a Carmen.

He loved both bull and the brute
that killed him, the flare of the song 
with such duress, such light to shed. 
There’s power in the absurd

violence raised to an art,
in the eye of the lover who stares 
you in the face and says, I want, 
I want. Though more than this: I am. 

The love-sick corporal in the drama— 
who was he but the animal 
he knew so little and so became.
In the end the two bold notes 

dragged through Bizet like a fighter
and his dead bull, until the one ear,
the first, went weary, deaf. True, 
the animal always dies offstage.

But something of the fanfare—
the dancers, picadors, bandilleros—
spilled into footlights, horrified
that such a soldier went so far

he had one ear in the other 
world already. No less a beast, 
bowed, furious, castrated, armed. 
And then the final absurdity.

How fortunate. For those who stay
what more could they want: that leap
of disbelief, the moment the man
plunges his dagger in, plunges
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the strong dark chord —call it the will
to die, to live, to die by living—
and with it the signature dissonance
of the one who cannot love him back—

cannot, will not—the same cold notes
that follow her everywhere, 
even as she buckles over the blade
and the song’s blood comes streaming out.



40  u  Crab Orchard Review

Tara Bray

Contortionist

Born stiff, with a face too angled for this world, 
I am a thin circus of breath, rapid, untimely. 
You’d think I’d want to dig in, commune with earthly 
outrage or hell’s jargon; I simply long to loosen the hard 
wire of shoulder blades, pry open the letterbox. To bend 
means to tongue a madwoman’s spoon, or straight-backed 
to yank a branch of bitterbrush clamped by teeth. 
Moon of messiness & monk’s desire, luck 
pooling at the feet, the swipe of ice, curve, torque—
all mantra magnified. Not too much. Not together. 
I covet the untouched body, wrenched by its own accord,
its clean hands scrolled down to oblivion.
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Up in the Cottonwood

The kestrel trapped a sparrow in its claws,
pressing past its captive to the branch beneath.
The smaller bird went limp,
then thrust itself into a fluttering protest,
then went limp again, back and forth,
 
the kestrel calm, so lean-eyed.
Ease is what I saw, and grace.
The sparrow, revealing not one slit of beauty,
was only body—clamp, struggle, dampness—
fighting for this world, beneath two claws
  
that pierced its softness like a rhapsody, 
the kestrel fully alive in order to create a little dying. 
Two birds caught up 
in what some might step back from 
or count themselves in luck to see.
 
They loomed above, spilling down reality 
like elders chock full of elegance and grit. 
There is a glimmer to disaster, a calm stone 
at survival’s core. So natural, those darklings, 
all around them sky and green.
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Retina

No sudden darkness, no curse, but a slow black
curtain falling, almost like being born
again, my mother said. 
     And the next day: surgery,
to fasten the retina, like wallpaper, back to the frazzled 
optic nerve and satisfy its hunger for impulse 
and clear astonishment of light. 

     When I saw her after, 
I felt like I was catching the sun in an intimate moment. 
Still drowsy from halothane and smelling like blood, she slid off 
the hospital bed toward the bleached bathroom. The bruised eye 
beginning to focus the first wave of vision with the bandage removed,
the angry slivers aligning to the raw unmediated glare
while I held fast to her and we both 
stared until it hurt.
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Seduction of a Small Town

Here, no doors can open. Grief and ice
have swollen into deadbolts.

Three days since cars and plows,
three years since your body-box.

The wind exhales snow across roads
like ether. I count the nights

dressed in sweat, naked: Close my eyes,
fall into something uncharted,

white. Sometimes, death is a house.
Sometimes, a house in winter:

Windows frozen shut, only damp wood
awaiting the match.

Snowbound, I go hunting for things:
Things meant to be found on days like this—

A light blue wedding garter, a half-finished letter
addressed to me one December. It says,

School’s dismissed early today
and there’s chili on the stove.
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Elk Medicine

The woman came here from Ohio, 1200 miles in her brother’s 
truck, her first time driving so far alone. She brought good hiking 
shoes and warm clothes; it gets chilly in the mountains even in July. 
She brought field guides to wildlife and plants; she wants to learn the 
names of all the trees, all the wildflowers and grasses. She hopes to 
track animals. And she will see to the drilling of the well.
 They need the well before they can build on the land they inherited. 
Lucky people—the woman, her husband, her brother, her sister-in-
law—they will in a few years have a summer place, a time-share in the 
Colorado Front Range, a mountain cabin with a wooden porch, right 
where she’s parked the camping truck, on the edge of the hill looking 
out over the valley toward mountains. She teaches biology in a high 
school, the only one of her family with enough time in the summer to 
be there for the well-drilling.

Time! Solitude! She dials her Ohio number, to tell her husband 
she’s arrived safely, but the call won’t go through on her cell phone. 
She walks down to an open patch on the hillside, tries again. Still no 
connection. The nearest public phone is ten miles away. A rancher she 
doesn’t know lives three miles down the road, but why trouble him? 
There’s no emergency, and she’s tired of driving. 
 The next day, Wednesday, the drilling rig arrives, churning dust 
and gravel along the jeep trail. She waves the rig through the gate and 
fastens it with the padlock, and when she’s hiked back up the hill, the 
tractor has been settled, jacked and blocked, on a clump of juniper. The 
crane rears up slowly until it’s vertical, tall as the pines on either side. 
The woman watches from the slope above as the well-driller unpacks 
the huge drill-bit (450 pounds, he will tell her soon, with perfectly round 
carbide balls embedded in its head), fastens it to a pulley, hefts it as it 
swings through the air and lodges above a platform between the controls 
and the drilling rods. Pulling levers and flicking switches, watching 
dials, the driller guides a rod off the rack, screws it to the bit, and sends 
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it into the ground. Dirt and gravel rise in a cloud, and the woman hears 
the clang as the carbide hits rock. The dust becomes finer and pinker, 
forming a mound around the hole under the platform. 
 He digs thirty feet. Then he puts a steel casing down the hole and 
mixes cement in a barrel the size of an oil drum. He has large shoulders 
and long arms, and he moves with his legs bent, a man accustomed 
to working on slopes, always with one foot higher than the other. 
He hooks the barrel of wet cement to a cable on a pulley, raises it, 
catches it with his back as it swings through the air, rolls it around 
his shoulder, and holds it as cement pours into the hole around the 
casing. “It’ll harden overnight,” he says. The woman has come from 
her seat on a log to touch the fine granite dust with her fingers. He 
paws at the mound: “See how it changes color here?” Shows her layers: 
gray, then pinkish tan. His hand is dark with machine grease; his cap, 
his mustache, his arms are gray with granite dust. “The first sign that 
we’ve hit water,” he says, “is that the dust stops.”

“How sure of water are you?” she asked, over the phone last 
winter when they arranged the drilling. The contract says he will drill 
down at least 200 feet, and if there’s not enough water she can have 
him pull out and try somewhere else. She—the four of them, really, 
none with much disposable income—will pay $14 a foot. 
 “Oh there’s water,” the well-driller said. “You’re just on the other 
side of that granite ridge, above the old sea bed…” He described the 
line of the ancient ridge, the fissures in the granite through which water 
crept, deep under forested hills. How deep? That was the question. 
 “What if there’s water at 150 feet—do I still pay for the whole 200?” 
 The well-driller chuckled. “I’ve dug a hundred-some wells around 
here since 1988, and they’re all at least 250 feet. O.K., yeah, there was 
Arno Loughlin, over to South Park. His place is right on top of a real 
shallow underground lake, but it’s not very big…” He had a relaxed 
western voice, telling the story of the Loughlin well. 

“Every well seems to have a story,” the woman tells her 
husband that evening. She had to drive into town to call from a little 
booth outside the Thunderbird Inn, which is a bar full of noise.
 “I’m proud of you, driving all that way, staying alone so long,” her 
husband says. “You should be proud of me, too. I biked twenty miles 
today, after work.”
 “Did you ride all the way up Devil’s Backbone?”
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 “I had to walk about half of it. By the end of the summer I’ll be 
riding the whole way. But I’m fifty.”
 “Fifty-one,” she says. “Two years ahead of me.”
 “Oh yes. I forgot.” They agree she’ll call again when the drill has 
hit water, or reached 350 feet ($4900)—or on the weekend, whichever 
comes first. They need to be careful with money. “We can’t go much 
over five thousand on this well,” her husband says.
 Back at her campsite, she looks out at the meadow below, sees it as 
ocean—around the edge mammoths and giant sloths move among ur-
ferns, palms, sequoias, insects in the warm air—the land was tropical 
then, millions of years ago. Now it’s dry: pines and aspens grip the 
gravelly hillsides, interspersed with leathery plants—sage, yucca, 
cactus, mountain mahogany.

On the second day the dust stops at 187 feet. The woman 
covers her ears against the relentless hammering and sees damp 
granules spewing out of the hole. Water! “Not much!” the well-driller 
shouts over the noise. He comes close to explain. “There’re quite a few 
fractures—we just hit one, hear it? The spaces change.” He thumps his 
knuckles against his palm in time with the hammering of the drill.
 No point in pulling out now. They’ll go on drilling. All afternoon 
she watches, rapt, as the well-driller guides each new twenty-foot rod 
(he calls them “sticks”) off the rack and swings it into position. He has 
a bucket of thick silver grease and a sort of wand, and while he guides 
each stick to screw it into the one already in the ground, he swabs the 
screw threads with grease, first below, then above. Then he throws a 
wedge over the stick in the ground to hold it while the descending 
stick screws in. Every move is deft, practiced, economical. He works 
the groaning rig as though it were an extension of his body—as it is, 
the woman sees. “Do you get bored doing this?” she asks him.
 “Very,” he says. 
 He comes to her camping truck at the end of the afternoon, 
knocking on the little rattly door, bringing a paper for her to sign to 
approve his drilling past 200 feet. She offers coffee and brings the cups 
outside. 
 “Look, elk.” He points with a coffee cup to the far valley, where 
dark specks move slowly against the pale green. “They’ll all be mamas 
and babies,” he says. “It’s calving season.”
 She retrieves binoculars from the truck and looks through the 
lenses at big elk, little elk, walking across the distant field, stopping 
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to graze, walking again. “Do you see a lot of elk?” She hands him the 
binoculars.
 “I hunt ’em,” he says, peering into the valley. “With bow and 
arrow. Every September.” 
 “Oh.” She flinches without meaning to.
 “My wife’s gotten used to letting me go,” he says. “I need it more 
and more. I can feel right now the urge—doesn’t matter if I get the elk, 
I just need to be out there following ’em through the woods.”

After he leaves she’s restless, walking the empty land, down 
the back of the hill through an aspen grove, across a meadow. The 
sun is behind the hills now; in the clear gray light the flowers leap 
out, thick, fleshy blossoms, like gentians or paintbrush, but larger, and 
gray-white, some of them. Others are purple. They fill the meadow 
like soft cloud. She picks one and sniffs it, chews a thick moist petal. 
It’s vaguely sweet.
 You’re being hokey, she tells herself, because she is thinking of the 
well-driller, stalking elk with his bow drawn and his arrow cocked. 
The hair on his tan muscular forearms glints gold. She’s been watching 
him thrust stiff rods into the earth for two days—what a macho cliché, 
she thinks. There is a welter of thoughts she can not yet think; she feels 
them pressing forward in a mass. I want water to come into the well. 
That much is true.
 She has walked round the hill; now she’s crossing an open slope, 
and suddenly there are the elk, in the meadow just below her—three 
of them, no, five, then fifteen, all cows; she creeps closer, down the 
hill and behind a tree, watching, creeps further. They’ve gathered in 
the hollow where wild oats grow dark. The babies bobble along the 
other slope—four, six, eight calves herded by three of the largest cows. 
When she reaches the jeep trail she can see the herd—fifty or sixty 
elk—scattered across the meadow, dark heads dipping to graze, then 
rising again, rumps pale. The cows and calves call to each other with 
mewing peeping sounds. A young cow is looking at her. 
 The woman looks back. The elk steps forward, as if she were 
curious. Her ears sprout from the dark triangle of her face like 
propeller vanes. The woman takes three steps and stops. The cow-
elk takes three steps, stops, as if to say, Let’s see you walk again. The 
woman steps away from the road. The elk steps in the meadow above. 
The woman hears the elk breathing, so she takes a deep, noisy breath 
herself. They have that sound in common. Then one of the larger cows 
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barks—a single shrill yap—and the young elk turns, trots back to the 
herd.
 The woman walks back to the road and climbs to her little trailer. 

“The well-driller’s a friendly guy,” she writes to her sister-
in-law the next morning. She has promised long descriptive letters. “I 
like to watch him work. He wears filthy jeans with a circle on the pocket 
from his chewing tobacco tin, soft muddy hiking boots, a sleeveless 
T-shirt, a greasy ball cap, a two- or three-day beard—but oh! let me tell 
you about my encounter with the elk-woman….” She drives into town 
to mail the letter, buys five more gallons of water and a six-pack of Diet 
Coke, and when she returns she hears the drilling rig at full throttle, 
hammering rock.
 When the well-driller sees her, he holds up three fingers. “What?” 
She walks down to where he stands. The mound under the platform 
seems damp. He walks backward uphill, beckoning with big waves, 
taking yellow foam plugs out of his ears. “Three fractures, two of them 
wet,” he says. “I measured when I got here; you got about an eighth of 
a gallon a minute.”
 “That’s not enough, is it?”
 “Ideally you’d want at least a gallon a minute—we’re about 248 feet 
now, and fractures close together like that are a good sign. That third 
fracture was strange—an empty space—the drill stopped completely 
for about ten seconds.” 
 “You mean it could start gushing water any minute?” 
 He shrugs. “I dunno about gushing, but…well, yeah, it could.”
 He returns to drilling. She picks out a ponderosa pine that must 
be thirty feet tall, multiplies it by nine and mentally sends it down 
270 feet, a long shaft through the rocks that form this hill, through 
the rock that lies under the base, through the clay below the meadow, 
deeper yet. 
 The well-driller puts a round white chip into her hand: smooth, 
cold. Quartz? “Ice!” he shouts. “The changing temperature down there 
does this!” And he explains into her ear about the heat under the drill 
bit, the long climb up the shaft which freezes moisture. 
 “How much water?” she calls into his ear, standing on tiptoe 
breathing on his neck, dusted gray over the tan. He shakes his head—
not much.
 The thunderstorm hits with force late in the afternoon, ragged 
streams of rain and then hail bouncing on the slope, pummeling the 
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rig, soaking through her jean jacket. She isn’t cold, and the drill bit 
is 289 feet down. At the end of this stick, 300 feet, he will ask her for 
another decision: keep going or not? 
 Then: flash. The hillside cracks and rumbles, and the well-driller 
turns off the rig. “I’m going to wait in the truck,” he says. 
 “I don’t like lightning,” he explains as she clambers into the 
cab of his red pickup. “It got me once. I was closing a gate, holding 
on to a wire fence, and the lightning hit somewhere down the line, 
traveled…” he shudders. 
 “What did it feel like?”
 “Awful. I was burned, that’s all, but lightning spooks me.” He pulls 
the Copenhagen can from his back pocket, opens it, sticks a shred of 
tobacco into the side of his mouth—the movements as practiced and 
thoughtless as his working of the rig; it’s the first time she’s seen anyone 
do that. The radio plays country & western—smoky bar, golden liquor, a 
dangerous woman—and the windows of the truck fog in the rain.
 The well-driller shoulders himself into a sweatshirt, then pulls a 
bottle of Mountain Dew from behind the seat, uncaps it. “Want some?” 
His hand points the twenty-ounce bottle to her left breast.
 “No thanks.” The woman shakes her head. He takes the bottle back 
to his lips, sips once, caps the bottle, twists toward her and returns the 
bottle to its space behind her. Rain hammers the metal and glass around 
them. Their four thighs, encased in denim, streaked with granite-dust 
and damp with rain, steam on the seat. The woman rakes her wet hair 
with one hand, then puts both hands in her pockets. The man rests his 
hands on the steering wheel, drumming with only his thumbs.
 The woman sends her mind down to the dry rock under the hill. 
“I want there to be water,” she says.
 “So do I,” says the well-driller.
 The storm passes and he digs eleven more feet, the well spurting 
rock dust in vigorous clouds. “Maybe you’re up to a quarter of a gallon 
a minute,” he tells her in the ringing silence after he’s shut off the rig 
for the day. “We’ll test it on Monday.”
 She drives ahead of the well-driller’s red pickup out through the 
gate and into town, where she parks next to the Thunderbird Inn. 
He waves as he drives past, heading home, where he has a wife and 
children. The woman misses her husband, who does not answer the 
phone. Maybe he’s out on his bike, she thinks, hunched over handlebars 
in a landscape humid and green as a jungle, his yellow biking shirt 
soaked with sweat.
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 Inside the Thunderbird Inn, she orders a dark draft and drinks 
at the bar, sitting on a stool watching young people who dress like 
cowboys and feel comfortable that way. They insult each other and 
hoot. She thinks of her students in Centerburg. She tries to show 
them intricate, tender protozoans, and they guffaw or tell her the little 
buggers are creepy. They would like the Thunderbird Inn.
 At the end of the beer she phones again. “Honey?”
 “Hey there!” Her husband is cheerful. “Twenty-five miles today— 
and all but the last fifteen feet of Devil’s Backbone. I’m beat.” They talk 
about their daughter, who has landed a job in Japan, teaching English.
 “Maybe we can visit her there.”
 “Maybe we can win the lottery,” he says. “We’re still paying for 
college, remember. And now the well.”
 She tells him about the 300-foot shaft, slowly filling with water 
over the weekend.

Saturday the sun comes out and stays. In shorts and a tank 
top, she walks through the damp morning grasses, soaking her shoes 
and socks, identifying sage, yucca, common buffalo grass. She carries 
a bottle of water and her field guides in a backpack. The white, gray, 
and purple meadow flowers turn out to be loco weed: cattle eat them 
and get a little wild. She nibbles again the bland moist petals. No one is 
here, not even on the neighboring land. She wriggles under the barbed-
wire fence and stretches, then takes off her shirt. Anyone looking into 
the valley, she thinks, would see a graying woman with sagging breasts 
and doughy legs—but then she stops thinking about how she must 
look, because she feels the sun’s heat pouring into her through the thin 
air, and her body knits together, deep inside itself, and relaxes as she 
walks. She pees in the woods with great pleasure, stuffing the damp 
kleenex into the pocket of her shorts. Then she takes off the shorts and 
walks on. Her whole body wants to be in the warm air, and from her 
trail, along a hillside among aspens, she can see far enough to dress 
quickly if a human appears. It is an elk trail; she sees their tracks in 
the drying mud. They’ve been nibbling aspen bark, leaving fragrance 
as well as torn branches and trunks. 
 A horse and rider appear on the far side of the meadow—too far 
away to tell whether the rider is male or female, child or adult. The 
woman puts her clothes on and claws at her hair. She doesn’t want to 
see anyone, so she turns back into the woods, finds a seat on a boulder 
streaked with yellow and black lichens, drinks some water. 
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 “I want there to be water.” “So do I.” The exchange seemed to be 
about the two of them and the well at the same time. No it didn’t, she 
tells herself.
 He looms close behind her, suddenly; she almost turns to look, 
but no, it’s fantasy of course, his approach, his long arms around her. 
She would turn. His lips would open to hers; he would stroke her cheek 
with his thumb. She stops him, tells him no, he does not know her at 
all, could not really want her, as she does not really want him. She 
knows what real desire is, and it’s not this simple awareness of how soft 
her T-shirt is, of how his big hand might feel covering her knee. 
 She gets home quickly, focusing only on her own breathing and 
the rhythm of her shoes on the earth, and at the door of the camper 
truck she is grateful to be exhausted and hungry. The afternoon sun is 
too strong to stay outdoors under, so she eats a sandwich at her little 
fold-down table and reads a book of American Indian stories, reads 
about the exploits of Coyote and Glooscap, about the white buffalo, 
about Uncigela, the monster of the northern plains.
 There is a bit about a young man wooing a woman with his flute. 
The story connects the flute with an elk call. “The elk, wise and swift, 
is the one who owns the love charm,” she reads. “If a man possesses elk 
medicine, the girl he likes can’t help sleeping with him. He will also be 
a lucky hunter.”
 Why does she like to read folk tales with animals? Her husband 
has asked her. He reads The Economist and Patrick O’Brian’s adventure 
novels. She can tell him why she loves Annie Dillard or Emily 
Dickinson, not why she enjoys these stories of people strange to her. 
Not why these people, who turn into crows and follow white buffalo, 
do not seem strange to her.
  The guidebooks teach her to differentiate between chipmunks 
and several types of ground squirrels. She learns that male elk “bugle” 
in the fall, but in July she will hear mostly the piercing peeps and barks 
of the cow- and calf-elk. She studies crow, magpie, Steller’s jay, and 
the two kinds of woodpeckers. She goes out again at sunset, when the 
mountain peaks turn rosy with reflected light. The tracks gouged by 
the drilling rig form dark shadows on the hillside.

The next morning she remembers only a vague image from her 
dream—a man entering a cool underground room full of baskets—
and a sense of intimacy with shapes and half-notions. A lover against 
her—no one specific; she feels cloth and body, holding and being held, 
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and not-knowing-who is part of the intimacy. She has a second day of 
complete solitude ahead.
 She remembers Jimmy, without knowing why—he was not the 
man in her dream. He was a young man in Philadelphia, when she was 
a young woman. She remembers thinking, as they sat together on the 
marble steps of the art museum, Why can’t we just have a little sex the 
way we might have a little ice cream?
 It didn’t work: that was the lesson she learned from Jimmy. The 
sex was complicated by his water bed and by the lies they told each 
other—she borrowed Tufts, her brother’s college, that night, said she 
lived in Boston, raised tropical fish, created a marvelous magic version 
of herself, knowing she was leaving the next day and would never see 
him again.
 She woke at four in the morning to hear him weeping, drunk on 
vodka, in the grimy flat that smelled of Vietnamese spices and dirty 
socks—wretched, he told her, because she wouldn’t stay. Two months 
later he found her. She was in Boston, after all, on her first teaching job, 
with no time to spare for a stranger, which was who he had become to 
her. There was an ugly scene before he finally left.
 It is Sunday. She is in the mountains alone, a happy mature woman, 
wise from Jimmy-type experiences and years of marriage. 
 The rig sits, an alien factory among the trees, and the woman walks 
down the jeep trail to the neighbor’s cow pond. No one is around, so 
she goes in naked, and after the first shock of cold the weeds stroke 
her breasts and belly, twine between her legs, and she loses all anxiety 
about water snakes and mud puppies, soaks her head thoroughly and 
paddles, exhilarated.
 Afterward she climbs the hill and spends the rest of the afternoon 
on the hillside identifying wildflowers, wearing thongs to protect 
herself from gravel and cactus spines. The air is quiet; she breathes 
with the faint wind.
 The idea comes to her that the earth wants them to let flow, that 
there must be a ritual for a man and a woman to enact, that would 
bring them into harmony with the earth. They would not be their 
daily selves, of course; they would be…oh, earth and steel, male and 
female principle. And the water would come into the well. 

“Why didn’t you ask about using a douser?” her sister-in-law 
says over the phone Sunday evening. The Thunderbird Inn is closed, so 
the woman eats an ice cream bar from the gas station across the street. 
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 “I did, too late: after he started to drill. They call them water-witches 
around here. Our driller knows a guy named Joe Blowers, who works at 
the post office in town. Joe charges $150 to walk around the hillside with 
a bent wire hanger and says he doesn’t know how it works, or whether 
it’s better than common sense with a little geology.”
 “I wish you’d asked earlier,” her sister-in-law says. “Sounds to me 
like a lot of drilling for a puny well.”
 “Too late now,” the woman says. “We have to go down to 500 feet. 
$7000. If you folks can pay half, we can pay half.”
 “Look, I’ll talk it over with your brother, O.K.?” her sister-in-law 
says. “I can think of a bunch of ways I’d rather use $3500.” 
 “We can’t just leave the well half-dug,” the woman says.

“Hi,” says the well-driller, as the woman comes over the hill 
the next morning. “I’m the bad-news guy.” He’s measured the 
accumulated water. “Less than a quarter of a gallon, still,” he says. 
“So what do you think: pull out or go on? With a flow this small, if 
you have a lot of storage, you’ll still be able to use the well. You’ll have 
to be careful with water, though.”
 The woman sighs. “We can’t afford to start over,” she says. “Keep 
going.” She watches him screw down the thirteenth stick and goes back 
to her camp. Then she washes, using a basin to get herself thoroughly 
clean, and drives the truck all the way to Cañon City, where she eats 
a club sandwich for lunch at a place called Mae’s Diner, and visits the 
public library. She finds a regional geology book and a novel she’d 
started once and never finished, Always Coming Home, and reads: 
“Serpentine rock is always sensitive. It’s from both the water and the 
fire, it moved and flowed through other rocks to come to the air, and 
it’s always on the point of breaking up, coming apart, turning into 
dirt. Serpentine listens, and speaks.”
 In Front Range Geology, she reads about the granite under her feet, 
the feldspar conglomerate, the quartz. There is a section on ancient 
volcanoes. The woman gets a library card and takes both books with 
her. There’s a note under a rock near her campsite: “Stopped @ 400,” it 
says. “Fractures @ 340 and 364.”
 Solitude takes practice, she tells herself, walking the jeep 
trail. The loco weed blossoms float like smoke close to the ground. 
Through the thin rubber soles of her sneakers she feels the vast bones 
of these hills. Volcanoes formed this granite ridge: the lava erupted 
and flowed, cooled and cracked, heaved and compressed. The well-
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driller thrust a 400-foot steel needle into these rocks which withhold 
their water. She imagines them gasping, thinks: if the rocks would 
only exhale….
 Into the pine grove, over the gate to the narrow valley. The neighbor’s 
cows wheel away in a mass as the woman walks by, thunder up the slope, 
and turn to watch her; she pulls a stem of wild oat and chews the sweet 
juicy part, walks to the pond and watches its surface dimple and ring 
with small insects, an occasional fish.
 A conviction grows inside her, having to do with the well, its 
reluctant little seeps of water, its potential for more. She turns and 
walks back the way she came. A mule deer stands where the trail 
enters the pine woods—a female with ears as long as her head and 
khaki-brown fur corrugated over the ribs. Probably she has a fawn 
nearby. The woman’s eyes meet the deer-woman’s large brown ones. 
She takes three slow, silent steps, and the deer turns and walks away, 
stick-legged into the trees. 
 The sky shows stars as the woman climbs the hill, watching the 
pale gravel, avoiding the clumps of juniper, pocketing a perfect pine 
cone. Inside her, the conviction solidifies. A black squirrel crosses the 
road in a soft rippling scamper.
 She can feel the sore, dry inside of the drilled hole, can feel the 
energy blocked, dammed…when a man and a woman touch moist 
parts of each other’s bodies, then the circuit will be completed; the 
water will come. 
 Not exactly lust. Certainly not romance. 
 We are not ancient people, she tells herself, and the earth has 
already been penetrated—violated. She thinks of the drilling rig, more 
than a ton of machinery creeping over the land, scarring just the very 
surface; underneath, the earth is indifferent. 
 You’re between menstrual cycles, which are winding down, the 
woman tells herself. You’re healthy and rested. You’ve been watching 
for days as a man drives steel rods into the ground. Your husband is 
1200 miles away. And your daughter just got a job in a foreign land.
 400 feet, at $14 a foot: $5600. She climbs the hill in the dark, 
following the trail the rig has made. The moon is lopsided, pale and 
milky, reflecting enough light to show the hillside. The woman sits on 
a granite outcrop; its nubbly surface pushes cold and hard through her 
jeans, against her flesh.
  She pictures the well-driller’s stubbly receding chin—when he 
takes off his cap he wipes sweat from a very bald head. She thinks of 
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his powerful round brown shoulder. The conviction sits solid within 
her, against all reason.

A kiss, she thinks the next morning, might be enough moisture. 
Maybe we don’t have to take off our clothes on the gravelly hillside. She 
washes with water heated on the propane stove. Her ruddy-tan face in 
the truck’s little mirror surprises her; her short hairs curl sun-bleached 
white on her forehead, dark at the nape of her neck, her skin is loose under 
her chin, her eyes large and dark. She lotions her arms, her irrepressible 
belly, her bruised legs, her feet cross-hatched with calluses.  
 She imagines herself saying, “Would it be all right if I kissed you? 
I’ve had this odd thought….” He will probably be repelled by this crazy 
female, older by at least a decade.
 Up on the hill, he is measuring the water that accumulated 
overnight: 130 gallons in about fifteen hours, small fractions of a 
gallon a minute. “I’m worried about the chains,” he tells her, “holding 
400 feet of sticks, keeping that bit an inch from the rock.” 
 “How much farther can you go?”
 “I dug 1000 feet once.”
 “Stop at 500,” she says. 
 The woman walks to the edge of the hill and looks out. She can see 
the Sentinel Rock. She can see the silver roof of her own camper-truck. 
With binoculars she can see A-frames on the Ponderosa Estates, five 
miles away by car, closer by crow-flight. Even now, even here, traffic 
infects the air, thicker and darker near the horizon. At night, electric 
lights interfere with the stars. 
 You do not know this man, the woman tells herself. She forces 
herself to imagine him in the Thunderbird Inn with his favorite music 
twanging and thumping out of the jukebox, wiping the foam of his 
third mug of beer from his mustache, telling someone, the bartender, 
maybe, the story of her well. Or going to church, perhaps, mixing up 
sex with the devil.
 She has to test herself like this, to argue hard against what she 
knows. A crow flies to the ground in front of her. She tosses out a piece 
of cracker and the bird hops away. Then it turns, stretches its sleek 
black head, and grabs the cracker. If I don’t act, she thinks, I will have 
spent thousands on a trickle of water, when I could have had a flow.
 She finds a boulder, climbs it, looks at the mountain, thinks how 
much she loves this land—granite, earth, pine and aspen, sage and 
loco weed. 
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 The rig sings its jackhammer song, and she goes to read the 
markers on the crane. There is a fracture at 464, damp gravel at 470. 
At 475, the well-driller turns off the rig. “Time to call for help,” he says, 
walks to his truck, digs out the industrial-sized mobile phone. This 
afternoon, he and his partner will finish the job: remove the sticks, 
line the well with plastic tubing, cap it off, move the rig out. 
 The woman holds her elbows with her hands. She feels her body as 
a charged, humming tube. Power in her hips and breasts. 
  He’s finished his phone call, is tooling around the hill, moving a 
dead log with his simian arms. “We’ll bring the rig up this way.” He 
turns with his arm wide, showing the path for the rig as though he were 
flinging seed. “You might lose that tree.” He points to a small spruce. 
 She walks to the thigh-high seedling, touches the aqua needles. 
“We could replant it, I suppose.” Then she turns to him. “Well, the last 
25 feet?” 
 “Right,” he says, with his “bad news guy” expression. He’s been 
giving up hope, she realizes.
 “Well,” she says, again, and holds out her arms.
 He hugs her back. His shoulders are big and warm. 
 “I had this thought,” she says into his neck, “that if I gave you a 
kiss it would bring luck to the well.”
 He smiles and kisses her quickly with small, dry lips.
 “Don’t get me wrong,” she says as they walk back to the rig.
 “This has been as trying for me as it has been for you,” he says.
 And that’s that. He returns to the rig; she stands on the hillside. 
A chaste encounter, the kind she’d have with the principal of her 
school, maybe. 
 The well-driller unhooks things and turns knobs, moving the final 
stick into position. The woman sits on the log, her inner machinery 
humming quietly. Please, she thinks to the well, imagining the 
underground stream, imagining the fractures parting, oh, a quarter 
of a centimeter to let water through. Please.
 The rig sings and clatters as the well-driller swabs the threads 
inside the descending stick, outside the stick in the hole, brings the two 
together, wedges the lower one, sets the upper one turning, turning. 
Then he disengages the gears. Looks up at the woman, walks toward 
her, beckons her further up the hill. “It could go two ways,” he says. 
“First.…” The space between them shimmers. She’s having trouble 
hearing the first way the well could go; his words shred in the air. He 
looks at the rig poised, ready to drill. “And then…” he says.
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 Then he reaches, puts his hand on her left breast. 
 They come together. His hands are on her buttocks, pulling her in, his 
hands are between her legs, stroking through her jeans, his hands return 
to her breasts, to her buttocks. They kiss: she tastes his tangy saliva. 
 “I’m sorry,” he says and steps back.
 “It’s the well,” she says. “I think it wants us to…I mean, it just 
seems that if we let loose, then the ground would let loose too.”
 He reaches again, long-stroking her back so her breasts flatten 
against his chest. She kisses the warm skin inside the neck of his 
T-shirt along his tan shoulder. He holds her between her legs. His 
hand must feel her pulsating. She imagines her cervix softening, 
forming a closed-lip smile.
 “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he says.
 “No,” she says, “we shouldn’t.” And she stands back and grips his 
hand. “I’m glad you wanted to.” 
 “Yes,” he says, pulling the word up by its roots.
 She knows that if she turns toward him, takes one step back into 
him, they will fall to earth, reach under each other’s clothes. He will 
come straight into her, quick and hard. And then what? 
 She holds his hand and lets the knowing and the not-knowing, the 
wanting and the not-wanting, rush through her. She shakes and closes 
her eyes; she thinks she might cry.
 “Let me drill now,” he says, and she lets go. She peels her hand 
away from his and feels a sickening jolt—up from the earth through 
her legs, along the flaming path between her thighs, through all her 
organs, her diaphragm, her breasts, her mouth, the top of her head. 
“Go. Drill,” she says, weeping, and drops down next to a juniper bush. 
Hears the hammering—476 feet below her, 479 feet below her. Waits 
for the man to come cover her with his body where she lies. Waits for 
her body to calm down. Near her face, pushing up through the mat of 
loose dirt and pine needles are mushrooms, two—three—five of them, 
large as doorknobs, fat, red-topped. 
 Russula emetica, she learns later, when she finds them in her 
guidebook. Commonly known as “the sickener.”

There is one more fracture, a tiny seep of water. She walks to 
the mound of evidence, touches the damp grit. The well-driller keeps 
his eyes on the chains, which shake from holding the drill just off the 
bottom enough to keep turning, hammering. At 500 feet, he begins to 
collect his tools. 
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 “I’ll help, after I get my gloves,” she says, and when she returns 
with work gloves the well gushes water.
 “I’m flushing it out.” He points to his tank full of water with the 
hose firmly connected to the rig and turns away.
  “Of course. I thought for a minute….” She’s speaking to herself. 
The window has been closed. He’s dealing with it his way, she thinks. 
Who knows what that is? The center of her body still throbs.
 What if, when he said, “we shouldn’t,” she responded, “Oh yes we 
should!” 
 Now she can meet him with her husband, his wife—in the grocery 
store or the post office, face each other clean and straight-on. She 
imagines introducing her daughter some day. “This is the man who 
drilled the well.” “How do you do?” All aboveboard and proper.
 If I were to touch him now, she thinks (he has turned the engines 
off and is standing on the hillside)—just now, this is it—water would 
flow into the well. A gallon a minute. Two gallons.
 She stays where she is, lets the moment pass.
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Gunter Mountain

When I arrived, Owens was standing by the body at the edge 
of the woods. The sheet that covered it was light blue and dotted white 
where snow had managed to find its way through the low branches. 
His feet were uncovered, and I saw that his toes had burned through 
the rubber soles of his boots. They steamed against the cold. 
 Owens turned toward me and his face looked gray and sick. My 
legs buckled beneath me and I reached for the front fender of the patrol 
car to steady myself. I could feel its warmth through my pants leg and I 
leaned into it. Owens shook his head and looked down the road where 
a small group of men stood huddled around an ambulance. I could 
hear the low rumble of its engine. Smoke poured from the exhaust. We 
stood there without speaking. Heavy snowflakes drifted to the earth 
from the branches overhead. 
 Owens nodded toward the group at the ambulance. “I’m going to 
ask them some questions,” he said. He lowered his head and walked 
down the road. My stomach wrenched in a dry heave, and I squatted 
on the roadside and rubbed handfuls of snow over my face to keep 
from vomiting. 
 “I’m sorry, Sheriff.” I looked up and saw that a paramedic had 
broken from the group at the ambulance and walked up the road to 
stand behind me. 
 “You haven’t called my wife, have you?” 
 “No sir.”
 “Don’t,” I said. “Make sure no one does.”
 I rubbed a few more handfuls of snow down the back of my 
neck and covered my eyes with my hands. Although my fingers were 
freezing, my skin felt hot and flush. I held more snow to my cheeks 
until my face went numb. 
 When I stood, my stomach heaved again and I turned my back to 
the trees and spit into the dirty snow. I looked down the road and saw 
three boys in coveralls and heavy coats smoking cigarettes and talking 
nervously to Owens. He held a notepad and a pencil and looked to be 
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asking them questions. I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my coat 
and nodded toward them. 
 “Who are they?”
 “Part of the crew,” said the paramedic. “They’re pretty shook up. 
But one of them managed to get him out of the road when he came off 
the line. He was under those bushes when we got here.” 
 The line ran through the trees overhead and my eyes followed it to 
the blown transformer. The wooden pole around the box was scorched 
black from the explosion. I looked at Jeff’s body under the arbor, and 
then I turned and walked down the highway toward the ambulance. 
The boys saw me coming and put out their cigarettes in the snow with 
the toes of their boots. I didn’t recognize any of them.
 “Y’all three work on this crew?” I asked.
 “Yes sir,” said a short, blond-headed boy. His hair was cropped close 
and sharp and made his ears look much bigger than they were. 
 “Where’s your foreman?” 
 The boy didn’t say anything. His eyes suddenly appeared scared 
and he looked like he was about to cry. I faced him and squared my 
shoulders. 
 “Where is he?” 
 He looked to the two boys behind him for help, but they both 
lowered their eyes.
 “He left before the ambulance got here,” the boy said. “He took the 
service truck and told us to wait.” 
 “Was he drinking?” 
 The boy wanted the other two to speak, but they refused to even 
look at him. One shook a cigarette from a pack and the other continued 
to stare at the ground. 
 “God damn it, was he drinking?” 
 “Sheriff,” Owens said. He placed his hand on my shoulder, but I 
shrugged him off and stepped toward the boys. 
 “Answer me!”
 “I don’t know,” the blond boy stammered. “I don’t know for sure.”
 I looked down the road where the blue sheet that covered Jeff was 
visible through the trees. 
 “Which one of you moved him out of the road?” I asked.
 “I did,” said the boy with the cigarette.
 “Thank you.” 
 I pulled Owens aside and asked him what they had said. He looked 
down at his notepad, but I could see that he hadn’t written anything. 
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 “Jeff was on the line working the transformer,” he said. “They 
figure something must have made contact, maybe one of his tools. The 
line wouldn’t let him go. They had to wait until he came off.” 
 “Jesus, Bill.” I turned away from him and put my hands over my 
eyes and then rubbed them across my face.
 “I’m sorry, Clem,” he said. “Why don’t you get home to Sheila? I 
can take care of this.” 
 “You can’t take care of this,” I told him. “No one can take care of 
this.” I turned to walk back to my cruiser, but I stopped and faced him 
again. “Find out where Jimmy Hall is and radio me when you do.”
 When I got back to my car I sat in the driver’s seat and stared down 
the road and watched Owens talk to the boys. One of the paramedics 
had pulled the ambulance around and was backing slowly toward the 
woods. 
 I picked up the CB and radioed Marshall. The secretary answered 
immediately. 
 “Are you O.K.?” she asked. 
 “I’ll be all right, but I need you to call the house and tell Sheila I’ll 
be home late and not to worry.”
 “You need to be at home now,” she said.
 “I can’t. Jimmy Hall’s run off. I need you to telephone Sheila.” 
  I put the CB on the cradle, but then thought better of it. I picked it 
up and radioed Marshall again. The static of my secretary’s voice came 
back over the line.
  “Eileen,” I said. “She doesn’t know about this. Tell her I’m running 
behind. That’s all.” 
 It was getting dark and the snow took on an eerie blue color 
against the clouds. I sat and watched the paramedics unfold the 
gurney out of the ambulance and roll it toward the shadows at the 
edge of the woods. I didn’t want to be there when they carried Jeff 
away, so I cursed myself out loud and turned the car around in the 
road and drove north toward Shelton.

Night was full on when I knocked the car into first gear and 
headed up Gunter Mountain. There was already a set of tire tracks in 
the snow, and I eased the car into them. The gravel was warmer than 
the asphalt, and I could feel my tires searching the snow for pieces of 
rock to catch the tread. There were no lights and the trees rose up out 
of the darkness on both sides. Although I couldn’t see it, I knew the 
mountain fell sharply away from me on my right. Had it been daylight, 
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I could have searched through the trees and seen farms and houses 
strewn about the bottom of the cove. 
 It had been a while since I’d been out to Jimmy Hall’s place, but 
I’d been there enough to know exactly where it was. Before his wife 
left him, she called my office at least once a month because Hall would 
get drunk and slap her and their boy around. His son, Ben, had played 
a year of football at Western Carolina, but he came back to Madison 
County after his mother took off. She’d been gone a few years and 
things had been pretty quiet.
 I turned my headlights off in front of Hall’s place and pulled into 
the gravel drive. Lights burned in the windows and a wisp of smoke 
escaped the chimney. I parked the cruiser by a small pick-up truck 
and opened my car door and listened. The pop and hiss in the truck’s 
engine told me it was still warm. 
 The porch steps squeaked under my boots, and I stopped and listened 
like someone else had made the sound. I undid the holster snap over my 
pistol and knocked on the door. There was noise inside the house, and a 
few seconds later Ben opened the door and blocked the light from inside. 
He wasn’t a boy anymore, and I barely recognized him.
 “Is your daddy here?” I asked.
 “No,” said Ben. “What did he do this time?” 
 “I don’t know for sure,” I said.
 Inside, the smell of coffee was strong and inviting, and I could 
feel the warmth from the fire. Ben must have felt the warm air, too, 
because he stepped onto the porch and shut the door. He lit a cigarette 
and shivered as he exhaled.
  “Is my old man in trouble?” he asked.
 “I’d rather not say anything until I talk to him,” I said. “Do you 
know where he could be?”
 “He’s probably at my great aunt’s house,” Ben said. “He may have 
stopped by there to bring in a cord of wood when the snow started. If 
the weather carries on like this, he may not come back tonight.”
 “Do you mind if I come inside and call over there?”
 “She doesn’t have a phone,” said Ben. “She’s old-timey. You’d have 
to go over there, but I’d be careful. The road up to her cabin washes 
pretty easy, especially in this kind of weather.”
 “She still living off Franklin Road?” I asked.
 “Yeah,” said Ben. “In back of Alum Gap. But I’d wait until 
tomorrow if I could. I don’t know if you can get out there tonight.”
 “I’m going to have to try,” I said. “If he comes back, have him call 
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down to the station and tell him it would be best if he stayed put.”
 “Can you just tell me what’s happened?” Ben asked.
 “No, but, for what it’s worth, I’d appreciate your help.”
 “I’ll have him call if he comes back,” he said.
 I left Ben on the porch and turned the car around in the gravel. 
My high beams fell into the trees across the road and I could tell by the 
sagging limbs that the snow was growing heavy. I looked to my right 
and saw the tire tracks I had made coming up the mountain, but, just 
before I turned, I noticed another pair of tracks on the left that I hadn’t 
seen on the way up. These tracks were wide and much deeper than the 
ones Ben and I had made. Ben’s truck fenders must have shaved down 
the snow because the tracks that ran past the driveway and farther up 
the mountain were undisturbed. 
 Warm air gushed from the vents and I sat in Jimmy Hall’s driveway 
and wondered who could be at the top of that road. I didn’t know what 
I would do if he was up there, but I knew that either way I didn’t have 
a choice.

My front fenders made awful, scraping sounds as they plowed 
through the high snow. The ruts were deep and my car had trouble on 
the inclines where the snow was packed hard and frozen. I held tight 
to the wheel and stared out at the headlights. Occasionally I looked 
out the windows and searched for tire tracks that lead to side roads 
and switchbacks, but the light in front of my car made the shadows on 
either side indecipherable.
 I hit deep snow just before the crest of a hill and my car struggled. 
I knew that if I stopped I’d be stuck for sure, and I eased onto the gas. 
I didn’t know that the road at the top of the hill bore to the left, and I 
came over too fast and fought with the turn. My back end came around 
and forced me out of the tracks and I slid sideways into a ditch. 
 When the car came to a stop, I realized that my right side tires were 
a couple feet below the road. Although I knew it wouldn’t help, I pressed 
hard on the gas and listened as they dug themselves deeper into the 
ditch. The left side tires kicked up snow and mud onto my window. 
 I killed the engine and sat and stared at the CB. I picked it up and 
almost radioed the station, but then I looked out at the tracks. They 
continued out of the reach of my headlights and climbed farther up 
the mountain. I shut off my lights and stepped out of the car and onto 
the road. My eyes adjusted to the dark and I could see that the snow 
was several inches deep and still falling. I figured that if the tracks had 
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been more than an hour old, they would have been covered by now. I 
pulled my coat tight around me and followed them up the mountain. 

I’d walked about fifteen minutes when I heard something 
atop a crest in the road. The noise was muffled, and at first I couldn’t 
make out what it was. I slowed down and crept up the hill, hoping that 
I would see whoever was there before they saw me. 
 Up ahead, parked just off the left side of the road, was the service 
truck the boy at the scene had mentioned. Even though I was several 
yards behind it, I could hear that the muffled noise was the sound of 
country music blaring inside the truck. 
 I came up from behind the driver’s window and saw Jimmy Hall 
sitting inside with his head leaning against the steering wheel. I flung 
open the door and grabbed him by his collar and pulled him out. His 
feet kicked along the floorboards and empty beer cans spilled onto the 
snow. Music blasted from the radio, and I slammed the door.
 Hall screamed and tried to pry my hand from around his collar, but 
he was too surprised and drunk to fight. I dragged him around in front 
of the headlights and forced him to his knees in the snow. I pulled my 
gun out of my holster and whipped him across the face with the barrel. 
 “What happened to my boy, you drunk piece of shit!” I shook him 
by the collar of his coat and whipped his head back and forth. 
 “It was an accident!” he screamed. Blood gushed from his nose and 
ran into his mouth and his words sounded like his tongue was thick 
with syrup. He tried to blink the heavy snowflakes out of his eyes.
 “You can ask those boys,” he said, gasping for breath. “It was an 
accident.” He cleared his throat and coughed up blood onto the sleeve 
of my coat. 
 “It was an accident,” he said again.
 I held him by the collar and stared down at him until he quit 
talking. He rolled his head forward and his body went limp like he 
had passed out. I cocked the hammer on my pistol and put the barrel 
to his forehead. I raised his face to mine. 
 “Jesus, Clem,” he said.
 We stayed like that for a while, me standing and Hall on his knees 
in the snow with my gun against his head. It was quiet. I could hear 
the heavy flakes light on the tree branches overhead, and I heard the 
muffled sound of music coming from the stereo inside the truck. A 
baying dog wailed in the cove below us.
 “Ask those boys,” he said again. 
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 Without thinking, I lifted my boot and pushed him onto his back 
and out of the beam of the headlights. I raised my pistol and squeezed 
the round into the trees. The sound of the shot rang through the 
woods and echoed across the valley floor. A screech owl flushed at the 
noise and swooped down from the darkness above. I turned in time 
to see it soar across the road and disappear into a pine tree’s snow-
covered boughs.
 Hall lay on the roadside, sniffling quietly. I walked over and stood 
above him.
 “Get up,” I said. He didn’t move. I put my pistol back in the holster 
and reached down and grabbed his collar with both hands and pulled 
him to his feet. He had trouble standing and I leaned him against the 
front fender and rifled through his pockets.
 “Jesus,” he muttered. “I thought you were going to kill me.”
 “I haven’t decided not to.” 
 I opened the driver’s side door to the truck and took the keys out 
of the ignition. The headlights and the radio went off and the night 
was suddenly silent and still. I walked a piece up the road and stopped 
at the edge of the woods and threw the keys as far as I could. My eyes 
adjusted to the dark and I saw that the road continued a few hundred 
yards up the mountain and disappeared around a bend. Through the 
trees, I could see a few lights shining in the valley. I went back to the 
truck and found Hall leaning against the hood where I had left him.
 “You’re not driving anymore tonight,” I said. I opened the driver’s 
side door and pushed him into the truck. 
 “Walk home when you sober up.” It was dark, and I could barely 
see him, but I heard his body sprawl out on the bench seat.  
 “Stay awake if you want to live,” I told him. “You’ll die if you fall 
asleep.” 
 I didn’t wait for him to say anything, and I slammed the door to 
the truck and walked back down the mountain. 

Snow hadn’t quite filled the tire tracks, and I walked just 
between them on my way to the car. It was late and the lights in the 
valley to my left were beginning to wink off for the night. I turned my 
collar up to keep out the snow and I buried my hands deep inside my 
coat pockets. 
 When I reached the car, I opened the door and climbed inside. 
The seat followed the slope of the car and tilted down into the ditch 
and made it difficult to sit upright. I slid down the vinyl toward the 
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passenger side and settled my back against the door. I started the 
engine and radioed Marshall.
  “How’s the snow?” asked dispatch.
 I took my finger off the receiver and looked out at it. 
 “It’s coming down pretty hard.” 
 “I’ll send someone up,” he said. “But, with the weather, I don’t 
know how fast he’ll get there.”
 “I’ll be here,” I said. 
 I set the CB back on its cradle and cranked the heat. Hot air 
poured out of the vents and my face and ears grew warm. I held out 
my hands and felt the blood slowly creep into my fingers. Earlier I had 
been able to smell the wood smoke from Hall’s place and I figured Ben 
must have stoked the fire. 
 I watched the windows fog over, and I pictured Sheila in the kitchen 
at home, flipping through a magazine and pausing now and then to check 
the window for passing headlights and listening for the sound of a car 
door being slammed. I didn’t know how to tell her about Jeff, but I kept 
forcing myself to remember that I knew the routine: the apprehension of 
knocking on a stranger’s door, the awkwardness of answering questions 
and drinking coffee in the kitchen while watching a family grieve. I had 
broken this news before, but now it was my own family, and I didn’t 
know how to do it. 
 The sight of Jeff’s body smoldering on the roadside forced itself 
into my head, and just below the noise of the engine and the steady 
stream of the heat I could hear the sound of steam hissing beneath the 
sheet that covered him. I thumped the back of my head against the 
passenger side window and tried to keep the tears out of my eyes. 

It seemed like hours had passed when I heard the noise of 
metal striking metal under my car. I opened my eyes and, even though 
the glass had fogged over, pale, murky light managed to shine through 
the windows and light the interior of the car. Someone tapped loudly 
on the driver’s side window, and I slid up the bench seat and wiped the 
condensation from the glass. Bright light poured through the cleared 
spot and I squinted against it. 
 Once my eyes adjusted, I saw a face pressed against the glass. It 
was Jimmy Hall. His eyes were swollen and the bridge of his nose 
was split and bleeding from where I had cracked him with my pistol. 
I sat and stared at him without moving, and I wondered if he held 
something in his hand that I couldn’t see. 



Crab Orchard Review  u  67

Wiley Cash

 “Pop your clutch and drop it in neutral,” he said. 
 I was too stunned to move, and I watched him turn and walk back 
to his truck, where I lost him in the glow of the headlights. A second 
later, his truck’s engine roared and I felt something tug at the front of 
my car. I killed the ignition, put it in neutral, and opened the door and 
struggled out into the snow. My cruiser began to lurch in the ditch. 
 “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled over the noise. His headlights 
obscured his face through the windshield. I ran toward his truck and 
beat on the hood. The snow was almost blinding, but, once through the 
headlights, I could see his face. He stared at me through the glass. “I 
don’t want your fucking help!” 
 Behind me I heard the frame of my cruiser groan as the towline 
popped from the snow and cinched tight under the strain. Hall slowly 
backed the truck away from me and the high beams hit my eyes again 
and all I could see was the bright light through the snow. I stood and 
stared into the retreating light. 
  The undercarriage of my car breached the top of the ditch and I 
heard the sound of the metal frame scraping against the packed snow. 
I turned just in time to see it loose itself and roll out of the ditch and 
into the road. When it did, the towline swung with it and tore into 
my pant leg and ripped into my thigh. I lost my footing and fell to my 
knees in the snow. 
 Hall’s engine geared down and he put it in park and stepped down 
from his truck. I scrambled to my feet and saw his silhouette coming 
toward me in the light. He stumbled past me and bent to the ground 
and unhooked the towline. 
 “I didn’t need your help,” I said as he passed me on the way back 
to his truck.
 “You got it anyway.” He cranked the winch and I watched as the 
line slid along through the snow and came to a stop at the front of his 
truck. He fastened the hook to his bumper.
 “This doesn’t change anything,” I told him. 
 “I didn’t expect it would.” 
 He looked up and we stared at one another for a moment and I 
realized how quiet it was once the roar of the truck and the sound of 
our voices had died away. I walked to my car and started the engine 
and put it in reverse. My thigh throbbed from where the line had sliced 
into my skin, and I placed my hand over it and felt that my pants were 
warm with blood. I heard Hall yell for me to stop, and I turned and 
looked out the windshield. He stood in the light of my high beams. 
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 “I’m sorry about your boy,” he yelled. I sat and looked at him for 
a moment through the windshield. Then I backed my cruiser into his 
driveway and headed down the mountain.

When I got home, I parked at the top of the driveway and 
stared at the house. All the lights were off inside and it was silent. 
I stepped out of the car and leaned onto the hood and listened as 
the engine cooled. Snow fell down into the collar of my coat, and my 
hands felt heavy and cold. A lamp turned on in the bedroom and light 
slowly began to flood the house, and I knew that Sheila was inside 
moving from room to room on her way down the stairs to the front 
door. She stepped onto the porch and called my name, but I didn’t 
answer.
 She walked down the steps and I watched her silhouette move 
quietly across the snow-covered lawn against the bright light of the 
house. She stopped only once to pull her robe around her and kick 
the snow from her slippers. She reached me and looked into my 
face. 
 “You’re going to be a snowman soon,” she said. 
 I looked down at her and tried to think of what to tell her first, but 
I felt like I had been buried deep in the snow and that she had come 
to dig me out. My mouth opened to speak and I felt the cold on my 
tongue and saw the heat from my breath rise like smoke before me. 
I pictured Jeff’s body steaming on the roadside with those three boys 
standing around him, and then I remembered the heft of the pistol as 
I held it to Hall’s head. 
 “Did something happen?” she asked. 
 The light from the house shone brightly all around her, and it was 
difficult to make out her face. The sight of Jimmy Hall’s swollen eyes 
staring at me through the glass flashed suddenly through my mind. I 
stumbled toward Sheila, and she caught me in her arms. I tried to raise 
my eyes to look into hers, but I couldn’t, because the light that burned 
behind them was blinding.
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Poison

Magritte painted a cloud
pushing in through someone’s front door,
a seaside cloud, solid as cotton batting

but in miniature. Then he painted 
the wooden door’s desire to be sky.
He called that scene poison

believing the impossible is more
than most people are able to bear.
But it delights us. Every exquisitely 

misplaced moon, every torso
half-flesh, half-oak, every defeat
of gravity delights us.

The gallery is crowded.
A woman, nearly bald, 
leans forward to see the cloud.

Though it wasn’t expected to work,
she had taken the poison they offered.
What could feel more impossible

than getting herself back after so long?
Perhaps we are born for this,
to be astonished, then go on.
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Skin

You don’t need to know the name of the country
or the littered public square
where the driver parks the van

or which war made amputees 
of those men standing beneath streetlights, 
fingering cigarettes

or the business of the women
sliding with genial ease
in and out of the passenger seats of cars

or where the boys come from, 
which vacant lots or packing crates 
they sleep in, which towns in devastated 

forests they dream of going back to.
It will not help you 
to know the social worker 

has come from Italy 
but speaks the local language 
as she kneels down on the pavement,
 
boys crowding around her,
or that both of the medics play soccer,
have sons asleep at home.

Curtains screening the back of the van
glow with a gauzy light. 
They are working in there,
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suturing cuts, giving injections,
feeling for broken bones.
One by one, boys enter,

then come out bandaged, 
looking serious but content,
holding foil packets of antibiotics.

You don’t need to know 
that some of the boys will sell
their packets, some exchange them

for a tube of glue and a giddiness
that lasts just minutes
but dulls the edge of hunger.

The Italian woman is cradling 
the young ones, looking for injuries, 
deciding who goes in.

She doesn’t have time to notice 
a boy, maybe five or six,
turned away because his old cut 

has healed. He searches
along the curb until he finds 
a jagged piece of glass,

then rakes it across his back.
The act is not mysterious,
should make perfect sense.

You already know 
the lengths we go to 
to be touched.
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The Nerve Tree

Memory runs the nerve tree. Smooth
as watch oil to a spring, jewel,
and lever, it wills

a stone to be carried for years
in a pocket.
Then it begins to fail.

The childhood goldfish 
mooning in their bowl
divorce from the old windowsill,

yesterday’s rain stops leaning
like desire. Details that rush
and brighten at synapses

halt against their harnesses.
They stare at the gaps, no way
singing in their animal brains.

The flesh falls asleep, the limbs
going…how to say it,
vacant. But still I think

staring at the world
makes a difference
in how it remembers us.

My mother, in her last month,
had no need to turn
her head, as if inviting
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transparency, the way
a star stared at long enough 
will separate from its light.

Her nervous system, laid in
muscle, over bone, through organs—
it longed more and more to be prayer.

And what it must have
said must still have threaded
through branches of names

like axon, ganglia, neuron,
as though Greek gods
flattened the body and

reconstituted it each time
we called to her. How often
we did, as the cottonwoods

layered shadow and gauze.
My father rubbed her arms.
Then I wanted the distance of small things,

as if, if I were stared at
long enough, I could disappear
and rest. But memory runs

the nerve tree. Smooth as stone.
Sing, stone. Sing paper, wind,
birdflight across a window.
Sing, as if, if.
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Foreign Cinema

At seventeen, we’d drive up Coast Highway 
at night, sit in the balcony of the Old Port
theater with Diet Cokes and cigarettes,
watch the smoke define the beam from 
projector to screen, and travel. Afterward,
we’d walk with more swagger, wear more 
lipstick, attempt sullen expressions at school,
 
as if we knew what it meant when 
chrysanthemums rained on the house
with the red door next to the river,
or when moths pressed up to the window, 
close together, wings undulating as one body, 
as if a rain of flowers is anything but wonder 
or moths could signal anything but death,
 
as if we had any idea what it meant
for a man to wait a lifetime in a room, 
watching white paint peel from shutters
and local children grow and move away, 
to wait a lifetime for a letter, to leave 
that letter unopened when it arrives with 
stamps blooming like flowers 
and smeared blue ink spelling his name,
 
as if later, other travels wouldn’t take us
to our own violent roadside motels with
Satie playing monotonous rain songs,
to our own cherry blossom spring, eating 
octopus meat from a stick in a snow of petals, 
as if we could have stayed in the dark, pressed
restless and safe into threadbare seats.
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To Be Perfect
No bird has the heart to sing in a thicket of questions.
 —René Char (as quoted in Susan Sontag’s 
    “The Aesthetics of Silence”)

To be perfect, choose silence or choose song.
The crumbling signposts at the bird-dumb
Crossroads are said to read “short” and “long.”

The shorter forest path’s less traveled on,
So face to heaven with your lips closed, mum,
You choose silence, and eschew the song,

But even in a quiet room don’t we belong
To our coursing blood and endless thrum
Of our heart’s lub-dub, the body’s short and long?

So from the cricket chat of right and wrong,
Hear the painted bird you could become become,
The bird breaks silence with the bigger song.

The heart song stretches to include the throng
Of doubting, trilling frogs and wasp wing drums.
Some bright notes stop short, but some long 

Night, the thicket’s chirp and clatter strong, 
In your last hour, you’ll hear the zero hum 
Of breath vibrate your shortest bones, a long
last break from silence, perfect catalog of song.
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Dilated

Imagine the geode of this world cracked open, 
the radiance of everyday objects revealed—
the tea kettle and its shimmer of steam, 
the spoon’s hazy splendor, the window’s 
white cascade, every bush burning.
How the river becomes a needle 
strung with burnished silver thread,
how the goldfish beneath the pond’s surface, 
restored of their luster, glimmer and glitter 
like coins thrown.

It’s no myth that the body has evolved 
conspiracies to keep us grounded, humble. 
We’ve had it all backwards: Heaven is ablaze 
with the fires that forged us, Hell the dark curtain 
that keeps us from seeing it. The streets are packed 
with haloed heads, oblivious to their own divinity.
What would be the harm in knowing that angels 
walk among us, every face bright as a flame 
hovering above the wick of their bodies?

When I try to capture the ethereal, the words
lift off the page, fade into the bright,
as transitory as my time in these wreathed streets. 
So I take off the clunky, purple-tinted glasses 
the doctor provided for my own protection 
and attempt to burn the auras of the ordinary 
into memory.
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The Odor of Sanctity

I scaled a mountain of paradoxical remains. 
Blue ruins smoldered. Boxes bulged with effects.
Bilious dread collapsed the nerve-ends. 
Foes spoke selective news from outre-mer.
It gathered dust in cubbies under altars to lost gods. 
Here was my own palaver, my dearest plover, my best little wing.
I was happier than you could dream. 
And you were gone for good, you were nowhere nearby.
I would never again be accosted by your drift
among speckled boulevards. 
Beside myself, I ducked into the shade 
of the Basilica of Saint Hylarion, where they kept his skull, 
and knelt, only to take in, in the next frame, 
a view of myself from behind 
with Rinaldo, Mutt of the Nations,
muttering into his ragged apostolic sleeve
and stinking beside me, the two of us devoid of help,
our backs bent in a kinship of unholy woe. 
Wind hammered the glass. Flames ate the stillness. 
From long ago and far away I heard you weeping. 
I smelled my own heart shaking into flakes of fire.
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All the Best Parts Were Suddenly Taken

This is about Dick Moby and Jonathan Horsefly, 
or was it Housefly, I forget which he said it was. 
And all the while it’s a painful revisit to that place and time 
when we all sat side by side the three of us after Mass 
and supper at Saint Aloysius there on 3rd and Trumbull Avenue, 
and Dick was explaining something about how the day 
she went away made him feel like suddenly the air 
had gotten all nauseated, he could smell it on his clothes, he said, 
and even in the birds’ rigorous notes that dropped like coins 
through the thin December air into the forest, 
and Jonathan wasn’t sure he could tell what Dick meant, 
but that was all right we three of us agreed, 
it was good to share it and be nurtured by it. But I don’t want 
to think about vomit, Dick interrupted, and maybe it was then 
that I remembered something my father once said 
about keeping the wind out—there was always wind 
in that part of southern Manitoba where my father was from, 
or so he said there was—I was never there—not even as a boy 
when we were always getting dragged around everywhere 
by my father, but he never took us home, and yet home was where 
everything memorable seemed to happen that my father 
had things to say about, and one of the finest things he had 
to say something memorable about was how the wind 
could blow in under the crack beneath the sash 
and bring with it everything connected to agony and the chill 
of human mortality, so it was always obligatory 
to lay a piece of newspaper edgewise in there of a cold 
December night and make sure it was tight enough 
to keep the wind out, or else it would discover a way to creep in 
with one of your breaths while sleeping, and slip 
like the devil’s own reptile into your deep insides and put 
such a frost there that it would kill you before it was morning.
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You can take a break right there, said Jonathan Housefly, 
or you can quit altogether it would suit me just the same, 
since I have no idea what you or your father think 
you know about newspaper as a form of insulation 
in the northern latitudes in the wintertime. There is no 
such newspaper printed on any sort of paper in the English language, 
or Chinese for that matter, that is capable of keeping 
the wind’s last lick of deadliness from skedaddling 
down the gob of a man about to die, if that is the plan, said Jonathan, 
whether or not his last name was Housefly or Horsefly 
it has not become mandatory for Memory Herself to divulge.

It was around this time that Father Seamus O’Donovan 
of the Aloysian Missioners of the Child Jesus came to the stoop 
where we were sitting and bade us make our way 
into the bad old night lest the constabulary be well advised 
to elicit our departure therefrom by main force so to say, and all Dick 
knew for sure, he said, was that the coin the bird had dropped 
that came closest to striking the top of his head was a ten-pence 
with a fish on it, and in the fish’s mouth were the two legs of a boy 
in knee-pants and high-topped shoes four sizes too big for him, 
which suggested eventually a grown man thrown up onto dry land.
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Pine

the Abe Lincoln of trees: 
tall, skinny, homely, 
with a dark craggy bark

and if coins featured trees,
instead of people, a pine 
feels appropriate for the penny
(saving the oak or elm, say, 
to adorn the quarter, the sequoia 
for the silver dollar)

this Lincoln comparison’s not perfect: pine never 
saved the union, and only cicadas 
might consider it a great emancipator, 
crawling up the crevices in the trunk
to unzip their backs and fly away

leaving the gawky pines standing in the yard
holding outgrown clothes,
turpentine running down like tears
in the late summer sun, sticking 
to everything that touches it 

I remember watching pines 
through a window one October, 
only three years old, during Hurricane Hazel:
they bent so far over in the horrifying wind
many of them snapped and crashed 

and the tree became my personal totem 
of uncontrollable danger
until I grew up and saw them differently
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especially this morning as I recall the way 
my children, long before they left for college, 
used pine bark as chalk 
to draw all over the sidewalk
making pictures in sepia tones
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National Baby Week

The local paper sent a photographer out to the hospital
to ask a nurse in the maternity ward
to fish out from the pond of wriggling scrunch-faced infants
whichever one made the best catch for the lens.

It was National Baby Week, and I
exactly one day old, and—who knows why?—the nurse determined
my mystified squint would do,
cradling me in her arms 
for my hometown to have a look.

My mother, only twenty years out from her own début, 
perhaps was pleased her firstborn child
already had his name in the paper, 
already had press popping flashbulbs in front of him.

My father, all of twenty-three,
handed out newspapers
instead of cigars.

But before the week was out, I came close
to having my obituary in the same paper. What a run
that would have been: fame and finality
a few issues apart, and that same mother
now grief-stricken, heartsick, ever after scarred
for accidentally killing her only baby.

She fell asleep while breastfeeding me,
and her hand, in the gravity of slumber, 
slipped over my face, covering my mouth and nose. 
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A nurse, maybe the same one, found me in time:
dangerously blue-faced, nearly done in
by this one who’d given me life, this inexperienced mother
who might never have recovered as a parent,
and perhaps lost any self-confidence in raising a child
after nearly killing her son during National Baby Week.

Near-fame and near-death in the space of a few days, 
and complete indifference from the press ever after, 
using up all of Warhol’s fifteen minutes
before I even knew how
to say my own name.
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Sept. 11, 2004

For a while, in the newsroom, we stopped
using words like “bomb” and “slaughter”
in sports headlines. We complained

less about micro-managing editors,
weak coffee, system crashes,
incompetence in the composing room;

we pitched in and made our deadlines.
We felt like, no, not quite a family,
but a team, at least. We looked around and were glad:

no one in this room believed
in anything with enough fury
to shave his earthly body clean

and plunge us all headlong into the milky fire.
It was an exciting time. We did not pity the planet,
we felt renewed with possibility, knowing

all the best love stories
have a backdrop of crisis, calamity, cholera.
Oh, how we felt proud

we were the first to see this date as the proper noun
it would become, we were responsible 
for its becoming, we were patriotic

because we didn’t flinch
at the risen cost of gasoline. Resilient,
we kept the Friday Doughnut Club alive—
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to do otherwise was to let someone else win—
all we had to do was wait
for time to pass, for a holiday, even a somber one,

the kind marked with a slow parade
and black crepe paper,
to be born in tragedy’s muck. Three years,

turns out, for most of us, who made love
and war, who had babies in June
or miscarried on Thanksgiving,

football on TV downstairs and our future
bleeding into a cold toilet one purple clot at a time,
our bodies helpless with cramps.

There’s more than one anniversary today.
Twenty years ago in Leicester, England,
before that Monday’s first cup of coffee was gone,

someone unlocked DNA’s inner chamber,
opening the door on the unique self
written in that knotted helix,

the double strand that determines
guilt or innocence, that decides 
before birth whether we are capable

of living in the first place
or of meeting death with the angry word
of god burning like jet fuel on our tongues.
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The Red Lacquered Bowl

The red lacquered bowl holds 
paperclips, a pencil stub, where once 
plum wine or miso overflowed 
the thin gold rim 
to flood an eager mouth,
a greedy tongue, the taste 
of salt or sweet, traces 
of white-blossomed plum, 
the moon afloat on flooded terraces
where soybeans grew.

And the chip, no bigger than
a child’s tooth, where once 
the red lacquered bowl 
fell to the floor, a woman’s hand 
still cradling its shape, 
night gathering in the corners 
of her room, her lost, 
remembered loves returned, 
a strange presence, white lilies 
gleaming in the dark 
like buttons on a woman’s shirt.
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On the Ground Looking Up

Laird watched Molly hop over to the edge of the lake, easing 
herself down onto a large flat rock. The sun was up, but it was still 
early. Carmen and George were asleep, their sneakers waiting beneath 
the flap of their tent. Leaning back on her arms, Molly tilted her face 
up to the sky then back toward the lake where the early morning light 
sparked on its surface. Then, as if sensing his eyes on her, she looked 
over her shoulder and pointed at the sun, smiling.
 The night before it had rained, the water coursing down the sides 
of their tent in hundreds of streaming rivulets, and he had spooned her, 
their bodies separated by the soft down of their sleeping bags. He had 
been worried that it wouldn’t stop, that their plans for hiking and boating 
would be ruined, that they would have to entertain Carmen and George 
in the dinky town near the lake, perusing secondhand stores and going 
to cafés, things they could do easily and more comfortably at home. His 
real concern was Carmen, who he suspected would drag them to every 
antique shop in the nearby villages. Casually he voiced his concerns 
to Molly, who had little tolerance for shopping, and less for Carmen, 
his college ex, but to his surprise she didn’t seem worried. Clear skies 
by morning, she predicted. When he asked how she could be sure, she 
turned to him, her eyes open so wide he could see the whites surrounding 
her dark green irises. Someone once told him that was the sign of a crazy 
person, but this was his wife. She pursed her lips and placed her warm 
palms against the sides of his face. “I just know,” she had said.
 Now in the dazzling sunlight he waved at her from his perch on 
top of the picnic table and she waved back, gesturing him over. 
 “Bring my leg,” she said. “It’s in my sleeping bag.”
 Hurrying over to her, he put his finger to his lips pointing to their 
friends’ tent.
 She shrugged, patting the space on the rock beside her. “We’ll 
have to wake them up anyway if we want to hike before lunch. Though 
I don’t know if Carmen will be up for it. With those ridiculous shoes.” 
Carmen’s sneakers were lavender with silver lightning bolts on the 
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sides. Next to George’s they looked like slippers. “Didn’t you tell her to 
bring something more substantial?”
 “They knew we were going camping. I didn’t think I needed to 
spell it out.”
 Molly rolled her eyes. “Whatever. It’s not our problem.” Her lips 
worked over the word our like a fish. “Look at the sky. It’s going to be 
a beautiful day.”
 Laird glanced up. “I hope those clouds burn off.”
 “Of course they will,” she said. “Now go get me my leg. Unless you 
want me to hop back over there myself.”
 “Why don’t you put it on first thing?”
 “Sometimes I like letting my stump breathe.”
 An old joke. He smiled before offering his line. “One thing I know 
for sure is that stumps don’t breathe.”
 “Did you learn that in medical school?” she teased.
 “First thing they taught us.” He leaned down to kiss her, eager 
to push aside the dark thoughts that had been crowding his head all 
morning. Three weeks had passed since he received the letter, hand 
delivered to his office by a man with pitted cheeks and down turned 
eyes. The letter, soft from numerous readings, was in the locked glove 
compartment of the car waiting for what Laird hoped would be the 
right time to show his wife.
 Walking toward the tent, he paused to look back and caught her 
watching him, her eyes narrowing as if trying to decipher the stoop 
of his shoulders that had been sagging steadily for days. He smiled 
but her face did not change expression. As he continued, he could feel 
Molly’s gaze boring into his back.

They met at a friend’s party during his residency. Cars wound 
around the circular driveway and bled onto the lawn as more people 
arrived. He was with his girlfriend Vanessa, an undergraduate with 
wavy red hair and almond shaped eyes that shrank when she was 
angry, which was often around that time. Vanessa’s eyes creased when 
she spotted Molly, which only made Laird look more closely.
 Molly was more striking than pretty, with bright red lipstick and 
dark glossy hair with a severe side part. Her clothes were different too. 
Instead of jeans and plunging tank tops, like most of the girls wore, she 
had on an antique white lace camisole and a long dark tiered skirt. Soon 
enough Vanessa pulled him away, and he forgot about Molly until several 
hours later. Everyone had come inside because it had started to rain, and 
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they were piled in the living room, draped over couches and on the floor; 
several couples, including Laird and Vanessa, sidled against each other, 
kissing in between conversation and sips of beer. The smoke in the room 
was heavy, so Laird wasn’t sure if he was seeing correctly when he spotted 
Molly hopping into the room with a funny smile on her face.
 “Hey guys, anyone see my leg?” she asked, pulling up her skirt 
like a can-can dancer, exposing one long pale leg and another that 
ended abruptly above the knee. Her friends roared with laughter while 
everyone else looked at each other, unsure how to respond. Vanessa 
huffed and pulled Laird’s face back to hers, closing her mouth over 
his. Later when they were leaving, he searched the smoky room with 
bleary eyes and found Molly leaning against the side of the couch, her 
prosthetic leg lying across her thighs. It had a stocking seam drawn up 
the back with black marker and a red high heel shoe. “I see you found 
it,” he said, before Vanessa tugged him out the door.

It would seem after such an introduction Laird would not be 
surprised by Molly’s antics, but part of him had assumed she’d grow 
out of it. Halfway to the tent, he turned again and watched her stand 
up, shaking her head impatiently at his slow progress. She balanced 
her body on one leg like the most elegant of birds and began to hop 
toward him. At that moment he spotted Carmen emerging from the 
tent. She yawned, reaching her hands overhead, opening her eyes in 
time to see Molly. Carmen screamed. For a moment Molly went rigid, 
but before she could regain her balance and momentum, she fell. 
 Laird froze, watching everything as if in slow motion. He saw his 
wife’s startled expression transform into annoyance. She managed 
to twist her body at the last moment in order to spread the impact 
down the length of her good leg and hip instead of her hands and 
face. For a moment no one moved. Then with a grunt, Molly rolled 
onto her back. The noise sprung Laird into action and he raced over 
to his wife, feeling the ecstatic pulsing of his heart while his brain 
remained cool and removed, like during surgery. When he reached 
her, she had already pushed herself into a sitting position. Laughing a 
little, she flicked away pebbles and grass imbedded in her arms. “I’m 
fine,” she said to Laird when he knelt down beside her. She ignored his 
outstretched hands. Several sprays of hair came lose from her ponytail 
and there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek. He leaned in to wipe it 
off, but she stopped him with a sharp look. 
 “I’m just trying to help,” he said.



90  u  Crab Orchard Review

Dana Schwartz

 Her face softened. “I know, but I’m O.K.”
 After retrieving Molly’s leg, they ended up at the picnic table drinking 
coffee. Molly had disappeared into the tent briefly, fixing her hair and 
changing into sweatpants. He stole a glance at her now, searching for 
the beating vein that sometimes ran across her forehead and down her 
temple when she was in pain. Nothing. The dirt on her face was less 
noticeable now, but still there. He resisted the urge to dust if off.
 “I learned to fall a long time ago,” she explained. They filled 
in George, who had been jarred awake from the scream and came 
stumbling out of the tent wearing only his boxers. “You need to be 
prepared for these things when you have one leg. It happens.”
 Carmen shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect to see you like 
that.”
 Laird pinched Molly’s thigh. She pushed his hand away. “Don’t 
worry about it.”
 They watched her walk over to the communal spigot to get water 
for the dishes. Carmen leaned in, her breath brushing his face. “Are 
you sure she’s all right?”
 Nodding, he took her empty cup and stacked it with his. Across the 
table, George was studying the camping stove. Now Molly was talking 
to a man who had come to get water. She stepped away from the faucet, 
combing a hand through her hair. Laird watched the man laugh. He 
half-listened to Carmen, who had placed a hand on top of his and was 
drumming his knuckles with her cool fingertips.
 “I feel terrible, but it was such a shock.”
 “It’s O.K.” The man walked away with a wave and Molly filled 
up their inflatable sink with water. Laird watched her shoulders turn 
inward as she worked the faucet. It was impossible to tell that anything 
was wrong with her. A few moments later, she carried the sink over to 
the table, water sloshing over the sides. 
 Carmen nodded toward the water spigot. “He was definitely checking 
you out,” she said, her cat stare flicking between Laird and Molly.
 “I should have flashed him my leg. That would have thrown 
him off,” Molly said. She dropped the mugs into the sink, splashing 
Carmen’s arm.
 Shaking off the water, Carmen smiled. “I don’t think so. It didn’t 
stop Laird.”
 They both looked at him. He shrugged, uncomfortable with the 
attention. Ever since Carmen moved to the city a few months earlier, 
they had seen her a number of times, at first alone, and then with 
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George. One night after they left, Laird pulled Molly into a drunken 
embrace, dancing her around their kitchen. “Turns you on, doesn’t it,” 
she said in his ear, a coy accusation he adamantly denied. The camping 
trip was their first time together since then, and he was wondering if it 
wasn’t worth the distraction he had intended it to be.

Back in their tent, Molly mimicked Carmen’s apology. “Maybe 
this wasn’t such a good idea,” she said. They were sitting on their 
sleeping bags, pulling on hiking socks. “Dinners with your ex are one 
thing, but an entire weekend.”
 “She’s not my ex. We just went on a few dates in college.” Busying 
himself with his boots, he barely heard Molly’s response. He was 
trying not to think about the lawsuit. These things can take months, 
even years to resolve, his lawyer said. Laird took that to mean there 
was no rush explaining things to his wife.
 Lacing up the shoe on her good foot, Molly frowned. “I don’t 
think it’s a good idea to put two women you’ve fucked in the middle 
of the woods together.” Laird cringed. “Not to mention, she obviously 
hates camping.”
 “This is her first time. Give her a break.”
 Molly snorted.
 “Look, we’ve hung out with them before and it’s been fine,” Laird 
said, trying to get control of the conversation. “And you like George. I 
know you do.”
 “Yes, but this isn’t working out. Being isolated in the mountains is 
bringing out the worst in everyone.” Her eyes narrowed. “Who knows 
what could happen up on a ledge somewhere? You could turn your 
back and—”
 “Don’t even joke about it.”
 “About what?”
 “Pushing Carmen off a ledge,” he said.
 She laughed. “What I meant was her pushing me. Don’t look at me 
like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”
 “Don’t be ridiculous. It was ages ago.”
 Molly shrugged. “Whatever. I call it like I see it.”
 “Well, you’re seeing it wrong.”
 She stood up, testing her boots one at a time. The prosthesis was 
a little shaky, so she leaned over to adjust the laces of her shoe. Laird 
noticed her head was burned along the part in her hair. He had her sit 
in front of him so he could apply sunscreen to the tender line of her 
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scalp. After he was done he kissed her head, inhaling the sour tang of 
unwashed hair as she turned to hug him. Laird let himself enjoy the 
feeling of her embrace, her arms wrapped around his body, squeezing 
his ribcage and back. When she released her grip a few moments later, 
he could still feel the ghost pressure of her arms. A dull ache flowed into 
the empty space where her body had been as he watched her tighten the 
prosthesis with a few efficient tugs and snaps. She stood up with a smile, 
shaking down her pant leg, her eyes focused on his cheek, his ear, and 
then past him as she unzipped the flap with a wide arching motion of 
her hand. Hazy sunlight eclipsed her body as she stepped outside and 
the flap fluttered back down, leaving Laird alone in the dim dusty tent. 

When Laird applied to medical school immediately after 
college, no one was surprised. He came from a long line of doctors. 
Both his parents were physicians and many of their relatives were 
also in the profession, but family legacy wasn’t why Laird made 
his decision. He wanted to help people. Fix them. It wasn’t the god 
complex that he saw in some of his fellow residents, the pure ego desire 
to control life, a concept that was turned on its head when a resident 
inevitably killed someone. For Laird it was about having the ability to 
solve problems, to make people’s lives better, easier, less painful. Not 
all illnesses or diseases could be cured, he understood that of course, 
so he stayed away from neurology and oncology and found himself a 
comfortable niche in orthopedic surgery where he could fix fissures 
and fuse bones, sending his patients back out into the world with their 
bodies realigned, their skeletons strengthened. 
 Everyone thought it was fitting that he fell in love with Molly, 
who had several experiences with orthopedic surgery. The first was the 
emergency below the knee amputation after a devastating car accident, 
and the second came a few months later when a severe infection ravaged 
the stump and her knee was removed. When he met her, it had been three 
years since the accident and two since she emerged, a star pupil, from 
physical therapy. She was in graduate school for education, but she made 
it clear to Laird that teaching was only a means to an end. Her goal was 
to change the system that held back students and teachers. She scoffed at 
people who believed her injury had led her to choose a career of service. 
“If you had known me before you would realize that isn’t true,” she had 
said, but Laird hadn’t known her before. All he had was her word.
 The first night he saw her stump, not counting the party trick, was 
a few weeks after they had begun dating. He turned on the lights, the 
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ones Molly had dimmed just in case, and inspected her leg inch by inch. 
She teased him, saying he didn’t have to be so clinical, but that was all 
he knew how to be. Looking at the carefully sewn up stump, touching 
the crescent scar, shaped like a toothless mouth, he felt an unbelievable 
sadness fill him and he kept his shoulders hunched over and head bowed 
so she would not notice. Later she showed him pictures of the wreck, the 
twisted mass of steel and the cobalt blue of her former car, intertwined 
with roots and branches, an appalling collision of technology and nature. 
She had fallen asleep at the wheel, she explained, taking out a tree as her 
car sped off the road. Pointing to a small space where the driver’s side 
used to be, she told him that’s where they pulled her out. Using the Jaws 
of Life, she explained, making a dramatic chopping gesture with both 
arms. A lot of people don’t make it out of those alive, she said. Staring at 
the pictures, Laird was amazed that she had. 
 Afterwards she shrugged on her prosthesis and made him dinner, 
tender morsels of chicken and figs slow cooked in a cone-shaped 
clay pot, which she proudly carried to the table with two enormous 
mitten-shaped potholders. When she took off the top, fragrant gusts 
of cinnamon and coriander warmed their faces. She sat beside him 
as they ate, and at one point he placed a hand on her knee, rattled for 
a moment by the hard, cold surface beneath the fabric of her skirt. 
Without missing a beat, she reached beneath the table and placed 
his hand high up on her thigh. Later that night they kissed for a long 
time on the threshold of her room. As she walked inside he hesitated, 
leaning against the door. With or without, she turned to ask him, her 
face shadowed in the dimly lit room so he couldn’t read her expression. 
I’m teasing you, she said, bending over to take off the prosthesis, her 
long dark hair falling forward, masking the movement of her hands. 
 Months into their relationship, Molly would sometimes reference 
that first awkward encounter, until Laird asked her to stop, not wanting 
to be reminded of the burn of embarrassment, as well as the small but 
unmistakable flare of panic he had felt that night. His problem wasn’t 
the stump itself. Being a doctor negated any shock factor. It was the 
fear of what would happen once they became intimate. How for Molly 
he would have to relinquish the medical detachment he had spent the 
past several years building up. The apprehension he felt in the doorway 
shamed him still. Though he had never told Molly about that moment, 
he sensed somehow she knew.
 Going camping had been his idea. Molly loved hiking, but they 
had few occasions to get away until his extended surgical residency 
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ended a year ago. She leapt at the chance, rushing out to replace their 
old supplies moldering in storage with brand new tents and gear. Her 
excitement seemed to grow during the days leading up to the trip, until 
Laird began asking questions about her leg. Would she need a special 
boot to go hiking? Did she think they should stick to less strenuous 
trails? What if the heat made her skin chafe? Finally she stopped him. 
“This isn’t exactly a new condition,” she said, tapping the metal of her 
leg. He tried to explain himself. This was a long weekend, not just an 
afternoon hike. They would be far from the comforts of home. “I’ll be 
fine,” she repeated. When Laird packed the car, hiding an extra first aid 
kit beneath the cooler, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the trip would 
prove more difficult than she imagined, but felt confident knowing he’d 
be there to help her through it. 

Squinting into the sun that had been ducking in and out of 
the clouds, Laird watched as Molly stomped up yet another staggering 
incline. Behind him were Carmen and George struggling, it seemed, 
to keep up. 
 “Stop showing off,” he said under his breath when he finally 
caught up with her. She was leaning against a tree, a thick gnarled 
walking stick in one hand, taking small languid sips from her water 
bottle. Laird gulped at his furiously. 
 “Slow down or you’ll get sick,” she warned.
 He wiped the back of his mouth. “If you’re so concerned about me, 
why don’t you take it easy?” 
 Molly capped her bottle and tucked it into the appropriate loop 
of her backpack. “You’re doing fine,” she said. Their eyes followed the 
slow progression of Carmen, who had paused to untangle a branch 
from her hair. 
 “Are you trying to make this a miserable experience?” Laird asked.
 She widened her eyes dramatically. “Who’s miserable?”
 George joined them a few moments later, wiping the sweat off his 
face with a wilted bandana. “This is intense,” he said with a shaky smile.
 “See what I mean?” Laird said, glaring at Molly.
 Ignoring him, she turned her attention to George. “I’m sorry if this 
hike is too hard.” She offered him her water bottle when he finished his.
 He took it gratefully. “No, I’m O.K., but we may want to slow down 
a bit. For Carmen, I mean.” They all looked at Carmen and waved. Her 
smile in return was strained as she heaved herself up one of the more 
precarious rock scrambles.
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 “We can slow down. For Carmen,” Molly said. 
 Laird gave his wife a warning look before returning his gaze to 
Carmen’s struggling form. “Hey, watch out for that,” he shouted. 
 “Thanks,” she said, stepping carefully around a pile of slick wet 
leaves. 
 Laird glanced up, watching an enormous gray cloud glide toward 
the sun. Tapping Molly on the shoulder, he gestured to the sky. “What 
do you think?”
 Before she could answer, Carmen limped over. “You made it,” 
George said. Laird reached out a hand to steady her. “I’m sorry we got 
so far ahead of you.”
 Pushing aside her damp bangs, she followed everyone’s eyes 
upward. “Is it going to rain?”
 Molly watched more clouds knit together. “Maybe we should turn 
back.”
 Carmen’s face was stricken. “Won’t that take longer?”
 “She’s right,” Laird said. “Let’s keeping moving, but we’ll go 
slow. There’s no rush.” While Carmen gulped down her water, Laird 
noticed his wife kneading her thigh. In a lower voice he added, “Is 
your leg O.K.?” 
 “Fine,” she said. “It’s a cramp. What’s up with the doctor routine?”
 “Well, I am a doctor.”
 She stared at him. “Not mine.”
 “I’m worried that you’re overdoing it.” His voice was edgy. He felt 
like she was giving him a hard time and told her so.
 “You’re the one giving me a hard time,” she said, exasperated. “It’s 
like you want me to have a problem.”
 “You know that’s not true.”
 Shaking her head, she pointed to a line of blood crawling down 
his leg. He glanced down at the scrape, only now feeling the sting. “If 
you want to take care of someone so badly,” she said, “take care of 
yourself.”

By the time they made it to the ledge, the misty rain trans-
formed the sky into shocking whiteness. A dense network of fog and 
condensation fanned out overhead, nestling them in a damp cocoon of 
invisible water. George threw a rock into the white expanse and they 
all watched it disappear. The dripping leaves on the trees overhead 
shone emerald green. If they stretched out their hands, it was as if 
nothing existed beyond their fingertips.
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 “It looks like it would be soft,” Molly said.
 Carmen laughed. “Until you hit the ground.” She walked right up 
to the edge. George told her to be careful but she ignored him. After 
kicking a few rocks over, she spread out her arms. Then she glanced 
over her shoulder at Laird. “So much for the view.”
 “Get away from there,” he said. “If you fall we won’t be able to see 
all your pieces scattered across the mountain.”
 She smiled. “You’ve already seen all my pieces.” 
 “Come off it, Carmen,” George said, shaking his head. “That was 
over ten years ago. I doubt Laird can remember.” He looked at Laird 
for confirmation. 
 Molly smirked. “Actually, Laird has a great memory.”
 “That’s not true,” he said sharply. Everyone looked at him. 
“Memory is selective. People who think they remember everything are 
usually wrong.” 
 A few moments later, George joined Carmen by the ledge while Molly 
inspected the trail map. Walking a few paces away from everyone, Laird 
sat down on a rock and stared into the fog. Words from the letter looped in 
his mind: malpractice, lawsuit, wrongful death. The nagging sensation that 
he had failed haunted him. Mr. Luongo, his patient, was dead. Feelings 
of guilt seeped beneath his skin, worming their way into his bloodstream, 
tainting every cell. Mr. Luongo’s surgery, though complicated, had been 
successful. Laird had taken a piece of bone from his hip and used it to 
augment his shoulder, worn down from multiple dislocations and breaks. 
What killed the man was a fast-growing tumor in his abdomen. During 
the pre-surgery X-rays, Laird had seen the suspicious mass, a dark gray 
whorl against white bone, and had put it in the patient’s file, advising him 
to see a specialist. The argument in the lawsuit was that he never told 
Mr. Luongo. A he-said, he-said that unfortunately had no paper trail 
to back it up. Some nights he lay in bed restless with paranoia and fear, 
wondering if his memory had failed him. What if he had only meant to 
tell Mr. Luongo and never did? No matter how many times he went over 
it, the answer always seemed to lie just out of reach.
 The white sky did look soft, forgiving. He contemplated jumping 
into it. Taking a running leap, spreading his arms out wide and letting 
the fog swallow him up. He understood it was only an impulse, the same 
kind that beckons you to do what is most obscene or inappropriate, 
and though he had no intention of obeying it, he looked away. 
 Rocks crunched as Molly approached. She bent down, touching 
his arm. “Are you O.K.?”
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 He returned his gaze to the fog, trying to make out the valley 
below, the snaking of the river, but there was nothing but white. 
Carmen and George were far enough away that he could tell Molly 
about the lawsuit now and they wouldn’t hear. Her face was serious 
as she eased herself down beside him, the prosthetic leg lying straight 
and stiff. She crossed her arms, waiting. A flicker of impatience flashed 
in her eyes, then it was gone. His mood darkened and she noticed.
 “Whatever is bothering you, stop taking it out on me.”
 “I’m not taking anything out on you,” he said, trying to keep the 
irritation out of his voice. 
 Shaking her head, “You’ve been quiet and moody for weeks. If you 
don’t talk to me I can’t help you.”
 He turned to face her. “You can’t help me,” he said slowly, realizing 
it was true as the words left his mouth. Nothing she could say or do 
would change what he had done or hadn’t done.
 Molly stood up, slapping the dirt off her thighs. “You won’t even 
give me a chance.” The look in her eyes was fierce, but Laird wasn’t up 
for the challenge. He let her walk away.

By the time they made it back to the campsite, everyone was 
exhausted and famished. Molly made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches 
and brought out apples and bags of chips. After lunch, despite their 
fatigue, Carmen insisted on walking to the lake. As they approached, 
it was clear from the empty beach and deserted rental stand that there 
would be no boating today. Carmen pouted until Laird assured her they 
could still fish along the shore. While George baited hooks for the two 
of them, Laird and Molly went for a walk along the beach. Their feet 
barely made an impression in what felt more like packed dirt than sand. 
Laird tried to avoid the collection of cigarette stubs, popsicle sticks, and 
driftwood in their path. He felt Molly’s hand slide into his. She squeezed 
and he squeezed back, their signal to make up. 
 He knew he couldn’t keep the lawsuit from her indefinitely. When 
he told her, she’d most likely jump in with her usual confident bluster, 
telling him it was all bullshit, that most doctors endure a lawsuit at one 
time or another. Perhaps that’s what he was dreading most. Part of him 
was tired of her reassurances. In a way, it was easier for her. On one leg 
she could command a room full of people. At that party, years ago, he 
had been at her mercy, along with everyone else. Later he pursued her 
relentlessly, determined to get past spectator status, to stand by her side, 
but now he realized he was still on the ground, looking up.
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 A scream ripped across the empty beach. It was Carmen again, but 
this time the siren of her voice did not stop at one shout, but kept going, 
growing more frantic and shrill with each loop. Laird moved first, 
Molly right behind him, both of them hurrying across the sand toward 
the marshy area where they had left Carmen and George. When they 
arrived, George’s forehead was covered with sweat. Carmen was sitting 
on the wet grass, whimpering, her hands hovering around her face. 
 “What happened?” Molly said, reaching for Carmen, who shrank 
away from her.
 The tendons in George’s throat grew tight and quivered. “Her 
line got caught on something. I told her to pull harder,” his wild gaze 
darted from Molly to Laird. “The hook. I think it’s in her eye.”
 Molly’s face paled. “You don’t know?”
 He shook his head. His voice was frayed. “She won’t let me near 
her.” 
 Kneeling down, Laird approached Carmen. He put a hand near 
her leg but not touching. “Carmen, I’m going to help you, but I need 
you to be very still. Can you do that for me?” For a moment her body 
shuddered. He glanced at George and then Molly. Their faces were 
frozen. A muffled sob escaped from Carmen’s mouth and then the 
shaking stopped. Molly drew in a short breath.
 “Good, now try to relax. I’m going to move your hands away from 
your face. Can I do that?” A barely perceptible nod. Laird drew close and 
took her hands away, giving them a reassuring squeeze as he pressed 
them into her lap. “It didn’t hit your eye,” he said a moment later. He 
heard George exhale. “The hook is stuck in the outside corner. There’s 
some blood which is making it hard to see. You’re going to be all right.”
 “Can I help?” Molly asked. Her hand was on his shoulder and he 
felt it tremble. 
 “She should go to a hospital,” he said in a lower voice, turning 
away from Carmen. “Drive to the ranger station and have them call 
911. There’s no cell reception out here.”
 Molly nodded and squeezed his shoulder before standing up and 
running off the beach. Part of him wanted to call her back, to send 
George instead and make her see what he had done, what he could do. 
This is who I am, he wanted to shout into the cool wet air, this is who 
I can be for you, but she was already a speck in the distance, the dark 
mane of her hair swinging back and forth like a pendulum.
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The Quota

Pin-Pin had a faint smile on his face as he sucked his thumb 
and rocked from side to side, dreaming of flying cows. Tonight he 
slept crouched between a bag of coal that was twice his weight and 
the rough concrete wall of an outdoor wash sink, and as he slept, loose 
gravel strewn about the yard pinched his bare bottom through a hole 
in his pants. He woke up and adjusted the banana leaf he had tied 
around one foot. The floppy leaf held a stalk of single bible plant in 
place, covering a wound that was taking weeks to heal. He had gotten 
hurt when a boy, hardly much older than him, tried to steal Miss 
Clover’s money when he was too far out of her territory. Pin-Pin put 
up quite a fight, saving the day’s earnings, but he stepped on the piece 
of broken bottle the boy had used to attack him. 
 All night the odor from the pit toilet in the yard kept Pin-Pin on 
the cusp of consciousness, the smells belching out to him whenever his 
head began to hang limp from exhaustion. Not too far away, beyond 
the toilet and the gungo pea plants that grew alongside the back 
fence, was Wareika Hills, barely visible in the pre-dawn darkness that 
surrounded Pin-Pin. These still masses of darkness that loomed on the 
horizon were notorious for harboring escaped convicts and Jamaica’s 
most wanted. A low rumble and some feeble yelps came from a spot 
near the gungo. It was Bundle, who had also been banished to sleep 
outside that night and was sheltering from the cool morning breeze. 
He had climbed into a hole along with Miss Clover’s dog and her 
puppies, and he covered himself and the dogs with a sheet of metal 
from an old Colgate toothpaste bus shed advertisement. A swift breeze 
from Wareika swept across the yard, causing Pin-Pin to shuffle his 
slight, nine-year-old body into a new position and suck even harder on 
his thumb as he stared up at the stars.
 Pin-Pin’s grandmother had once told him that stars were bright 
kerosene oil lamps that people in heaven used to look for their loved 
ones. He often dreamed that his parents were among the stars and 
busily searching for him, but a sharp odor from the toilet assaulted 
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him on the tail of a deceptively gentle breeze, reminding him that his 
parents were not likely to number among those in the great beyond. 
His mother was not in heaven but somewhere called Flatbush, and 
from what he remembered of his grandmother’s curses, his father was 
somewhere in hell. 
 Pin-Pin got up from his nook between the coal and the wash sink 
with a determined movement, brushing stones off his ragged shorts. 
He went into the toilet with a hasty limp and then to the fence at one 
side of the house where a row of metal equipment was lined up, each 
resembling a miniature mailbox on wheels. Of the seven peanut ovens, 
he pulled one away, careful not to bang the contraptions together and 
awaken Miss Clover. Today Pin-Pin was determined to get an early 
start. He would clean his oven before the others even woke up so that 
he could be the first out of the yard that day and sell more peanuts 
than ever before. Since the attack he had not met his quota, which 
meant selling at least fifty out of the seventy or so peanut packages 
that he could hold in his peanut oven, so Miss Clover had not allowed 
him to sleep inside. But that was not any real punishment for Pin-Pin, 
who had lived on the streets for several years after his grandmother 
died and the landlord threw him and her things out on the sidewalk 
of downtown Kingston. His real concern was Miss Clover’s threat to 
send him away from her house.
 “I not harboring no bloody worthless pickney who can’t sell them 
quota!” was Miss Clover’s frequent refrain. 
 Before meeting Miss Clover, Pin-Pin had never heard the word 
quota, but it had now come to be a powerful thing that meant whether 
Miss Clover would love him for even a few moments. “Poor Miss 
Clover,” Pin-Pin had thought when his quota kept falling short. He 
did not worry about the runny cornmeal porridge he would miss each 
morning or the chicken foot soup at night. Pin-Pin was ashamed that 
he had failed to please her—to get a pat on the head from her, a hug if 
he had sold out all his peanuts, or, on those rare occasions, to have his 
name called by her in her gentle voice. 
 Today was Friday, usually his busiest sale day, and despite the 
wound on his foot, he planned to sell all the peanuts in his cart and 
not make Miss Clover bloody displeased with him for another moment. 
By the time morning started to break and the house began to stir, Pin-
Pin’s oven already sat drying in the yard, a bottle of diluted dishwashing 
liquid and a brush lying beside it. Not far away from his oven, Pin-Pin 
stood behind a gungo pea plant, naked except for the banana leaf around 
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his foot. As soon as MP, one of the other boys, woke up and opened the 
outdoor shed, Pin-Pin planned to begin roasting a batch of peanuts. He 
and the other boys usually set out in the afternoon, a couple hours after 
breakfast, which could sometimes be as late as noon, depending on what 
time Miss Clover woke up. They usually returned well past the bedtime 
of most children their age. Today Pin-Pin planned to have the peanuts 
roasted and packaged so he could be on the road early, heading toward 
Half-Way Tree to work the afternoon crowd and then out on Oxford 
Boulevard to catch the evening traffic. 
 Cleanliness was God’s best friend, Miss Clover always said, so when 
Pin-Pin turned on the pipe to take a bath and ice cold water slid down 
his back from the mouth of the hose that looked like a severed artery, he 
thought of how pleased Miss Clover would be to see him looking fresh 
and clean. He trembled in the crisp morning air but held the jagged 
rubber edge of the hose against his shoulder. In the midst of Pin-Pin’s 
tortured bath, a clang echoed from the house and he began briskly 
moving the hose over his body. Between the gungo leaves, Pin-Pin saw 
MP looking out from the back porch. MP was about sixteen years old, 
the eldest boy living at the house and working for Miss Clover. MP took 
the padlock off the back porch grill, and as he stepped into the yard from 
behind the metal gate, he lowered his head and squinted, glaring in the 
direction of the running hose and trembling gungo tree. MP walked 
toward Pin-Pin in steady strides with a large bunch of keys in one hand. 
“Who that round there?” he asked, and as he neared Pin-Pin, an earring 
stud reflected rays of light from the rising sun. 
 “Is just—just me, MP…Pin-Pin,” the boy answered, stepping a 
little further into the coverage of the bushes and turning sideways. 
 MP smelled of ganja and beer. “Hey bwoy, what make you feel say 
you must wake people out of them bed so early in the morning?” There 
was now just one small gungo tree between MP and Pin-Pin and with 
one more stride MP planted his foot across the hose, cutting off all 
circulation of water. “Listen, me tired of all you bwoy, bwoy ’bout the 
place,” MP grabbed the hose from Pin-Pin, and with its gaping, empty 
mouth, he poked him in the shoulder to the rhythm of his words. 
“Don’t—wake—up—pee—pul—a—morn—ing—time!” On the word 
“time,” MP held the hose in front of Pin-Pin’s face and released his foot 
from over the dirty green length of rubber. Pin-Pin gasped for air and 
started to cough as water went up his nose and down his throat. How 
he wished he were as strong and capable as MP and able to help Miss 
Clover take care of her little kingdom as if it were his, or, even better, 
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to be one of Miss Clover’s bloody worthless sons—her own flesh and 
blood, who got to call her “Mama.”
 MP headed toward the house, and Pin-Pin, recovering his breath, 
meekly called out, “MP.” 
 MP turned around and began to open his mouth in disbelief. 
 “MP,” Pin-Pin continued, “beg you open the shed for me? Please.” 
 MP took a step in Pin-Pin’s direction, knocking the child’s clothes 
off a tree limb. Pin-Pin dived as if to catch his things, knowing full well 
that it was too late for that and they had already landed on the ground. 
Nevertheless he made himself slide feet first in the mud, his wounded, 
banana leaf-clad foot coming to a halt inches away from MP. As the 
older boy saw Pin-Pin’s oozing wound peeking out from behind the 
leaf, his grimace gave way to a look of exasperation. “Bwoy, Jah know, 
Pin-Pin, you lucky me in good spirits this morning or else you would 
know something else!” MP sucked his teeth and stomped off in the 
direction of the shed. He used a key on the bunch in his hand to open 
the padlock on the wooden shed against the fence. As MP walked 
back to the house, he threw a handful of pebbles on the Colgate poster, 
“Wake up, lazy bwoy, sun a rise.” The puppies yelped and Bundle flung 
over the sign, his eyes wide open and his head pivoting from side to 
side, while Pin-Pin sat in the mud looking pleased with himself.
 By the time the sun was starting to bear down, Pin-Pin’s clothes, 
which he had rinsed out, no longer felt damp against his skin, and he 
had gotten a fire going under a broad sheet of corrugated zinc held off 
the ground by six blackened concrete blocks. On top of the zinc were 
raw peanuts in the shell and coarse grains of salt, and Pin-Pin placed 
another sheet of zinc over the first. Five more boys were now in the 
yard at various stages of washing their peanut ovens, and one oven was 
still against the fence, not yet touched.
 As Pin-Pin adjusted the second layer of zinc evenly over the first, 
a large, paper bag-colored woman of about fifty wearing an emerald 
spaghetti-strapped dress at least two sizes too tight, came outside from 
the back porch of the house. A comb was planted to the rear of her 
head, and hair stuck out all over in short streaks of lightning, thin 
enough at the ends to form a mangled halo against the light of the 
sun. A strawberry rinse added an eerie red glow to her entire coiffure. 
She looked at Pin-Pin. “Hmm, I hear that you trying to leave out early 
today, Pin-Pin. Is so you must hustle if you want bloody survive.” 
 “Yes, Miss Clover,” Pin-Pin struggled to clearly pronounce each of 
his syllables while trying not to stare at her motherly girth and breasts 
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that strained against the fragile straps of her dress. “I want try sell off 
everything today, Ma’am.” 
 “Well, that is what you must do then cause it will bloody hurt my 
heart if I have to make you leave.” Miss Clover clutched one bosom 
as she spoke but looked as if she were fondling herself. “But if you 
come back here tonight with more than twenty peanut,” she warned, 
“tomorrow morning me have to send you away. Me warn you and 
them other boys that anyhow you don’t perform, me not harboring 
you round here. Time too bloody hard now to give away food.” Miss 
Clover rose to a pitch as if she were witnessing in church. “As a matter 
of fact,” she was in the spirit now and removed the comb from the back 
of her head, waving it around, “all you boys listen and let me remind 
you of Miss Clover’s covenant,” she smirked. 
 The boys stopped what they were doing and looked in her direction. 
 “If you come back here in the nights with more than ten bag of 
peanut leave?” She held out both hands, palms facing up in a query.
 “We bloody well sleeping outside,” the boys echoed in weary unison.
 “And if you come back too often with more than twenty?”
 “We soon be bloody history,” they giggled, chanting their destiny. 
 When Miss Clover turned away, relaxing her stance, the boys 
went back to their chores, and Pin-Pin stared at the arid soil in Miss 
Clover’s backyard, ashamed to look in her face since he had caused her 
some financial distress. At the same time, he admired the bright red 
nail polish on her stubby toes. 
 The toilet door creaked and Bundle emerged yawning. Miss Clover 
sucked her teeth. “All like that one there,” she indicated Bundle with a 
sharp thrust of her head in his direction, “I should run him ’way from 
here long time. Him come in like a big waste of time.” Then she mumbled 
to herself, “Is only cause him is Pearline pickney make I keep him here.” 
As Bundle walked past Miss Clover toward the shed, she slapped him 
on his arm with her comb, causing the teeth to vibrate. He ducked and 
expertly dodged a second blow, continuing unflustered. 
 MP stood on the verandah behind the burglar bars eating from a 
plastic bowl held close to his face. He was the color of Blue Mountain 
coffee—lots of milk added—and his shirtless body boasted taut but 
understated muscles. Years of working for Miss Clover, hauling 
peanut ovens all over Kingston, had matured the scrawny child who 
had arrived many years ago into a more than modestly-built young 
man. MP beckoned Pin-Pin in a swift sweeping arm movement. 
 Miss Clover moved on to the other boys cleaning their ovens, and 
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Pin-Pin went to MP, wiping his bare feet on the doormat before he 
stepped onto the porch. Several white plastic chairs were strewn about, 
and five or six empty shipping barrels were stacked in one corner. A 
number of plants lined the verandah perched on a flower stand made 
out of two upside-down buckets with a plank of board forming a 
bridge. Crotons, Joseph’s coats, and prickly single bible plants were 
potted in old Glidden paint tins and empty bottles of Clorox bleach 
that had been cut in half. A stalk from the cactus-like single bible plant 
was recently broken, and the remaining stub dripped a gelatinous fluid 
to the ground.
 Still slurping from his bowl, MP led Pin-Pin inside the house. 
From the look on MP’s face, Pin-Pin could tell that his foul mood 
from earlier this morning had been resolved with a little more sleep. 
Pin-Pin followed behind him and sat at a table hitched in a closet-like 
space adjoining the kitchen. In the middle of the table were six full 
bowls of cornmeal porridge, and Pin-Pin looked for the largest one. 
 “Look here.” MP pulled something out of his pocket and handed 
it to Pin-Pin. “Me thief off piece of Miss Clover single bible for you 
foot. Put it up good before she see it.” 
 “Thanks, MP,” Pin-Pin could barely manage to speak as he heaped 
mouthfuls of the watery porridge into his mouth while stuffing the 
plant into his pants. 
 MP reached for two of the containers on the table and spooned 
some porridge from each into his bowl.
 The youngest of Miss Clover’s peanut boys was seven, and MP, the 
most senior, was often able to wrestle from her a variety of favors that 
the other boys would not even dare to hope for. When the mood struck, 
he would even intervene with Miss Clover on behalf of the other boys. 
In the year or so that Pin-Pin had been at the house, he had never seen 
MP sleep outside. In fact, on many nights Pin-Pin awoke on his thin 
piece of foam in the small, bare and often urine-stenched room that 
Miss Clover allotted to the boys, and MP’s broad, sturdy silhouette 
had vanished from his corner under the window. On these nights, Pin-
Pin always felt a tinge of jealousy that he could not be the one to help 
Miss Clover take care of whatever urgent situation had suddenly come 
up late at night when neither of her sons was home. Pin-Pin had never 
seen or heard anything of a husband, and according to the other boys. 
her only daughter, Pearline, was in a Florida prison for transporting 
drugs in parts of her body Pin-Pin could only vaguely envision.
 Two more boys rushed into the eating area, jostling for the next 
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largest bowl of porridge. “Me reach here first. Move!” One boy grabbed 
at a bowl and tried to shield it from the other child. “No, that is my 
bowl. MP, nuh me reach first?”
 “Quiet yourself and sit down. Mind you don’t get nothing to eat 
today. Both of you finish wash you oven?”
 The boys nodded. 
 “Good, so after you eat you can wash mine.” 
 The boys sat down, spewing whispers of mispronounced curses at 
each other as cornmeal slid over their tongues. 
 After breakfast, Pin-Pin re-bandaged his foot with an old strip of 
cloth, and, if one of the other boys had not stolen it from his hiding 
place, he would again wear the single foot of girl’s shoes he had found 
a few days before. He sat on the doorstep of the shed rolling peanuts 
in squares of brown paper, and when the pointed cones were formed, 
he tucked in the ends. He would add these to those peanuts left over 
from the night before. Pin-Pin hoped Miss Clover would come outside 
again before he left so she could see his peanuts that he had roasted to 
a perfect shade of caramel—the shells firm and crisp yet not dry and 
burnt. Not far away some of the boys were roasting MP’s peanuts as 
he relaxed and watched. Pin-Pin turned to him to share in his self-
satisfaction. “MP, me almost done. Me getting out early today.”

“Peanut, peanut.…fresh roas’ peanut!” Pin-Pin called, 
maneuvering down Hope Road toward his Half-Way Tree destination. 
Water in the belly of his oven bubbled from the heat of glowing red coals 
underneath, and steam surged from the exhaust chute at the top of the 
cart, creating a loud whistle. He edged his way along the perimeter of 
the road, making himself accessible to both motorists and pedestrians, 
and at each red traffic light, he managed to make a few sales to drivers 
craving the taste of salt. He passed warm, cone-shaped packages to 
businessmen wearing suits that made a “shh, shh” sound when the 
men reached for their bulging wallets, and once the transaction was 
complete, tinted windows vacuum-packed the “shh, shh” sound into 
sleek air-conditioned cars. Along the sidewalk, he sold to second-shift 
school children who were very late to class or first-shift children who 
managed to sneak out early, the girls in starched pinafores and the boys 
in khaki pants. A few sidewalk vendors entreated him to barter peanuts 
for a bag juice, or a package of tamarind balls, or a mango, but with the 
cornmeal porridge still in his belly, Pin-Pin rejected these offers. 
 Hot gravel, bottle caps, and other street litter dug into Pin-Pin’s 
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shoeless foot, as he walked in uneven steps, a little less accentuated 
than a hop. On any stretch of road not covered with potholes, he 
coasted down the street astride a narrow platform on the front of his 
oven. As he glided down Hope Road, Pin-Pin passed King’s House, the 
Governor-General’s residence that was closeted away behind prickly 
bougainvillea. The only visible signs of a royal presence were two 
guards outfitted in long-sleeved white regalia that contrasted against 
their skin while they sweltered in an old, brick guardhouse. Next came 
Jamaica House, the Prime Minister’s residence, its parched lawns a 
dull shade of beige, another casualty of the island’s ongoing drought 
and water restrictions. Finally, the bright yellow paint of the Best 
Dressed Chicken Wholesale Outlet came into view. Pin-Pin decided 
to continue on foot since both the pedestrian and vehicular traffic 
thickened as he approached the Half-Way Tree clock, and he slowed 
down in front of the ten-foot gate at Best Dressed Chicken to adjust the 
straps of his single girl’s shoe. 
 No sooner had he stopped than from behind the fence a voice 
bellowed at him, “Hey, peanut bwoy, move from in front of here. You 
blockin’ de gate.” A security guard appeared from the tiny guardhouse 
that was hidden behind the façade of a large chicken dressed in a top hat 
and bow-tie. The guard leered through the chain-link fence, and Pin-
Pin waved him off with a swift flip of his wrist. Pin-Pin had experienced 
his share of Kingston’s burgeoning security industry filled with men 
whose ambitions had been crumpled to a faux militaristic career. 
 “Hey, bwoy, mind I have to come box you down out there. Me say 
you mus’ move you stinkin’ cart from in front of the people place!” 
Pin-Pin ignored the guard’s ranting, and soon the man disappeared 
back into his tiny cove under the chicken’s outstretched wing. As Pin-
Pin finished with his shoe and straightened up, a loud clang came 
from the gate and the guard burst out cursing under his breath and 
walking toward Pin-Pin dragging a large German shepherd on a short 
leash. 
 The dog looked from side to side and squinted as it tried to reorient 
itself after what must have been a restful sleep. As the guard neared Pin-
Pin, he gave the animal’s leash a sharp yank, and the dog began to bark. 
Pin-Pin grabbed the handle of his cart and pushed off. As the wheels of 
the peanut oven started to roll, a bus came to a halt just ahead of Pin-Pin 
and a loud squelching sound drowned out the dog’s bark. 
 The bus was making its way into the city from the countryside, 
and strapped atop were large crocus sacks of yams, bags of golden 
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oranges and other fruits, and even a crate with baby chickens. As 
Pin-Pin’s cart rolled along the sidewalk, a mass of people alighted 
from the squeaky bus. Pin-Pin glanced behind him and saw that the 
recently invigorated animal was getting closer and barking at a loud 
pitch. At the same time, an elderly market woman came from off the 
bus. She ambulated to an ancient rhythm, her hips moving from side 
to side underneath a blue checkered apron, and on her head, nested 
upon a matching head wrap, she balanced a large straw basket with a 
mountain of star-apples. 
 “Beg pass, lady, beg pass!” Pin-Pin shouted, pushing his cart 
around her so that she would be between him and the dog whose 
saliva drooled onto the sidewalk. By this time, several other market 
women had alighted from the bus, and as the barking dog approached, 
the crowd turned in the direction of the racket. 
 The women ranged in body size and complexion, but all their faces 
bore a reflection that said there was no longer any experience that could 
be new or frightening to them. They each hauled baskets, crates, and 
bags—some sweet with oranges and mangoes, others harsh with ginger 
and Scotch bonnet peppers. Some carried small stools from which to sell, 
while others had mats to place on the rough concrete of the sidewalk. 
“Hey, guardy, a where you goin’ wid that dawg?” a short woman paused 
from pulling a bag of sweet potatoes across the sidewalk. Another one, 
with a bright orange half of a pumpkin on her head, turned while still 
balancing the pumpkin. “If that dawg ever bite any of us today, you 
never goin’ want put on that uniform again.” Hearing the commotion, 
the star-apple woman turned and placed her basket on the ground. 
“What make you guard bwoys feel that you can harass people just so?” 
The woman sucked her teeth and said, “Leave the pickney alone.”
 The guard muttered something about the cart blocking the 
driveway, but a few more women joined in the row, pushing themselves 
between the peanut oven and the guard, and after a short while the 
guard retreated, pulling the growling dog behind him. The star-apple 
woman turned to Pin-Pin, still looking annoyed. “Pickney, you mustn’t 
get into no argument with them guard bwoy. Them will lick you down. 
Gwaan ’bout you business now.” 
 “Yes, Ma’am,” Pin-Pin replied, and as he pushed past, the other 
women around murmured among themselves how the big companies 
don’t want anybody else to make a living and they all said “whattaway” 
life was hard. 
 A short distance beyond the bus stop, Pin-Pin came to the Chimes 
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Shopping Plaza, where he planned to spend the lunch hour milling 
through the traffic. On the outskirts of the shopping center, a group of 
taxi men chatted under a small shade tree, and one beckoned to Pin-
Pin, “Peanut bwoy, over here.” Some of the men rocked on the edges of 
crates, one balanced on a rusty, three-legged chair, and others hovered 
above the ground in a crouch. Pin-Pin pushed over toward them, but 
by the time the cart pulled up to the group, the man who called Pin-
Pin was hurrying to secure some customers of his own. 
 A few of the taxi drivers bought from him, and then he started to 
circulate in the traffic. When the cars began to thin out, he went to the 
park across the road, limping toward an empty bench set on a grassy 
area. He sat and savored the relief the scorched sole of his shoeless 
foot got from the hot asphalt. The bench was near to the park’s public 
facility, and as he rested, he thought of home, the stench reminding 
him of his sleeping spot beside the wash sink at Miss Clover’s. He 
opened the door of his oven to double-check his sales. He had sold 
about two dozen peanuts, not a bad start, so although the throbbing 
in his foot had not eased, he worked his way back into the traffic. 
 After crossing from the park, he ended up between two mini-buses, 
each decorated with flamboyant airbrush designs along its side and rear, 
and each sporting a name stenciled amidst images of naked women, 
guns, and speeding cars. The driver of the bus named Jah Lightning and 
the conductor of Crazy Missile were arguing over a stolen passenger, the 
two vehicles at a halt amidst the afternoon traffic. 
 A hand with money stuck out from a window. “Gimme a peanut 
while them two joker hold up we time.” 
 Pin-Pin jerked the oven to a halt so abruptly he almost ran the 
wheel of the cart over his foot. Soon peanuts were passing through the 
windows and doors of each bus as passengers trapped beside sweaty 
underarms, breast-feeding mothers, and fidgeting school children 
placed orders through a system of Chinese telephone. 
 “Hey, bwoy, two peanut for the man in the red marina.”
 “The lady say to make sure them don’t burn or she taking back she 
money.”
 “Hurry up, peanut bwoy, the school girl in the green uniform say 
to sell her one…wait, she say two, yes, two peanut for the nice girl—and 
what a way she looking sexy today,” the order taker added, lingering 
and leering as he passed the peanuts to the girl. 
 As irate motorists blew their car horns, and peanuts and money 
changed hands, Pin-Pin smiled, envisioning Miss Clover hugging him 
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and maybe even giving him a kiss. A small crowd gathered around 
the buses to observe the disagreement. There were street boys slurping 
icy sky-juices, peddlers torn between watching the fight and tending 
their stalls, robot drivers trying to coax passengers from the bus and 
into their unlicensed taxis, and, to Pin-Pin’s pleasure, it seemed like 
everyone was buying peanuts for the occasion. 
 In the midst of the brawl, Jah Lightning trembled when the driver’s 
door flew open and a man alighted with a shiny machete. The onlookers 
immediately stepped back but did not dare leave the scene and miss 
their afternoon entertainment. The passengers who were catching some 
breeze outside the bus scurried around the vehicles or tried to squeeze 
back in. But Crazy Missile’s driver thought that a hasty retreat was best, 
and he took off, leaving his conductor and several passengers in the 
middle of the road. The conductor grabbed Pin-Pin’s oven and pushed it 
toward the machete-wielding driver before running after Crazy Missile. 
The driver jumped out of the way and the peanut oven collided with Jah 
Lightning, flipping the oven on its side and spilling its contents in the 
middle of Hope Road, in the shadow of the Half-Way Tree clock. Coal 
and peanuts lay strewn in the street, and a tiny rivulet of steaming hot 
water bled from beneath the fallen oven. 
 For a moment, Pin-Pin stood staring at the glowing hot coals, 
sizzling and spitting, until the hot water from the cart began to scorch 
his unshoed foot. “Me peanut cart! Him mash up me cart!” Pin-Pin 
shouted, and with tears filling his eyes and curses on his lips, he 
began to move the peanuts from the path of his mini-deluge. Before 
driving off, the machete-armed driver helped Pin-Pin turn the oven 
upright, and disgusted motorists who had been blowing the buses 
began heckling Pin-Pin and telling him to stop blocking the road as 
he exchanged curses with them. One car, swerving to avoid a pothole, 
even ran over some of the peanuts, turning them to dust. While Pin-
Pin repacked the peanuts, mischievous street children in clothing as 
worn as his grabbed bags here and there, and he took out a knife-blade 
from inside the oven, waving it after the children with one hand and 
repacking peanuts with the other. “Leave my bloody peanuts alone!” 
he yelled. 
 Pin-Pin salvaged as many packages as he could, then tried to recover 
the coal, which was crucial for keeping the peanuts warm and creating 
steam for the cart’s whistle that attracted customers. He found an old 
juice carton in the gutter, tore it halfway open, and used it as a shovel to 
scoop coal back into the oven. But in no time the coal burnt a hole into 
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the box, so Pin-Pin took off his shirt and used the fraying fabric like an 
oven mitt to retrieve the coals that were hissing their breath away in 
small puddles of water. Pin-Pin’s chest tightened, and his face became 
hot like the coals he could not save, as images of a joyful reunion with 
Miss Clover faded away. When it was all over, Pin-Pin had lost at least 
thirty packages of peanuts and his body felt as numb as his burnt fingers, 
which were already beginning to swell and blister.

Pin-Pin wandered the rest of the evening through the busy 
Kingston streets, slowed by his damaged foot and deflated spirit but 
determined to sell whatever he could despite his earlier tragedy. That 
night when the asphalt became cool, Pin-Pin could walk without 
burning his feet on the ground, and late into the night he finally 
managed to sell all his remaining peanuts. His cart was now quiet 
and cold, all the heat exhausted, the whistle spent. He would usually 
have been thrilled to return to Miss Clover with no peanuts left in his 
oven, but he did not have enough money to account for the missing 
products, and for Miss Clover coming back short was the only thing 
worse than returning with too many peanuts. 
 Pin-Pin was on his way back up Hope Road, heading toward the 
house and planning how he would prevent his impending separation 
from Miss Clover. He decided on what he would do and parked at a 
bus stop, waiting for a crowd to build up. Around him smoke filtered 
from the sidewalk barbecue of a jerked chicken vendor and Pin-Pin’s 
stomach rumbled with only wet peanuts inside. Not far away, music 
boomed from a bar’s sound system in battle with the hymn-singing 
congregation in a revival tent on the open lot next door. People chatted 
waiting for the bus; a group of teenagers ate chicken and fried festival; 
some guys on a wall smoked ganja. Then the church service ended 
in a cacophony of “Hallelujahs” and “Amens,” and a bevy of women 
flocked to the bus shed. 
 This was it, Pin-Pin thought. He heard the women laugh and 
chatter, saying “Praise the Lord,” after each sentence, and he watched 
keenly to see which ones bought from the nearby vendors. 
 “There is power, power, wonder-working power, in the blood of 
the Lamb,” a lanky woman in a dark dress sang, making her way to 
the candy vendor’s stall while doing some kind of dance step. As she 
sang, the woman looked up to the sky and moved her head from side 
to side, waving one hand above her as if screwing in a light bulb. Her 
purse dangled from one shoulder. “Sell me a icy-mint please, lady,” she 
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requested in between hymn verses, and she reached into her purse. 
 Pin-Pin immediately maneuvered his oven toward the enraptured 
woman, and as she stretched to take her mints from the candy vendor, 
Pin-Pin bumped into her with his cart and reached into her purse. 
“Beg pass, beg pass,” he shouted and pushed by, his cart rattling up the 
road. He clutched the money in his small hand, afraid to even glance 
at it until he was out of sight of the crowd. When he finally looked 
down, he felt as if a ping-pong ball was bouncing wildly inside his 
chest. The other boys had shown him how to lift a wallet or if he were 
careful a piece of jewelry, but with the cumbersome ovens the boys 
pushed, they had to be extra careful because they could not get away 
quickly—plus nowadays everyone kept their serious money in hard to 
reach places. He glanced at his hand once more, making sure he was 
seeing correctly and that he really had more than twice the money he 
needed to cover the missing peanuts and to get back in Miss Clover’s 
favor. He used the extra cash to buy some pan chicken from a vendor 
further along the road, and when he added up his change, he even had 
enough to get a few of his favorite paradise plum candies. 
 His stomach full, Pin-Pin wheeled as fast as he could up the gradual 
incline that led toward Miss Clover’s, his empty oven rattling as it ran 
over pebbles and into potholes. He was too late coming in to meet with 
the other boys at their usual place, but the streets were not yet deserted, 
and once he got a little closer to the house, he would be safe as the whole 
community knew not to trouble Miss Clover or her boys. 
 When he finally pulled up outside the yard, he eased open the gate 
and pushed in the cart, rolling it inside as noiselessly as possible. “Shh! 
Roun’ the back. Roun’ the back,” he mumbled to the yelping dogs that 
jumped up on him playfully. Luckily, he thought to himself, Miss 
Clover’s room was on the other side of the house. As usual Bundle was 
outside, and tonight he had covered himself with a large banana leaf, 
and he slept so soundly that he did not wake until Pin-Pin’s oven had 
been rolled in place. 
 “Is you that, Pin-Pin?” Bundle asked in a cautious whisper. 
 “Yeah, is me, is me,” he replied. 
 “Miss Clover vex that you don’t come in early, and she say anyhow 
you thief her cart she going find you and fix your business.” Within 
moments of speaking, Bundle fell right back asleep.
 Miss Clover hated to be woken up, but she hated more to not have 
all her peanut money inside with her, so Pin-Pin put the cash together 
and trotted around the other side of the house to Miss Clover’s window. 
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He was quite pleased with himself and so wanted to relieve any worries 
Miss Clover had, so he decided to risk the chance of her being annoyed 
with him for disturbing her rest. Stiff clumps of grass dotted the side 
path to Miss Clover’s window, like tufts of hair on a diseased head, but 
to Pin-Pin they felt soft and cool underfoot. 
 As he approached the room, he heard a low whining sound, like 
what cattle might make as they settled down for the night. The closer 
he got to the window, the louder the whining became and the more 
rhythm it seemed to have, as if someone’s cries were being stifled. And 
by the time he was close enough to see through the burglar bars at 
Miss Clover’s bedroom window, he felt the ping-pong ball return to 
his chest, banging around even faster than before. 
 In the faint moonlight, Pin-Pin saw Miss Clover’s massive 
body sprawled naked on her back as she clutched a bed post with an 
outstretched hand, and the familiar silhouette of a man moved back and 
forth on top of her in time to her whimpering rhythm. He strained to 
look closer and saw that it was MP who gave Miss Clover such pleasure 
that her voice quivered like those women in the church tent when they 
sang, “Calvary, sweet Calvary!” The money dropped from his hands 
and he slumped into the patch of dirt beneath her window, sucking his 
thumb, coins and bills scattered around him. But after listening to Miss 
Clover’s labored breathing for a few minutes, Pin-Pin gathered the fallen 
notes. He tore and crumpled them to form oversized earplugs, which 
he held in place like a deejay, and swayed to the cooing endearments he 
thought he heard echoing through his money.
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Law Day

Elaina’s roommate, Dawn, is in the base hospital. Because Dawn, 
like Elaina, is a nurse, she has to clarify for Larry that Dawn is not 
simply picking up an extra shift, but is a patient with an IV, occupying 
bed space. Larry asks his daughter why, hoping his voice through the 
phone line sounds as if he’s doing so out of courtesy and not fear.
 “Dunno,” Elaina’s voice comes back through the plastic receiver. 
It sounds just like his a half-octave higher, even down to the note of 
worry trying to disguise itself as casual conversation. “Lots of us have 
been sick since we got back.”
 “Fatigue probably or that—what do they call it—post traumatic 
stress disorder?” Larry has until recently considered PTSD a made-
up illness, but he thinks his daughter and the others in her unit have 
earned the right to its reality. He wants to ask Elaina how she is feeling, 
just to check, but he can’t quite wrap his tongue around it. Anyway, 
she won’t be honest, not completely.
  “Look, sweetie, I have to go. They’re expecting me at the courthouse. 
It’s Law Day.”
 Elaina breathes a smile over the line. “Ah, Law Day. You know 
it still sucks I didn’t get to do that when I was in fourth grade. You 
could have pulled some strings or something.” This is old—a rebuke in 
her adolescent years, now just a routine tease. “Well, good luck. You’re 
going to win this year, I know it.”
 “That would require a miracle,” Larry chuckles, tapping the case 
notes on his desk. They are beginning to curl at the edges—one of the 
secretaries will have to type up a fresh copy for next year. “Or perhaps 
actual bears in the classroom to scare all the kids…”
 “Dad,” Elaina’s voice is like his; the groans she inherited from her 
mother. There is a pause in the conversation. Larry hears Elaina inhale 
sharply, a little gasp that tears into his throat. He envisions setting 
down the phone and walking out to his car, driving to the airport and 
booking a ticket to South Carolina, Law Day be damned, when Elaina 
finds her teasing voice again.
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 “Don’t worry about me, Dad. I wouldn’t want to distract you from 
such an important case.” Larry remembers that his daughter is full-
grown and strong. She would not be halfway across the country if she 
needed him. She would not have gone to war.
 “Sure, hon. Of course,” Larry says. He is going to be late if he 
doesn’t leave now. “Love you,” he promises.
 “Love you,” answers Elaina. She hangs up.
 Leaving his office, Larry walks through downtown Tulsa to the 
courthouse, as he does for any trial. It is cool for May, and he wishes 
he had thought to bring a jacket to supplement his suit. The courthouse 
comes into view ahead, staining the landscape. It’s an ugly building, 
putrid orange brick with a hexagonal lattice “decoration” scaling the 
front that looks as if it were carved out of cinderblocks. Inside it is poorly 
lit, poorly ventilated and too-yellow a shade of beige. Larry hates only one 
thing about both his hometown and his career: the combination of the 
two requires him to spend so much time at this eyesore of a municipal 
building. This modern architecture isn’t any good; there is no soul, no 
sense of a higher authority. Larry doesn’t mean God, just the rule of 
law. Something about the pillars and cascade of steps on a courthouse 
of more classical architecture captures the very essence of order and 
right. The Tulsa County Courthouse looks as if it were built to inspire 
ambulance chasers in their tacky pursuit of big settlements. Hardly the 
element of the justice system Law Day is intended to celebrate.
 Melinda Robbins and Becky Carlisle are in the fourth grade at 
Andersen Elementary and special. Larry inferred this much from the 
Law Day Mock Trial program sent to his office, where the girls’ names 
are listed right under the heading “Defense Attorneys (Larry Hoffman, 
advisor).” It is Andersen’s turn to send their fourth graders to the Tulsa 
County Courthouse for the annual May 1 staging of Three Bears v. 
Goldilocks, a rare occurrence given the number of local schools among 
which the honor rotates. So right there, Melinda and Becky are the 
beneficiaries of extraordinarily good timing. Furthermore, out of the 
entire fourth grade, they hold two of the five roles requiring the most 
speaking and improvisation (along with the prosecuting attorneys and 
the judge). Naturally, it is the precocious children, the bookworms and 
budding scientists, the “gifted” they are called now, who the teachers 
select for these parts. So there is no doubt that Melinda Robbins and 
Becky Carlisle are students like these, possessing some special quality 
that makes them the obvious choice for defense attorney. Larry is just 
surprised they are both girls.
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 Even as the surprise registers in his head, he can hear Elaina 
laughing at him. “Come on, Dad, it’s the nineties,” she’d say. It is the 
nineties, though in May of 1991, the decade is not even a year and 
a half old, and Larry thinks he could have a little more time to get 
into the swing of things. In his defense, Larry has been volunteering 
on Law Day for twelve years and the children assigned to him have 
never both been girls. His first few years, the girls were seldom any 
significant part except the obvious: Goldilocks and Mama Bear. After 
Sandra Day O’Connor there was a run on female judges, but female 
fourth-grade defense lawyers have remained few and far between. 
 Larry knows defense attorney isn’t always a popular assignment. 
Fourth graders still inhabit a world of black-and-white morals. 
Goldilocks is, to them, an unquestionable model of bad behavior. 
Larry wouldn’t have taken her case if she had been real, or he would 
have and advised her to plea bargain, which isn’t allowed in the Mock 
Trial. The only plausible defense requires a certain flexibility of truth 
that seems easier for the boys Larry’s worked with to accept. The girls 
won’t correct him outright, but the corners of their mouths contract in 
a way that shames Larry. And today there will be a double dose of this. 
“You don’t know anything about little girls,” he hears Elaina say.
 In real life Elaina has never said this to her father, but Larry feels it 
is only a matter of time. Since leaving home, she has become uncannily 
perceptive. Distance has given her the ability to read her parents’ motives 
in a way she never could when they were under the same roof. What 
was it she told him about Annie the other day? Larry wishes he could 
remember, because he distinctly recalls the feeling after she said it, as 
if his lungs had been pushed back into their proper place. Something 
about her worrying not being real worry…that’s not quite it. 
 Now that the 44th Medical Brigade is safely returned from Iraq, it 
is easier to think about Elaina. The relief makes Larry’s fingers tingle. 
While she was overseas, a frozen lump of dread congealed in his 
stomach, growing with every three-week-old letter assuring him of her 
three-week-old well-being. He never has understood why Elaina decided 
to bypass college and join the Army for her nurse’s training. Her grades 
were strong enough for partial scholarships to the state schools. Money 
was never the issue anyway; since the market collapse, Larry’s mid-
priced criminal defense firm had thrived, the rare growth industry in 
tough times. But Elaina’s plans were designed for self-sufficiency. As her 
parents, they had no choice but to let her go—or risk seeing her leave 
anyway, damning them for their disapproval. He had said this to Annie, 
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as she sat in bed rehearsing arguments for a college education.  On 
his fifteenth try, aided by the bitter cloud the latest mother-daughter 
argument had spread over the house, Annie conceded the point. Of 
course, at the time Larry had assumed Elaina would spend most of her 
enlistment at a base hospital or, at worst, helping victims of some natural 
disaster. What was there to fight about anymore?
 Larry reaches the appointed courtroom right on time, but Melinda 
and Becky are already waiting for him at the gallery railing with an older 
girl. Both are wearing jean skirts and penny loafers, the apparent uniform 
of this year’s fourth grade girl, although their blouses are respectable, 
solid hues. Their classmates filing into the gallery benches are loud both 
in chatter and the neon spirals and stripes of their attire. Most of them are 
trying to get the attention of the various local news cameras preparing 
for the day’s human interest piece. Larry’s charges eye the cameras but 
say nothing, and he can’t help being impressed at their calm. 
 The older girl with them, trendy in a baggy purple sweater and 
leggings, introduces herself as “Robin McCullough.” It’s not until he 
spots the wedding ring on her left hand that Larry realizes this is his 
lawyers’ teacher. Thankfully, he is a good trial lawyer and capable of 
absorbing surprises. When Robin begins to introduce her students, 
Becky lifts her chin. Her blond hair, cropped above her ears, swings 
over a pair of earrings painted and shaped to look like purple pansies.
 “Rebecca, not Becky,” she corrects.
 “Becky isn’t a good lawyer’s name,” Melinda explains, gingerly 
checking the woven cord of her French braid with one hand. It is clear 
the name change was her idea. Robin makes a small puff of frustration 
and looks to Larry for intervention.
 “Well, I don’t personally know any lawyers named Becky,” he says, 
“but I’m sure there are some out there.” Both girls look dubious. Robin 
smiles weakly and edges away. Larry tries again. “Becky is a fine name.” 
 “Rebecca is more professional,” Becky says, and since Larry 
happens to agree, he just smiles and leads them over to the defense 
table. Their client, a little beauty named Lauren, is brought over by 
a teacher who truly looks the part and does not have unrealistic 
expectations of Larry. As with most Goldilocks, Lauren has a waist 
length mass of blond curls, smelling strongly of hairspray. Neither of 
his lawyers wants to take the chair next to her; Larry isn’t sure if it’s 
the odor or some mysterious fourth-grade social imperative. So he sits 
next to Goldilocks, with Melinda at his immediate left and Rebecca 
just beyond her.
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 “So, girls,” he says, beginning his usual pretrial talk, “how are we 
going to prove Goldilocks here is innocent?”
 Melinda wrinkles her nose. “Could we have Lauren lie?”
 “That’s purging,” says Rebecca, “and she’d go to jail for sure, then.”
 Purging? After a beat, Larry gets it and has to fight the grin. “It’s 
called perjury, but you’re right, it is illegal,” Larry says. Melinda rolls 
her eyes. “Any other ideas?”
 Rebecca twitches a little, but says nothing. Melinda stares at the 
table. Lauren isn’t paying attention; a number of girls in the audience 
are calling her name and she is contorted around the back of her chair 
in a way that would scandalize Larry’s chiropractor. She looks as if she 
could be occupied for some time. It hardly matters. Larry often finds 
it easier if Goldilocks doesn’t become too interested in the specifics of 
her defense. There was a girl a few years back who dominated all their 
discussions while her lawyers sat in cowed silence. Then again, she had 
been an exceptionally pretty girl and her counsel had been all male, 
gawky, and just over the lip of puberty. 
 Larry decides to move on. “What is she charged with?” The girls 
don’t respond. “O.K.,” he continues, “she’s charged with breaking and 
entering and vandalism, right?”
 “And theft,” Melinda’s head snaps up from its examination of the 
table. She seems delighted to have the opportunity to correct him. 
“She ate the porridge.”
 “Right.” Larry is momentarily nonplused. He prides himself on 
his thoroughness, reviews index cards with bullet points of cases on 
his desk daily, just to be safe. Even for this case, each year for twelve 
years—he’d had them out this morning, just before the phone rang. 
 In twenty-five years of court cases, the only other time he’s forgotten 
such pertinent information was the day before Elaina was born. Annie 
was already a week overdue, but he’d had an arraignment that couldn’t 
be postponed. He sat next to his client wondering if the judge, a true 
believer in the right to a speedy trial, would let him leave if word came 
that Annie was in labor. The judge had read off the charges. And Larry 
had actually looked over at his poor client and said, “There’s an assault 
charge, too?” A few days later, looking at the tiny little miracle herself, 
red and raisin-wrinkled, impossibly preserved behind the glass of the 
ward like a museum piece, he wondered if his client might bring him 
before the Bar Association for his memory lapse. The thought faded as 
he traced the scroll of his daughter’s ear on the glass with his fingernail. 
Nothing had come of it. He might even have won the case. 
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  “Girls,” Larry says, “Why did Goldilocks go into the Bears’ house?”
 There is a pause. “The door was unlocked?” suggests Rebecca.
 Melinda jumps in. “Is it breaking and entering if the door is 
unlocked?”
 “Technically, yes,” Larry says. “But wasn’t she really just looking for 
help? A snack? A place to rest before she found her way back home?”
 “It wasn’t her fault no one was there,” says Melinda defiantly.
 “Isn’t it still wrong to use their stuff without asking?” Rebecca asks. 
The corners of her mouth contract. Melinda groans. Larry will have to 
warn the DA to look out for Melinda in the Law class of 20-whatever. 
She’s going to be a shark.
 “Well,” says Larry, “do you think she would have asked if the 
Bears had been home?”
 “I guess,” says Rebecca.
 “And if the Bears hadn’t scared her when she woke up, do you think 
she would have apologized?” It’s not much, but it’s the best defense 
Larry has. Not that a better one would make a difference; Goldilocks 
is always found guilty, whether the defense or the prosecution presents 
the best case. The jury is too familiar with the story. In a real trial, 
Larry would argue for change of venue owing to a prejudiced jury 
pool, though he isn’t quite sure where they could find a less prejudiced 
one. But the girls nod as if his strategy is acceptable, although one 
head moves more eagerly than the other.
 “It’s called extenuating circumstances,” he explains. “Goldy here 
meant to do the right thing, but first no one was home and then she 
was frightened.”
 Lauren has turned back around and caught the last of this. “Yeah!” 
she agrees heartily. Melinda snickers; Rebecca turns to examine the 
action in the jury box. Larry wonders why Lauren isn’t as popular with 
her lawyers as she is with the gallery. It could be a form of intellectual 
snobbery; she reminds Larry of the giggle-prone girls Elaina used to 
call “bubbleheads.” Then again, Larry hasn’t noticed anyone shouting 
“Melinda” or “Becky” from the audience. Simple jealousy, perhaps? 
Elaina would know. 
 “All rise,” says the student bailiff. “Court is now in session. The 
Honorable Jay Benolkin presiding.”
 The student judge is a scrawny, overtly freckled boy whose hands 
are invisible inside his borrowed robe. He bangs the gavel with relish, 
the black sleeves flapping wildly. Judge Graves, his supervisor, smiles 
at him, Larry  thinks, maternally. 
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 “Jay is soooo cute.”
 “Not!” comes the reply. Larry looks down. Becky is the one 
flushing and smiling; Melinda looks put-out. At what age did Elaina 
start liking boys? Once she did, Larry had to get nightly briefs to keep 
up with her ever-changing crushes; just as he got used to Josh Norman, 
he’d start hearing about Chris Kelly, and so on. Then there was Chad 
Engalls, the literally punk kid with the stupid haircut—head shaved 
to a millimeter of fuzz except for the long bleached strip covering his 
left eye. Elaina dated him for two and a half years in high school. They 
broke up just before Elaina left for Basic, which upset Larry more than 
he had expected. He had come to like Chad, who despite appearances 
was respectful and deferential to adults, made good grades, and 
always got Elaina home by curfew. Eventually he’d grow out of the 
haircut and the ripped clothes and make a respectable husband. Just 
not, apparently, Elaina’s. 
 Annie thinks his “pining for Chad” is ridiculous. “You really want 
her to get married right out of high school?” He doesn’t, and Annie knows 
it, but it’s her way of reminding him that there will undoubtedly be more 
guys in Elaina’s life. She has dated a few guys since her assignment to 
the base in South Carolina, but Larry has few details. That is the kind of 
stuff Elaina doesn’t share with her parents anymore.
 They bother him, these gaps in his knowledge of his daughter’s life. 
He can pinpoint the exact moment when the first one appeared. She was 
nine, having a slumber party; Larry peeked in on a circle of whispering 
girls and asked, innocently, what they were up to. “Nothing,” Elaina 
had said, but he saw her eyes slide away toward her friends; he heard 
the ripple of giggling as he left the room. Larry looks at Melinda and 
Becky, their classmates in the jury and around the courtroom. There are 
undoubtedly already elements of their lives which will remain forever 
unknown to their parents. Pivotal moments, some of them, ten-year-old 
tragedies and epiphanies stacking up as the base for whomever these 
kids will become. Larry wishes he knew what these were for Elaina. 
These days, during her phone calls, he can hear the edges of those things 
he doesn’t know poking through even her most cheerful tone.
 “Nothing’s wrong, Dad,” she said last week when he finally asked.
 “I can always tell when you’re hiding something,” he said. “Don’t 
you remember?”
 Elaina laughed. “Is that why I was grounded so often? But really, 
I’m fine. We’re all just a little fatigued after the Gulf.” And because, 
really, that could have explained the drag in her voice, Larry let it go. 
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But today Dawn was in the hospital instead of planning her August 
wedding, and Elaina had said “a lot of us have been sick.” Not “them” 
or “the others” but “us.” Solidarity or something worse? And what 
worries him most: if she did promise the whole truth, so-help-her-
God, would he really want to hear it?
 Lately, even just crossing the street on his lunch break or settling 
in his recliner to watch the Sooners, Larry can still feel that lump in his 
stomach, the solid mass of dread that should have melted away when 
the China Dragons returned home. “China Dragons” is the nickname 
of Elaina’s unit, the 44th Medical Brigade. According to Elaina, this 
comes from the Chinese dragon on the unit’s crest, which itself comes 
from the 44th’s tour of duty in China during World War II. In that case, 
Annie has said, they should call the unit the “Chinese dragons,” “China 
Dragons” sounding too much like something breakable, fragile, hardly 
appropriate for soldiers. Larry tends to think this is very clever on his 
wife’s part. Elaina just sniffs. “Semantics,” she says. It is one of those 
conversations they have over and over, never getting anywhere.
 Judge Graves finishes her customary opening remarks about due 
process and the Great American Justice System, and brief introductions 
are made. It is the prosecution’s turn for opening statements. Assistant 
DA Scott Carter coaxes a tall, red-faced boy through a nearly inaudible 
speech.   
 “Defense may now present their opening remarks,” proclaims 
Judge Jay, employing like an old hand the superior tone of a presiding 
judge. Scary how easily these kids take to wielding power. Melinda is 
already rising from her chair, looking back at Larry impatiently. She 
has been well versed in her duties. Larry gets up to crouch at the end 
of the table, where Melinda can easily hear him as she stands at the 
center of the courtroom.
 “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he prompts.
 “La-dies and gen-tlemen of the jury,” Melinda says—orates, to be 
precise—in a clear voice full of conviction. Her delivery has immediate 
effect: a slight gasp of surprise and a few adult chuckles flutter from the 
seats behind them. The student jurors stop doodling on their legal pads. 
Larry feeds her the rest of the speech. “Our client, Miss Goldilocks, is 
being unfairly persecuted for an innocent mistake. We will show you 
that none of her actions were done with intent to cause harm or damage 
to the Three Bears’ home. At the conclusion of these proceedings, you 
will find that our client is innocent of these charges. Thank you.”
 A hum rises from the gallery, higher pitched than usual because 
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of the large percentage of children, but Larry recognizes the tone of 
astonishment. He is very proud of this speech. Over the years, he has 
fine tuned it to perfection, finding the best phrasing to suggest that the 
prosecutors are wrong without actually implying wrongdoing on their 
part. Never mind that in doing so, Larry ignores a tactic employed in 
80% of the legal defenses in the country, his own included. The point of 
Law Day is to teach kids how the system works, not that it sometimes 
doesn’t. But even Larry is impressed by how logical Melinda makes his 
words sound, how easy she is to believe. She’s a born lawyer. For the 
first time since his salad days as a volunteer, Larry allows himself to 
think they have a chance to pull off the acquittal.
 “Very nice,” he tells Melinda emphatically as they sit. “You made 
an excellent first impression on the jury.”
 “Cool,” says Melinda.
 Rebecca leans across her and looks at Larry warily. “You’re going 
to help me when I do the questions, right?”
 “Cross-examination,” corrects Melinda.
 “Of course,” says Larry. “It’s O.K. with you girls, having Melinda 
do the opening and Rebecca the cross?” The girls nod. “O.K. then, let’s 
have Melinda question our witness, and Rebecca do the closing. That 
will even out the responsibilities a bit.”
 “O.K.,” the girls whisper back. They have been whispering the 
entire exchange as the prosecution, now in the hands of a more 
audible Middle Eastern-looking girl, calls Mama Bear to the stand. As 
usual, Larry is thankful that the legal teams are not allowed to invent 
characters outside the story to serve as witnesses. Nothing would 
disinterest a bunch of kids in the legal process faster than a tedious 
parade of police detectives and forensic specialists for the prosecution, 
or the inevitable string of character witnesses for lovely Miss Goldy.
 Mama Bear is not as big or tall a girl as many of her predecessors, but 
there is a certain ferocity about the eyes that leads Larry to surmise he is 
looking at the Andersen fourth grade’s female jock extraordinaire. Many 
years ago, you didn’t see girls with that sort of intense physical presence, 
only boys. Larry saw it in Elaina’s eyes when she came home from boot 
camp: the look of someone who knows that they are physically capable of 
more than other humans. “Ms. Bear,” her classmate asks, “can you please 
tell us when you first noticed something was wrong at your house?”
 Annie thinks something is wrong with Elaina. She is worried 
about the amount of work Elaina admits to missing lately, she says their 
daughter complains of headaches too frequently when they talk on the 
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phone. Annie thinks Elaina looked too tired when she visited a month 
ago, on her brief furlough after returning stateside. “War does that,” 
Larry says, as if he knows, though he missed his generation’s war; he was 
in college until Nixon ended the draft. Elaina is a veteran now, another 
thing she is that Larry will never be. His wife at least is a woman, can 
bond with Elaina over that. Maybe he does not want to hear Annie’s 
worries too consciously because he knows his wife knows their daughter 
better than he ever will, and he thought Elaina seemed just fine, given the 
circumstances, when she was last home. Even after today’s phone call, 
he can’t help second-guessing himself, thinking he might be reading too 
much into Elaina’s simple concern for an ill friend. 
 Larry prompts Rebecca through a standard cross of Mama Bear. 
Rebecca has a good presence and projects her words nicely, but she 
doesn’t replicate the effect of Melinda’s opening, and she knows it. 
“That was boring,” she complains as they sit down.
 “You were good,” Melinda assures her, patting the other girl’s 
shoulder with a satisfaction that irks Larry. Age the girls fifteen years; 
they could be any two of the junior associates at his firm, facing off 
against each other more ferociously than they attack the prosecution. 
Larry begins to understand the frustration in their young teacher. He 
wants to give Rebecca a chance to win on her own, without Melinda. 
Listening carefully to the prosecution’s interview of their new witness, 
Papa Bear, Larry waits for the right moment. He knows Scott Carter’s 
tactics; eventually they will filter through the mouth of the mahogany-
skinned girl. 
 “Wouldn’t you say,” she is saying now, “the damage caused by 
Goldilocks went beyond what a girl who was simply curious would do?”
 Larry leans over Melinda and grabs Rebecca’s shoulder. “Object.” 
Rebecca looks confused. “Jump up and say ‘Objection,’ quick!”
 Rebecca launches herself out of her chair. In one fluid motion, 
her feet hit the floor and her hand flies into the air. “OBJECTION!” 
she shouts, loud enough to make everyone, including Larry, jump. 
Larry feeds Rebecca her next line. “The prosecution,” she announces 
grandly, “is leading the witness, not asking a question.”
 A murmur builds in the courtroom. The poor little prosecutor 
and her witness both look shaken, the way good kids will at the 
implication of rule-breaking. Scott Carter places his hand on the girl’s 
shoulder and reassures her, then looks over at Larry and arches an 
eyebrow. Objections are rare in Mock Trial unless an egregious error 
is  made; the kids’ egos or self-esteem or what-have-you might take too 
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much of a battering. Larry smiles at Carter. Hell, it is part of the legal 
process and kids gotta learn, right? 
  The boy judge, looking bewildered, confers with Judge Graves, 
who follows her instructions with a slight nod in Larry’s direction. She 
is not fond of Carter, who opposed her election to the bench, publicly 
on political grounds but privately because she, a woman, had been 
the party’s nominee instead of him. Larry understands this, though 
he thinks it a shortsighted view for a man with three daughters. He 
would have to answer to Elaina if he made such stands. Judge Jay sits 
up straight. “Objection sus—sustained; please rephrase the question.”
 The murmur grows louder for a few moments, punctuated by a 
solitary clapping, as Rebecca sits, balancing in her chair as if she’s barely 
touching it. Larry looks over his shoulder and finds Robin, hands clasped 
guiltily together, beaming at the back of Rebecca’s head. Catching his 
eye, she winks at him. Larry can’t help feeling a little pride in bringing 
this moment about. It’s harder to win these days; instead of your work 
speaking for itself, you have to shout louder than the next guy just to get 
anyone to look. Larry takes his victories where he can find them. 
 “It’s our witness,” Melinda hisses at his elbow. Rebecca is already 
out of her seat, waiting for him with an eager smile. He has been caught 
again. Elaina has jinxed him, saying not to let her distract him. Larry 
returns Rebecca’s smile through his embarrassment and follows her 
toward the witness box. He notices Rebecca’s pansy earrings are clip-
ons, the backs clearly visible under her short haircut. Larry remembers 
how young these kids really are. The world they are growing into is 
different from even the one of Elaina’s childhood, with the Soviet 
Union crumbling apart and Germany put back together. The Last of 
the Cold War Babies, Larry read about it in Time. Something about the 
label gives him chills. It’s as if this generation is already a dying breed. 
This reminds him of Elaina and her possible illness and he recoils, 
trying to fight off the sense of doom. He knows this “nineties” world is 
right and fair and better than the old days, but he hates it in random 
moments. He hates Elaina for going off to war. He hates himself for 
foolishly getting stranded in the middle of a world he wasn’t prepared 
for. He hates worrying. And he remembers, suddenly, what Elaina told 
him about Annie. “Mom only worries about things she can’t fix,” she 
had said. “As long as she can get her hands on it, she’s fine.” 
 When the prosecution at last rests, Larry and Melinda take Lauren 
through her version of events, punctuated by giggles from her fans in 
the gallery. Scott Carter tries to avenge the earlier objection by being 

Whitney Steen



124  u  Crab Orchard Review

particularly vicious on Goldilocks’ cross, but loses much of his intended 
effect when his shy lawyer has to repeat every other question.  There is 
little drama in the last part of the trial, and the jury is noticeably restless 
during the closings. They perk up instantly when they are dismissed 
to the jury room. Even Melinda and Rebecca watch enviously as their 
classmates file out to the secret world beyond the jury room door. 
 “Are we going to win?” asks Melinda.
 “Maybe,” says Larry, meaning it for once. He imagines calling 
Elaina with that news. Silly news, an unimportant mock trial victory, 
but still unexpected, exciting for its novelty. It will make her laugh. He 
has not heard his daughter’s laugh in a long time.
 The jury, after about ten minutes’ deliberation—they aren’t allowed 
more than fifteen anyway, the kids have to get back to Andersen before 
the end of the school day so they can catch their regular buses home—
returns a guilty verdict. The girls are disappointed. Larry tries to cheer 
them up by explaining about the prejudiced jury, but inwardly his 
stomach is bubbling anger. What does it take to get the attention of 
these little monsters? The slap of his hand on the tabletop startles him 
as much as the girls; a trio of suspicious faces turns to him, awaiting an 
explanation for his un-adult loss of control. Larry has nothing to say.
 The cameramen and reporters glide toward them. The Channel 
8 reporter grins at Larry; she’s drawn this assignment for the past few 
years and they have become familiar sights to one another. She even 
interviewed Larry and Annie once, not long after the 44th was deployed 
to the Gulf. “Can we interview your hotshot lawyers?” she says.
 “You’ll have to ask them,” Larry replies. Rebecca and Melinda 
perk up immediately. The reporter takes Rebecca and her cameraman 
over to a relatively quiet corner of the courtroom; since court was 
adjourned, the fourth grade has been chattering nonstop. A reporter 
from Channel 6 starts talking to Melinda. Larry tries not to hover, 
but he wants to know what Melinda’s going to say and he and Annie 
always watch the Channel 8 news. 
 “Were you disappointed by the verdict?”
 “Yeah,” Melinda says. “I’m glad we don’t get graded on it.”
 “You were very good as the defense lawyer, though.”
 “Thank you.”
 “I bet you want to be a lawyer when you grow up.”
 Melinda laughs as if adults are the biggest fools in the world. “No, 
not really,” she says, “I’m going to be a ballerina.”
 The adults within earshot, Larry included, visibly register surprise. 
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He has heard the ballet world can be very competitive, which is right 
up Melinda’s alley. But she is a natural at law. He had been so sure.
 “Well,” says the reporter, obviously amused. “Maybe if the ballet 
doesn’t work out you can go to law school.”
 “I guess,” Melinda says, shrugging, “but probably not.” The reporter 
frowns and stammers a bit of nonsense before asking her next question. 
Larry remembers why they don’t usually watch this newscast.
 The girls finish their interviews about the same time; Rebecca 
returns to the table and they shake Larry’s hand gravely, and then go 
off giggling. “I can’t wait to tell my mom,” Becky is saying.
 Robin walks over, smiling. “Thank you,” she says.
 “You’re welcome,” says Larry. “The girls were great.”
 The young woman shakes her head. “Melinda…” She sighs, then 
chuckles. “She’s a born performer, that girl.” There’s the ballerina 
connection. Larry can’t believe he missed it. Then he can’t help himself.
  “How old are you?” Robin starts a bit. “I’m sorry; it’s just that I 
have a daughter about your age.”
 “Twenty-five,” the teacher answers, her voice flat. Larry figures 
she gets asked that question more often than she’d prefer. “But I’m not 
from around here, so I doubt we know each other.” She looks behind 
her and begins to back away. “Better go line up the troops.”
 Larry watches her go. She probably doesn’t have kids of her own 
yet. She couldn’t know how they get in your head.
 The Channel 8 reporter comes over to Larry. “Your daughter’s 
back from the Gulf O.K.?” 
 Larry looks at her, a thousand possible answers on his mind, 
though he knows only one response will come out of his mouth. “Yes, 
she’s fine, thanks.” Even though it is no longer in his power to make 
sure that statement is true, he says it, then excuses himself politely. 
 The day has warmed during the mock trial and Larry stops just 
outside the courthouse to remove his suit jacket. The fourth graders 
are filing onto the school buses. Becky is in the line outside the bus, 
talking to a few other girls. He can’t see Melinda. Larry chuckles. 
“Purging,” he says to himself, and continues his walk back to the 
office. Elaina will love that.
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Bryan Tso Jones

Romanization

Strip the elegance of how Chinese sounds
from its characters that backflip like Monkey

from bristle to paper. Whisked like eggs, dofu,
luxurious food packed in a vacuum,

to the unaware ear curdles into tofu.
Ask what is li? Meanings will flick open

as they whisper intrigue on stage behind bone ivory fans.
e.g. Are you a member of the Lee family?

That is “L,” “E,” “E,” like in Bruce Lee,
or Li, “L,” “I,” as in Bruce Li?

He was the broken fortune cookie nobody remembers
except for B-movies and similar last name.

Aiyo! Perhaps, we should just save face
and talk of li. According to one sagacious

dictionary, it is a Chinese unit of distance
one-third of a mile, based on modern equivalent.

In the balcony, Wade and Giles clink their teacups
with glee as language is dragged off to be executed

by diaspora children whose ears struggle
with what cannot be more plain-spoken.
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Rice at Hong Kong Palace
…the coming of Chinese laborers to this country endangers the 
good order of certain localities…Therefore,…
  —Chinese Exclusion Act, May 6, 1882

Its doors welcome me from the same look
given toward the coolie
when he stepped off the boat in Monterey,
his rucksack packed with rice.

Inside, the cat whine of er fu strains,
its two strings cry like sisters
who are imperial consorts,
their voices hidden in the eaves.

The laughter of Mandarin swirls like mabo
steeped in a glazed pot.
I can sit, not blush like a tamarind
each time a woman scrutinizes

to guess: minced pork, green scallion?
I parcel blanched rice with chopsticks.
How eager the folk song sings: eat, eat quickly
become this lightness of what you consume.
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Ents
“Hoo now! Hoo!…Not so hasty. What are you, I wonder?”
  —Treebeard, The Two Towers

When I stretched my limbs, a Green Man
wide to the sun, she asked
how the story of the One Ring ended.
Bathed in sun glow, I laughed,

splayed my outstretched fingers.
Hoo, a mother’s sigh echoed
as we strode through the forest of parked cars,
don’t be so hasty.

I rummaged between wood shelves
at the library like a pig after truffles.
Peeling back the lips of books,
their tongues uttered

folk tales of dog men, Monkey,
wingless dragons whose breath was mist.
A burl tangled like a knot,
I tried to make sense;

how I might be like her besides chestnut skin,
the shape of our eyes.
With questions, I was always hasty.
One day she called, her voice

cones rattling on a bough. 
She discovered the next two books
written in Chinese.
She had read them.
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As we talked of Ents,
our smiles furrowed grotesque.
Arms twisted into shape,
litany that was our shudder, our shaking of leaves.
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“Jesus Might Have Walked on Ice,” Scientist Says

Spring ice—
as hard to see as miracles, 

as Mother Mary 
in a slice of auctioned swiss—

probably
didn’t float on Galilee. Today 

the sea goes 
by Kinneret, and scientists measure 

its freshwater 
depths and temps in fine-point, blue-ink 

graphs that climb
and dip like 2-D valleys yay their minds 

walk through.
There’s no chance, as Greenland melts, 

that rising Kinneret 
would freeze today in any place.

But this
is what they find for Jesus’ time:

two days
of rare cold did befall them;

salt springs
emptied into the pool, hit bottom,
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rushed up
in plumes, and barely-seen spring ice 

might have formed. 
Odds are slim. They say, at best, one time 

in thirty years,
perhaps, one time in sixty. The science 

can’t state a single 
sturdy thing like it is I, be 

not afraid,
as it strides on its impossibility. 

Its burden
is one of actuality. Might have, could have:

words that crack 
a claim like feet do frozen water. 

What faith 
it takes to go on even that.
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Les Poissons Rouges

Matisse has stilled them, center 
of the painting, four bright goldfish 
atop a circular slab of table that looks 

as if it might lose its balance and fall 
from delicate, spindly legs squeezed 
too much in the center to support 

much at all. I imagine them flopping 
and gasping between sparkling 
pieces of broken glass. But they

are unaware of such possibilities.
They know only the slippery glide 
of other scales against their bodies

and the predictable way the sun
heats first the glass, 
then the water, most days.

They don’t know that the world 
is full of rivers, or that I pity them
swimming in circles, devoted 

to a miniature sphere of water,
pink-headed flowers nodding
encouragement and leaves spilling

all around. On the surface of the water 
where the light hits, four wisps of orange
roughly correspond to the fish below.
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I wonder how he knew to paint 
this trick of physics, refraction 
of shapes through light and water: 

I doubt he saw how they are small,
orange ghosts floating on the surface,
tired from trying to reach the light.
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The Sculptor and His Muse
 Auguste Rodin, 1894

 
This sculptor’s a stone seated on stone. Head 
and torso cocked to one side, he looks away 
from her. She’s poised to obscure his nakedness 
as she stands on one foot on his lap, balanced 
by one hand there too, her other leg and arm 
stretched out straight behind, that hand holding up 

its foot. Their hair—so intertwined, it’s clear
she’s stood like this for some time. His two hands, 
stone—one pressed against the wall behind him,
the other covering his beard and mouth. 
He can’t sculpt, can’t speak though he must long to,
 
her mouth right by his ear. Viewed from the back,
the muse could be getting inside his mind.
Here in front there’s no such hint. At some point
she’ll have to untangle herself, climb down
from his lap and leave. There’s no other way
this sculptor can ever work again.
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Daylight and Again

Daylight and again your arms, your eyes,
your long-limbed body moving closer to me
witness the way our world comes alive.

What luck (we don’t believe in fate) to find
each other here. Not likely ground, it seemed.
Daylight, and again your arms, your eyes

find mine. I pull the curtains wide.
Late May, lace-cap hydrangeas hold to green.
Witness the way the world comes alive—

forsythia and camellias began to die
weeks ago, but all the trees are leaved.
Daylight and again your arms, your eyes

say no, we’re not oblivious to time,
in other lives we learned too much of grief.
But witness the way our world comes alive

even eating together late last night—
filet mignon, cheese, strawberries and cream.
Daylight, and again your arms, our eyes
witness the way the world comes alive.
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We Become What We Love
 Anniversary Poem for Scott, 2004

I often feel your words in my mouth, hear
mine in your conversation. This may in part explain
why pain you feel echoes through me,
a bell rung too hard, and that mutual pleasure 
chimes through our bodies
like major chords.

We think we think quite differently,
yet, like the molecules science says we mix
after months and years of loving, by now
it’s hard to know when we altered,
these subtle shifts of mind and mood and humor 
making us more than we were, 
our private universe constant and expanding.
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How Many Years
 Anniversary Poem for Scott, 2005

How many azalea years did you promise me
when we married? Nothing short of fifty, you said.
How many decades remain? At least three.

That seems only right. Your sweet-faced father was ninety-
two when he drifted away, travel plans in his head. 
How many peach-tree years did you promise me

the last summery, innocent day we spoke of it freely?
Of course we couldn’t know all that lay ahead.
I count how many remain, and I tell you, it’s thirty.

Your mother, mind like a fine-tuned watch, has beat
your father’s record—that lover of maps, who led
her. How many dogwood springs did you promise me?

Now you must say again what you swore—agreed?
Five decades? Hardly enough! Your words not jesting. 
So—how many remain? I’m counting—three.

You will be strong again as the old pecan tree
that shades our lunches. I think of its branches, their spread.
How many camellia years did you promise me?
How many remain? I’m counting. I hold you to thirty.
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Anniversary Poem for Scott
 2006

No matter the clouds that hover, we’ll make these the best years.
Next summer, Alaska, with luck, and certainly France—
Puivert under stars, pheasants in the fields, and deer.

We’ll cook duck and lamb and make love and write in a pure
white heat, drive to Fred and Carol’s chateau in Roaix
for the fourth of July, sun or clouds. We’ll make these the best years.

Maybe Mimi and Paul will be there, a surprise appearance,
and Drusilla, of course.  The next week, I promise we’ll dance
in Puivert under stars, with pheasants in the fields, and deer.

More time with stories and poems—that pleasure. Then we’ll steer
the rented Peugeot to the glade we found once, by chance.
No matter the clouds that hover, we’ll make these the best years.

In August, we’ll hike the woods until we’re weary,
lay down a blanket and picnic under thick branches,
not far from Puivert, under stars—watching pheasants and deer.

No horse will stop by these woods, thinking it queer
that people like us act like young lovers, entranced
with each other. No matter the clouds, we’ll make these the best years.
Puivert under stars, pheasants in the field, and deer.
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Life and Poetry 

It’s about abundance, as much of it as one can lose,
not the money or the comfort. It’s about battling thrift,
the curse they taught us, saving bits of aluminum foil,
two scrawny slices of bacon disappearing in its oil.

It’s about motion even as they taught us to hunker down.
It’s about textures, accepting iron and feathery leaf,
the dust of mosquito hawk entangled with lint and hair.
It’s about complicated breathings and clarion calls.

It’s about imitation Etruscan coins, a beard like a shovel
extending the profiled chin. It’s the porcupine and turtle,
the other insignias for the Palio, weightless souvenirs
that help the old city forgive us our long non-affiliation.

The sky eludes each individual trying to leave his mark.
The sky leaves a little chaos in everything we make, 
lets us drift like clouds we’ve imperfectly conjured. 
The sun is warm on the stones, on the round stones. 

Then cold makes its comeback. The buds don’t stir. 
Their tongues are stuck to the roofs of their mouths.
The martins sing the end of their migration, make nests
of courtesan watercress beneath pairs of specked eggs.

Soon parent-birds knit asterisks into gaping beaks.
It’s a language that refuses to be silent or invisible. 
We body-English our way in, and no one minds.
In gully growth the mimosas hide, eyelashes averted.
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Flesh and Mystic
God’s goodness, through a very special grace allow[s] me
to correct the vice of gluttony—Saint Rose of Lima, 1585

She has nothing on her
but a sackcloth, marks

from an olive sapling 
by her bed. A wafer
on her tongue. Prayers

order her 
mind, filling
the small cell’s space 
back bone to breast bone,

as building-to-building
packs into Manhattan’s
corset, breath

held, ribs
compressed 
to fit. 

 her strength rapidly consumed,
 she besought her Divine Bridegroom to let
 her bear punishment for the sins
 of the world, sacrifice of
 her body for the unity and 

Each city
billboard wears the slackened
face of needlessness.
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Clothes swim 
blasé scales up 
and down
Brazilian models’ 
frames. 

 at last it seemed
 the Bark of Peter was laid
 upon her shoulders, it was crushing
 her with its weight. 
 After a prolonged and mysterious agony of three months

Flesh is over 
time sent skyward. 

She concentrates 
on devotion. To her body, 

she gives nothing, just the thin

slip of body
that daily dissolves.
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Errare

In the beginning the world hummed live, 
and all was divisionless, giant, and raw, 
and our bodies were one and not two made of mud, 
two-headed, two-hearted, senseless with eden, 
until, like all stories, the gods in their thunder 
looked down with an envy like wire through clay, 
and cut us these borders unflinching as skin, 
salt-strewn to wander, blind and unbrimming,
until we’d forgotten the threat of a whole, 
but knowing, somehow, there was someone to seek, 
for example: I know your touch anywhere.
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Mollusk

Swim, go after your madness.
Go after the skittering clamshell of your head, 
your gorgon body, your porphyry. 
There is so much ugliness. There is so much sea. 
Be a fish in its belly. Be all the fish, now
he’s left you. You’re green with reach,
so stop. Turn your needs 
on the horizon, shut it down, disengage. 
Let nothing beckon. Give the sun no line 
to set into, the eyes snapping 
open and shut in the last jolts of nerve, 
free from the neck, free from its watery 
curve, free from your impulse to return. 
Find your heart, your inner sea
creature, and chamber it, hardening. 
Feel yourself braver in the headwind. Give in 
to the bony separation. Stay in one place 
a very long time. Be an anchor. Be your sweetest 
beheader. Love the parts of yourself that curl and curl 
and never meet, the layers of nacre around you.
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Ox Pagoda
 Gapsa, Gonju, Korea, c. A.D. 330

Nothing was left but blackened scraps of bone.
 Over the years he had hauled square-hewn timber,
blocks of sharpened stone, food for monks and demons,

 scrolls inscribed with silver, crippled monks,
and idle laborers: a cadenced 
 pilgrimage up the mountain to the slow

birth of the temple and hermitages;
 the trail broken up by his own chipped hooves,
then worn down again through summer’s bracken,

 the winter’s iron rocks under torchlight.
No sutra murmured from his heavy tongue
 as he lumbered beneath—at last—the god

wrought in gold and wrapped hidden in packing.
 Laden with rock, he fell soon thereafter.
Nothing was left but scraps of blackened bone

 the next day, what the workmen wouldn’t eat.
Through flakes of ash the monks sifted fragments,
 then roused the men from their heavy stomachs.

Chisel split stone, red arms lifted and shaped:
 he lies by a stream of ice and pebbles
and shoulders still the stones of faith and toil.
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Tire Merman
 Namdaemun Market, Seoul

He paddles the pavement between ankles,
the women selling counterfeit handbags,
the stalls of cheap electronic cameras,
by tubs of sea slugs, far from their beds.

A Japanese tourist gasps to see
how his legs are made of inner tubes
cut from truck tires, a pair of empty trousers
that drag behind his skateboard like a tail.

From his back a radio wails with static;
some drop coins into his plastic box.
He understands the asphalt, knows its warps
and cracks undulating like a dark sea.

He studies the dull and glistening stripes
and scales of feet: their flitting movement,
the way they dart and disappear behind
fronds of cloth waving up beyond his sight.
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Remembrance

The fragrance of baking in the house was one of the few 
comforts my mother provided during her chaotic marriage to my 
father. She made loaves of white bread on weekends, brushing the 
crusty brown tops with shortening, covering them with a dishtowel, 
wet and wrung dry, to seal the moisture after they came from the oven. 
I loved nothing better than a thick slice, spread with butter, just warm 
from baking. She was always tired, working full time to support our 
family, but somehow still managed to make bread. I sensed her baking 
was as much an act of necessity as it was of hope. That somehow the 
baking of bread would erase the wrongs of the week and set all in order 
once more. The warm waves shimmering from the oven were prayers 
of a sort. Prayers of a tired woman struggling not to lose faith. 
 The bread from my father’s side of the family, called lefsa, was 
as flat and homely as my mother’s bread was curved and inviting. 
Made of ground potatoes, milk, and flour, rolled thin, it was baked 
on a hot flat griddle. When Grandma began, a film of flour covered 
the kitchen counter, causing the surface to become satiny slick. Her 
hands were dusted in white from working the dough, and smudges of 
flour clung to her damp forehead. First the potatoes had to be peeled 
and boiled, then pushed through a dull metal pan with holes in the 
bottom, called a ricer. The potatoes emerged on the other side, a mass 
of steamy, grainy spaghetti. The process was repeated several times 
until all the lumps were gone. Next, she would add milk and butter, 
and whip them until they were smooth. The last step was adding the 
right amount of flour, so the dough could be formed into small balls 
which were then rolled out on a floury board into approximations of 
circles. The trickiest part was lifting these onto the griddle without 
them breaking apart. If the potatoes were too dry, the lefsa would 
break into pieces on the board. If too much milk was added, the 
dough would be too sticky to roll. The job of moving the lefsa to the 
griddle was accomplished with a long-handled piece of wood, about 
two inches wide and sanded round on the end and thin on the edges. 
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The lefsa stick usually hung on the side of the kitchen cabinet, its 
edges darkened with use. A homely tool for a humble bread.
 I remember always eating lefsa at Christmas, smeared with butter, 
sprinkled with cinnamon sugar. My grandma’s eyes would soften, her 
body relax, while she sat at the old formica kitchen table. She would 
pour coffee, and its dark, metallic smell seemed the only one suited to 
the food before us. The warmth of the kitchen, the taste of that potato 
bread, and the Minnesota lilt of my grandma’s voice are with me still.

It wouldn’t be until many years later, when I had children 
of my own, that I would feel the pull of my roots and the need to share 
tradition, some elemental remembrance of hazy family history. Only 
now, Grandma had been dead for some ten years. My grandfather 
remained, but a kitchen man he was not. He had always been a distant 
figure, and I had never felt conversation come easily between us. 
Consequently, he was not someone I could now call for something 
as intimate as a family recipe. There were so many years, so much 
unspoken, unasked, between us. I had not been able to fly up for 
Grandma’s funeral, and I felt the best of my memories of my father’s 
family were from her. Asking Grandpa for anything, even a memory 
as simple and small as making lefsa, was an uncertain proposition, 
and in the end I decided against it.
 Revisiting memories from my father’s side of the family conjured 
up so many emotions, regret and sorrow, I wasn’t sure I’d lived enough 
life to take the stress of recollection just yet. While the lefsa was a warm 
and simple fragment remaindered from my childhood, its memory 
drew forth many more, compelling me to sort and sift through events 
long gone, and in so doing, grieve the loss of my father. He and my 
mother divorced when I was ten and then he simply disappeared from 
my life. A reverberating rip, followed by a long silence.

My first memories of my father are painful ones; many of 
them still echo his ragged, raging voice. There were powerful reasons 
for his anger, as the filter of time and adulthood have taught me. But 
my memories are embedded in the cold terror of his wrath and how 
much he hurt my mother with his verbal tirades and his off-again 
on-again approach to family life. He was a glowering presence even 
when he wasn’t around.
 Dad was the oldest of four children, born to a Norwegian carpenter 
and a woman six years younger. Grandpa, like many of his generation, 
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came from a large farm family in Minnesota, one of thirteen children. 
Life was hard, his parents were original immigrants from the old country, 
tough as nails and determined to survive and prosper in the New Land. 
Emotions were a luxury, work was primary. In this climate, he grew to 
adulthood and took up the trade of carpentry. A hard worker with little 
spare money, he dated very little and most of his social life occurred 
around Nordland Lutheran Church. Sermons followed by hot dishes 
and Jell-O salads. Then there was the 400 Club. It was a local monthly 
gathering in Hawick. Community folk put on plays and musicals, and 
sack lunches were served along with steaming coffee in tin mugs. When 
plays weren’t being produced, the gatherings turned into town dances. 
All the benches would be pushed around the edges of the meeting hall, 
and the orchestra would play. Everyone danced. Mothers would wrap 
the babies in their coats on the benches, and the older kids would dance 
with relatives and neighbors. It was here he first spied Grandma, only 
seventeen years to his twenty-four. He was smitten and worked up the 
courage to ask her “into town” the following month. It was December in 
Minnesota, cold, dark, and snowy. By the time they made it back to her 
house that evening, the snow was falling so hard, they couldn’t see three 
feet in front of themselves. He had to hole up with her family for the next 
four days. By the time the storm had passed, he had proposed to her, and 
she had accepted. They were married within the week.
 In early September, just as the fall harvest was coming in and 
Grandpa finished work on a neighbor’s new roof, my dad was born. He 
was named Clinton Clifford Everson. His birth coincided nine months 
to the day from that snowy Christmas time proposal. I wonder now at 
how it all came to pass, whether they had to get married, or whether 
Dad was a honeymoon conception. At any rate, Grandpa’s life changed 
drastically inside of that year’s time. He had a young, pretty wife and a 
brand new son. But the baby caught a cold; babies do, especially during 
those first chilly weeks of early fall. The cold progressed to bronchitis. 
He was only three weeks old. The doctor recommended steam tenting 
to help him breathe more easily.
 I can only imagine how Grandma coped with the circumstances. 
She never spoke of it. It must have been frightening to be cooped up 
with an infant who was constantly coughing and sucking for breath. 
She was young, only a few months past her eighteenth birthday when 
my father was born. What she knew of raising children came from 
her own experience with her younger brothers. Now she had a baby 
of her own, in his crib tented with a pan of boiling water, a makeshift 
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vaporizer. The doctor had been severe. “Don’t let this baby catch a 
draft. He’ll have pneumonia, and he’s already weak.”
 What happened next became the event that shaped years ahead 
without mercy. No one, not even my aunt or uncles, would speak of it as 
adults. The sketchy facts, gleaned from a great aunt’s conversation with 
my mother, were all I had to go by. It must have been grisly. The baby 
screamed and screamed and by the time my grandmother got to him, 
the steaming water had parboiled his feet, his calves, his legs. Where 
had they been? Why didn’t they hear him? Why didn’t they come? The 
questions have rattled and echoed around in my head as long as I could 
remember, especially since the birth of my own children. How tautly I 
had been poised for any minute variation in movement, acutely aware 
of their helplessness. I felt so clumsy, but the fierceness of my desire to 
protect them both surprised and reassured me.
 My great aunt’s version was almost more than I could have 
imagined. Where were my grandparents? My grandmother had been 
pinned to the mattress. My grandfather had his needs. He would not 
be interrupted. Not by a wife just recently initiated by birth. Not by 
the cries of a new baby. My God, the horror of that moment must 
have been immeasurable. The smell of burned flesh, the steam, the 
heap of baby blankets flung to the floor. Water, steaming, soaking into 
the wooden floor boards, forever warping what it touched. The guilt 
seared in hearts as deeply as the water had burned flesh.
 The neighbors got them to the hospital, where they were told 
the extent of the burns were so severe, Dad’s legs would need to be 
amputated. Just below the knee, both little legs. The Year of Great Joy 
had just become The Year No One Would Speak Of. Somehow, this baby 
survived the multiple surgeries, skin grafts, and bone revisions, despite 
his weakened respiratory system. He surprised everyone with his energy 
and determination. He crawled. He tried to climb; he was like any other 
one-year-old, but without legs. His parents were zombie-like in their 
grief. Eventually, he was fitted with artificial legs. They were made to 
measure at the Shriners Children’s Hospital. Scooped out about eight 
inches on the inside to accommodate the special white wool stockings 
and his narrow smooth pink stumps. Miniature wooden limbs, with 
carved wooden heels. Grandma would hold them on her lap at night, 
caressing the rigid feet that could never move, and cry softly for hours. 
 In time, he walked, he ran, he got into things. The extended 
family and friends from Nordland Lutheran breathed a collective sigh 
of relief; maybe, just maybe, things would turn out all right for Clinton 
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after all. A part of my grandfather must have died. He could not bear 
to look at my father, or at his wooden limbs.
 The shame of his accident would grow, and in time the seeds 
of their self-hatred grew deep twisting roots, and the dance of their 
relationship began its intense, complex pattern…I love you I hate you 
I love you I hate you…
 I sensed the undercurrents between them, even as a child.

About a year and a half after Grandma died, Grandpa re-
married. He was at a total loss for how to care for himself in the most 
mundane of household tasks. Once again, he returned to Minnesota 
and the family farm for some measure of guidance and comfort. 
This woman, recently widowed, was from the same little farming 
community near Paynesville. She was as Norwegian as he was, by all 
accounts. She was a former teacher of both Sunday school and piano 
and the mother of three grown children. Because she was a member of 
the same Lutheran church, she had a long familiarity with Grandpa’s 
family and their place in the community. She told me later of his 
indirect proposal, “So, will you come with me, over the mountain?” 
Baking lefsa warmed the kitchen once again. It was a comfort food for 
them; the older they got, the more often they ate it.
 Four years into his second marriage, Grandpa was diagnosed 
with cancer. He resisted it every step of the way, taking all manner of 
drugs and procedures with his typical stoicism.
 “I’m fine.”
 The first treatments seemed to go well, and he was given good news 
from his doctors at successive checkups. I remember feeling relieved 
at the reprieve from his chemotherapy routine. I knew he had to have 
been in much more pain than he could ever let on to any of us, save 
maybe Ruth, his wife. They continued to take car trips from Oregon to 
Arizona and Minnesota. He continued working in his wood shop and 
tending a small herd of sheep in the pastures that surrounded their 
home in rural Oregon.
 Letters from Ruth became more medically specific and filled with 
more requests for prayers on his behalf. He was dying. He was my last 
living grandparent; the reality of his passing on began to settle in my 
bones. I ached. 
  I wanted a father’s blessing before we parted, the one I never 
got; I wanted my grandfather to make it right somehow. I decided to 
write. I wasn’t sure he’d respond; I was the first born of the son who 
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had brought him so much grief. I kept it brief and made an offhanded 
request, “…if it’s not too much bother, do you think you could make 
me a lefsa stick? I’ve gotten a recipe, but I need a stick. I’d be happy to 
pay you for any cost of materials and postage. Let me know.”
 Within two weeks of the letter, a slender package arrived in the mail. 
It was wrapped in thick brown paper and taped many times around. 
There was no note. Inside he had placed two slender rectangles, one of 
a white wood, probably fir, and one of a darker wood, with the grain of 
pecan. They had been sanded smooth and thin at the edges and the tip. 
There were holes drilled in the handles for hanging. I turned the wood 
in my hands, slowly, feeling the satin of the wood, just as he must have 
done when finishing them. I held them lightly, palms up, receiving the 
blessing I’d finally requested, finally received, but my heart was heavy.

When the call came from my uncle, I wasn’t at home. The 
details were few. Grandpa had died earlier in the day, at a nursing care 
center. The funeral would be Monday, two days before Thanksgiving. 
When my father died, I remembered Grandpa’s cryptic words, “There 
were worse people...,” but his eyes and voice spoke more than any words 
he could utter. The grief and pain of his eldest son’s life bowed him once 
again. My grandmother, still living at the time, coped by washing dishes 
in the kitchen sink. She didn’t shed a tear. They had been wrung out of 
her years before. At the time, I had been twenty-four and their response 
to his death puzzled and confused me. I had expected clear-cut grief, not 
these obscure silences. Now they made more sense.
 
The weather flying out of our local airport in central 
California fit my mood. The clouds were low and gray, the light opaque. 
I clenched my teeth as I climbed into the tiny cabin for the commuter 
flight to San Francisco. It was such a small plane that from my window 
seat I could see into the cockpit, over the pilot’s shoulder and through 
his window shield. I felt the familiar lump of cold dread coalescing 
in the pit of my stomach. Surreal numbness taking me, limb by limb. 
Leaving the ground to see objects from such a distance that they seem 
like so many Lego blocks, to see the surface of the countryside reduced 
to quilt-like proportions. Up there, above the clouds, there is nothing 
I can do if a bolt comes loose. I don’t do it well. At all.
 After the initial takeoff, we became blanketed in dense, cottony 
fog. I was spared the view of the earth below and instead closed my 
eyes and let the internal monitor of my mind’s eye begin to flicker. 
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The last time I had seen my grandfather was two years ago. We had 
traveled up to Oregon after the birth of our second child. There had 
been a small baby boom in the family, three of us cousins had all had 
babies within six months of each other. Grandma Ruth had invited us 
all out to their house for a potluck dinner. 
 I wondered how he had felt in the midst of all these grandchildren 
with their new babies. We took pictures of him holding each of them 
on his lap or in his arms. To look at the pictures, he was a venerable 
patriarch, uncomfortably bemused by all this attention. Funny that 
I’d never seen any pictures of him in similar poses with my dad or any 
of his other children. What to make of this next generation and their 
offspring, all these hugs, and all this talk? Surely the blood line was 
thinning, stoicism was in retreat, thanks to infusions from different 
gene pools. I had laughed at my uncle’s remark to that effect.
 I shut my eyes for most of the flight, trying to keep rein over 
the waves of emotion that threatened to engulf me and reduce me to 
puddles of water in the presence of strangers. I couldn’t let go of the 
disappointment in my extra-sensory self. I had been sure that I would 
know The Moment when my grandfather died. He was my last link to 
my father. I thought surely I would have the sensation of something, I 
don’t know what, that would tug at me and break me away from whatever 
momentary pursuit held my attention. I thought I would feel a shift in 
the air or a sudden weight in my chest. Instead, his death had happened 
enigmatically…it had been an ordinary work day. I had been involved in 
my most ordinary work. He died, and I hadn’t sensed a thing. 

It was a relief to see my sister’s face at the airport terminal. 
As usual, she was quivering with the effort of holding together the 
multiple crisis du jour of the family circle. Our grandfather’s death 
had come at a time when our younger brother was going through a 
wrenching custody battle for his two daughters. The court dates were 
pending just two days away, and so was Thanksgiving. So much present 
circumstance was unearthing so many past hurts already.
 As we drove from the parking structure, I rolled down the window 
and drank in the wet, pungent smell of the evergreens, grass, and river. 
There is no place like home. As if my bones hold the memory of their first 
meeting with this earth, this life, I carry it with me. In all my comings 
and goings, for all the heartaches and regrets, there will never be another 
place that resonates and soothes me as this geography does. The land 
is curved, carved through by a river, the backdrop, a snow-peaked Mt. 
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Hood and the distant Cascade Range. It is always green; sometimes it 
fairly shimmers in its rain-soaked self. As a child, I never noticed that 
most days were inevitably accompanied by gray skies because of the 
rich depths of green. I drank them with my eyes and then felt the colors 
quench my thirst. I let my breath out slowly, then filled my lungs.

It had been a week drenched by rain, and the air was sweet 
with the scent of wet wood, wet leaves, wet dirt. We drove to my sister’s 
home, catching up on details of our family lives we don’t usually get to 
share. Big news like who was potty trained now, who was reading, who 
was resisting our latest attempts to be competent parents. It amazes me 
how much we have in common now that we have kids, especially since 
our childhood had been marred by so many fights. I’m both thankful 
and relived that time has served to draw us closer together.
 She had cleared a spot for me to sleep in the den downstairs, amid 
the kid’s Nintendo controls, Legos, and exercise equipment. I dumped 
my bag and shook out the dress I’d brought to wear. I hung it on the 
door frame. In one of those odd moments of clarity, I had seen it on a 
rack while I was on my way doing another errand. I don’t usually find 
a dress without trying on an armful. Looking at it in the store, I knew 
I’d wear this one to his funeral. I just knew.
 There was a pot of soup on the stove and the aroma of chicken stock 
and vegetables wafted through the house. So did the unmistakable 
fragrance of warm bread. My sister has one of those new modern 
conveniences, a bread maker. A contraption that requires you only to 
pour in basic ingredients, and poof, four hours later, you have bread. At 
least, it smells like bread. It comes out in a stunted little rectangle. I can’t 
help but wonder at these things we keep inventing, so much focus on 
speed and efficiency. Part of me feeling a bit lost, looking for tradition 
and mourning its ghost. In the end though, we’re still baking bread, still 
acknowledging communion, so what should it matter how we make it?  

THE VIEWING

That’s what Ruth had called it. It was scheduled for that 
evening at 8 p.m. at the funeral home in Molalla. We knew it was 
important to her. We promised we’d be there. I knew there would 
be relatives I hadn’t seen since my father’s death, some twelve years 
before. My father had two younger brothers and a sister. I was sure 
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they’d hung moon and stars in the sky when I was small. My parents’ 
divorce served to stunt my perceptions. They were for a long while 
frozen in my mind’s eye as they had been when I was ten years old. I 
didn’t see most of them again until my wedding day, and I remember 
being shocked at their height and their very ordinariness. They had 
each gone on to have families and children, and in the meantime, I 
had grown up and moved away. I closed my eyes and felt the old ache 
of family loss, dull and deep in my chest…
 I knew the sight of their hairlines, the way it receded at their 
temples from an early age, their plump cheeks, the blue of their eyes. 
I knew these features would call back my father’s presence. And just 
as surely, when they saw me, he would stand before them. This family 
is not good with words, the fewer the better it seems. So much unsaid 
over so many years, the differences between us had grown beyond what 
mere conversations could breach. Even so, I welcomed the opportunity 
to be among them for a time. There is something about seeing the flesh 
of kin that is like looking into Narcissus’ pool; I know that somehow, 
if I look long and hard enough, I’ll find lost parts of myself.
 We arrived at the funeral home in the dark. It was a Sunday 
evening, and the streets of this rural town were deserted. The only 
lights on the block were the street lamps on the corner and the parking 
lights on the side of the Molalla Funeral Home. The building was an 
old single-story house, with a wide porch on the front. We climbed 
wide cement steps to reach the door. The entry had been left, as one 
would expect, with room to chat once inside and a place to hang coats 
if needed. The former kitchen, off to the right, had been remodeled as 
an office. It was closed off by a solid wood door. Off to the left, the wall 
ended, and the tiny hall turned to the center of the building, where the 
chapel was located. It had been furnished with eight rows of plain pine 
benches and a small lectern in the front. There were several vertical 
windows with deep sills which opened to a view of a small side street. 
 As we entered, we were greeted by Ruth. She was pale, her skin 
glowing with a soft blue tint. It was obvious she was tired, but she felt 
solid as she hugged me. “I’m so sorry about your grandpa, girls.” Odd 
words for her to speak. It was she who had been his companion for the 
last ten years. With all she’d weathered, the chemotherapy, the ebbing 
away of the man she’d married, the condolences belonged to her.
 “He’s in there. Please, go on. I hope you will have good memories.”
 We entered to find my aunt and her two daughters near the front 
of the chapel by the casket. We hugged. Sobered in the presence of 
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death. There was no polite small talk. We all seemed to know why. 
This man whom we had come to mourn had been a source of so much 
conflict between his wife, his children, even his grandchildren. He 
had, for most of his life, remained a stubborn survivor. It was hard to 
believe he was really gone. I stared down at him. His cheeks were not 
as plump as I remembered. His gray hair, still curly, was combed in soft 
waves. Though his skin was spotted with age and he had weathered the 
agonies of cancer, he looked remarkably like himself. And yet there was 
something missing. It took a few minutes to realize it was his glasses. 
They had framed his eyes in all my recollections of him. Without them, 
he looked oddly vulnerable. I found myself speaking out loud.
 “You old fart. You cranky old fart.” 
 Words stuck in my throat. We just wanted you to pay attention. 
Say something. How could you die now? I want to know more about 
you, I need to know about my father, and you are the only one who 
could tell me the truth. I never had the nerve to ask. Damn all these 
goddamn Norwegian genes. Why couldn’t anyone ever talk to each 
other in this family anyway? 

I jammed my hands deep in my coat pockets and stepped back 
from the coffin. My aunt’s voice made me jump.
 “Good for you. He was an old fart. He was so ashamed of how Clint 
was crippled, he never got over it. It was a big wedge between him and 
Mom. She loved Clinton so much, but Dad, he wouldn’t put up with any 
show of it around the house. ‘What’s done is done,’ he’d say.
  “When we were small, he always took the road back to Minnesota 
whenever he had a problem he had to work out. He’d just up and go. 
Leave Mom alone with us four kids to fend for ourselves until he got 
things sorted out…”
 For the next hour or so, we stood and took turns exchanging pieces of 
the kaleidoscope of our mixed histories. Shards and jewels, the click and 
focus of abuse, divorce, addiction, births, remarriage, hope. It was clear 
none of us had escaped unscathed and just as clear that none of us had the 
answers. How little life changes from one generation to the next.

The day of the funeral broke bright with sunshine. The sky 
was a true dream blue, and the clouds broke apart, leaving the morning 
bathed in clear winter light. It was cold. I wore my coat to the service 
and didn’t take it off. The little chapel filled slowly. Organ music floated 
in and out of my awareness. The family was given private space to the 
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right of the lectern and casket. People filtered in, hesitant to take their 
places. Ruth was left in the front row, the chair beside her empty. Both 
of my uncles and their families had chosen to sit outside the designated 
area. Behind Ruth were the ragged remnants of the rest of the family; 
those of us tainted by divorce and other observable social disgraces. My 
aunt with her children and grandchildren. My two brothers, two sisters, 
and my mother. Mom hadn’t seen many of these relatives since her own 
divorce from my father, over twenty-five years ago. The room was filled 
with griefs, both old and new. I took the chair beside Ruth and asked her 
if it was all right with her. She squeezed my hand and the service began.
 The pastor was a portly young Lutheran, his clerical collar 
appeared uncomfortably tight, and his face was a forced pink as he 
spoke. It was a familiar ritual, the Our Father, “What a Friend We 
Have in Jesus,” “Amazing Grace.” He cleared his throat and began the 
memorial. He read a history of Grandpa’s life. Some of the facts were 
new to me. I hadn’t known he’d worked for a tool company for thirteen 
years. I hadn’t known so many things about him. Similar threads he 
and my father had shared. I’d never really seen the similarities until 
then. Neither could tolerate routine. Both felt the need to be in control 
of the moment, neither could take being told what to do by anyone 
else. They did what they wanted, the way that they wanted to do it. 
Despite the toll it exacted on those around them.
 Words from the New Testament surfaced intermittently as I was 
caught up in the twin tides of memory and recognition. First my 
father’s face, then my grandfather’s, then my daughter’s. What to make 
of our genes, and my family inheritance of blue eyes and stubborn 
survival? There was music again, a woman’s voice spilling over the 
edges of “Rock of Ages.” Then, the service was over. The side doors, 
facing the street, were opened. The sunlight streamed in and those 
who had come to say goodbye got the last chance to do so. They filed 
past Grandpa’s open casket, some averting their eyes, some lingering, 
some touching the casket sides in final gestures. It was mostly an older 
crowd; many of them walked slowly and required help at the elbow 
to manage the door and the steps out and down into the parking lot. 
I stood off to the side. Most of the respectable parts of the family, the 
ones who hadn’t conceded to divorces or alcohol, were already outside. 
They needed the air. From behind me I heard my aunt’s voice: “I don’t 
know how many times I’ve said goodbye to that man, and now I’ve 
got to do it again.” Her voice broke. I met her eyes, and for a moment, 
we were ageless, one orphaned daughter to the other, aware only of 
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the ache of an absent father. My younger uncle, Dennis, put his arms 
around her as she cried. His face was one of detached sorrow, a man 
attempting to give comfort in a family where there had been so little.
 Standing before the coffin one last time, I studied my grandfather’s 
face, the one I claimed so much as my own. I felt tears of regrets, too 
many to name, slip out, one by one. I turned to face the door and walked 
out into the sunshine.

The road to the cemetery wound through the back roads of 
this country town, through farm property and Christmas tree acreage. 
It became a gravel drive as we neared the entrance. The gate was black 
iron, a simple arch inset with its name and date, “Adams Cemetery, 
est. 1819.” The procession made its way through the grounds to the 
end of a long gravel loop. We came to a stop. The grave site was on the 
southwest edge of the property. There were pastures and a valley as 
far as the eye traveled, and in the distance, the mountain range rose, 
snow-capped. It was quiet. 
 We took our places around the grave, the pewter color of the coffin 
glinting in the sun. Ruth had chosen the casket spray. It was centered 
on top, and the rust, yellow, gold of the lilies and daisies drank in the 
light. I wondered what his thoughts were in choosing this place to live, 
instead of Minnesota. Ruth had said it was because he wanted to be 
closer to his family. It didn’t fit with the rest of what I knew. His life 
was much more complicated than that of those still living. What of 
all those ties to his own place of birth? Perhaps his own memories 
of his life became more elemental, distilled with the passage of time. 
Maybe his thoughts were with his children more in the last years of 
his life. I don’t know. He never said. For the moment, I was grateful 
for the green beauty and peacefulness surrounding us. Grateful for 
the moment to reflect on a journey ended. I looked at the faces around 
me. Those I knew and those I didn’t. Aware of travels yet unfolding, 
all headed in different directions. Aware that for just this moment, 
we were converged in contemplation of one man’s passing. One life, a 
common blood line, unspoken pain, memories both intertwined and 
inexplicably separate. A snapshot of family. Mine.

Back at the house, we gathered to eat and visit. The Ladies 
of Woodburn Lutheran had set up extra card tables to make places for 
the crowd. People milled tightly through the kitchen, living room, and 
hall. Food was set out in the garage, along with extra folding chairs. 
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Families clustered together in small knots, occasionally breaking 
apart to accommodate conversation from those passing through. 
Smaller children jostled impatiently and bumped along the edges of 
adults trying to maintain some sense of decorum appropriate to the 
situation. There’d been a death after all. 
 In the center of one of the tables in the garage was a plate of lefsa. It 
was cold. Ordinary, plain, scorched a little around the edges, but it was all 
I could manage to eat. That and some coffee. My eyes felt burned into their 
sockets after too little sleep and too many emotions. I found a corner in 
their small living room and sat down. I watched the people ebb and flow 
out of the room and into the front yard. The sunlight was generous and 
gold. Folks stood chatting without their coats, despite the cold. Looking 
out the front window, the view of the pastures was soothing, the expanse 
of gentle hills served as a cool compress to my forehead.
 Ruth came in and sat down in a chair next to me. Her skin white 
and papery. A vein throbbed on the side of her temple. Her eyes were 
rimmed red. She glanced at my plate.
 “I see you found the lefsa.”
 “It was all I was up to at the moment.”
 “Your grandpa, he helped make that batch. We’d put up the extra 
in the freezer. He liked to have it with his coffee in the morning.”
 I saw him in the kitchen, turning the flat bread he’d known from 
his own childhood. A familiar ritual, one blessed by his mother’s hands. 
The bread, the communion with his own history, the memories of the 
farm in Minnesota, ordinary things, ordinary folks. It was enough to 
remind him of the price of survival. Enough to give him hope for the 
strength to persevere.
 I broke off another piece and ate it slowly.
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Home of the Ancients

After a three-day vigil, Mamacita stops breathing and we 
bury her behind the kitchen in the black-ant dirt, under the green and 
yellow mango carcasses, beyond the lemon rinds. We do not parade 
her through the center of town, past the church where the overly 
energetic pastor presides, who on his first day at the pulpit warned 
the town that he would expose any person attempting to seduce him 
to the entire flock so as not to fall into temptation, as rumor has it 
his predecessor had done. Nor is she heaved past the Vargas School 
House that flanks the park, or past the cantina that each evening hosts 
two or three drunkards who flail to jukebox salsa. The park sloths 
who understand how to move in the heat do not see Mamacita as she 
negotiates her way from the home to elsewhere, nor does the white 
cemetery, palm tree-filled and bright, have a chance to say goodbye. 
Mamacita stays right there under the dirt behind the home where she 
has spent the last years of her life listening with the birds.
 The Peace Corps sent me to this small town of 15,000 people after 
I successfully passed the mandatory three-month boot camp. There is 
one narrow road to Orotina from Costa Rica’s capital, San José, that 
winds up, around, and down the Sierra Madre mountain range to flat, 
tropical, coastal lands of palm trees and bougainvilleas. Orotina is 
located just at the foot of the mountain, too low to enjoy the fresh 
mountain breezes and too far inland for one to inhale the salt water 
that rolls ashore from the Pacific Ocean. Orotina is the place where 
the buses, continuing on to the beaches further south, stop to give 
their passengers a bathroom break and a chance to buy a plastic bag of 
ginger ale or Coca-Cola. 
 I am visiting the ancients in the local Hogar de Ancianos (literally, 
“Home of the Ancients”), my project site, as I do most days. This is not 
a nursing home, as we know nursing homes in the United States, with 
walls, and corridors, and nurses stations, and medical equipment, 
and smells of Windex and urine and mashed peas. This nursing home 
looks more like a dilapidated spiritual retreat center. The kitchen is 
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the central point from which the forty cabins radiate out as if from 
the center of a sun dial. This nursing home doesn’t have any trained 
nursing staff to pass out medications or glass in the windows to 
shine. 
 I pass through the kitchen where Marta, the cook, is tossing 
chaote, a dark red spice, into industrial size pots of rice and chopping 
the garlic she plucks off the jumbled bundles that hang on the greasy 
wall on my way to visit the ancianos. The smell of sauteing onions 
disperses outwards, over the grasses and into the old people’s thinly 
furnished two-room cabins. Loro, the talking parrot that lives in 
front of Don Beto’s cabin right next to the kitchen calls out, “¡Hola!, 
¡Hola!”

A plain wooden cross as heavy as a gravestone bears down 
on Mamacita’s wrinkled brown chest. She is still alive, breathing faintly 
with this cross pressing itself on her lungs. The air is still. I’m sure she 
hears birds fluttering in the garden trees. The birds hop in the branches 
and peck at the ripe fruit, squawking and rustling; they can’t be still. 
Chirps and calls list into the old woman’s room through the open 
shutters; none of the home’s windows, cut into aqua-green adobe walls, 
have glass in them. There is nothing to keep out. The insects come and 
go as they please. 
 It is not an insect-borne disease that is slowing down Mamacita’s 
breath, just old age. Up and down this cross rises and falls, and I wonder 
how such a papery body can support the clunky object. Mamacita’s 
hands are folded around her rosary. 
  The deep quiet of mid-afternoon in the tropics, when only the 
birds play, has become part of my existence like the thick heat that 
never allows my skin to dry after taking a shower. Last year before 
Mamacita started to die, I noticed white bumps sprouting up across my 
shoulders. The Peace Corps nurse told me I had mushrooms, translated 
to English as mold. The mushrooms flourish in the glistening layer of 
sweat my northern body endures in the damp heat. I rub anti-fungal 
cream into the white patches in the semi-coolness of dawn. 
 From the doorway, I see Flor de Liz, the home’s nurse, perched 
on the far side of Mamacita’s bed. I sit opposite Flor and we slow our 
breath as Mamacita slows hers. Now and again Mamacita kicks her 
brown leg up or thrusts her body forward. I wonder if Mamacita 
hears a bird squawk or a plump, orange-red mango fall and is 
acknowledging nature’s call by twitching her limbs. Maybe she is 
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just trying to shed her body like a lizard and get it over with, finding 
freedom in casting off. As Flor and I sit with Mamacita, inhaling the 
heat, I feel the damp mugginess of my skin in contrast to Mamacita’s 
dry old leaf skin and inspect the water-stained walls where rainy 
seasons tattoo the room.
 Mamacita’s body lies there on the Hogar’s white cotton sheet and 
lone hospital mattress. In the lull between bird-wing flaps, Flor de Liz 
leans in and whispers about her own mother’s death two years back:

The night she died, I dreamed I was walking with mama down a 
long corridor. Many people were floating past. It was crowded, 
yet mama and I moved forward slowly. I didn’t want her to 
leave me alone; I wasn’t ready. The next night I dreamed we 
were in that same corridor closer to the end where the light was. 
Mama was telling me I had to go back because of my children. 
The third night we approached bright lights and mama told me 
if I crossed I would not be able to return and forced me to go 
back. We hugged and cried and I woke up.

As Flor whispers her story across Mamacita’s stretched-out body, 
I wonder where Mamacita is now. Is she walking down corridors 
looking for relatives, or is she remembering the pranks she loved to 
play when her spirit fully lived in her body? Last month, Mamacita 
hooked her veined hands into my arm, and up from the gully between 
her shoulders cackled, “¿Quién es usted?” Feigning senility allowed her 
to pull up the sackcloth she wore daily her last eight years as a promise 
of faith to her God. She always pulled up her dress on the patio that led 
to the front gate to taunt the men who sat there—men who spent days, 
months, years shifting a little to the right or left, adjusting pressure 
spots while they watched, maybe waited.

The warm smell of rotting fruit carcass rises as a gust of 
wind catches hold of me, pitching me up the red earth path. The wind 
and I circle round the arc of cabins that preserves old people, greeting 
each in turn. Forty sea foam-colored cabins wrap around the orchard, 
circling the Guanacaste trees, citrus fruits, and wild grasses.
 Irene is waiting for me impatiently. 
 “Where have you been? You visit the others, not me.”
 “I’m here. I come every day, Irene.”
 Ignoring me, Irene presses a soggy bun from lunch into my hand 
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and offers me a handful of rotting nancies, a sweet yellow fruit, she 
collected that morning. Irene immediately tells me how earlier in the day 
Jesus had descended from the heavens and bloomed in her heart, rose 
up above her head, and then exploded into a flame. “It was majestic,” 
Irene screams as her white handkerchief flutters on her ample bosom, 
upsetting the crumbs that had nestled there at lunch. 
 Irene probably has lived a hard life, maybe as a saleswoman on 
the streets of San José. She may have sold her body alongside her 
handicrafts. I’ll never know. It’s not important to our relationship 
that I know anything about Irene’s past. She is ending her life and 
I am beginning mine. Irene is waiting out her days, wandering the 
garden, sitting in her chair, and talking to Jesus. I have escaped the 
pain of a family troubled with anxiety, alcoholism, and divorce by 
joining the Peace Corps and now roam the small, sweltering town 
of Orotina waiting for my life to begin. Or has it begun? How will I 
know?
 Sometimes Irene yells at me, furious that, as she sees it, I have put her 
to work washing clothing or helping out in the kitchen. “I’m done working. 
I don’t want to work anymore. That’s why I came here.” But she goes on 
working around the home, and she works with more gusto and dresses 
up in her best fringed shawl and heeled shoes for dancing, laughing, and 
flirting. When I first began to visit Irene, I thought she had severe mental 
health problems. Nothing she said made sense to me. The more I visit 
with Irene and listen to her, the more coherent her conversation becomes. 
She speaks less and less of Jesus blooming in her heart and of doves flying 
out of the top of her head. I suspect that Irene never had mental health 
problems, that she is just lonely, craving attention.

What did I do in the Peace Corps? What did I accomplish? 
What tangible result do I have to show for myself? North American, 
linear, action-oriented culture demands results. I didn’t build a bridge. 
I didn’t really have any skills that I was aware of to teach people or 
to pass on. I formed relationships. I learned about people. I listened. 
Sometimes other left-leaning people look at me suspiciously when 
I say I was a Peace Corps volunteer. The look says to me: “You sold 
out; you worked for the government, you’re one of them.” My liberal 
credentials are tainted in their eyes. These people, like my cousin-in-
law Michael once did, insinuate that I could have opted for a different 
sort of volunteer organization, a Non-Governmental Organization like 
World Teach. This irritates me. Every other organization I researched 
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cost a lot of money to join, and I didn’t have any money nor did my 
family have any money to give me. If I had been more enterprising, I 
probably could have stood on a streetcorner and raised the money by 
asking passersby to support me as I have seen people do in cities like 
Boston and Chicago. Growing up in Erie, Pennsylvania, I didn’t even 
know that was an option. I just knew I had a deep urge, bordering on 
compulsion, to join. I was too young to understand the complex web 
of motivations that propelled me to Costa Rica. 
 One day, as I was walking on the cemetery road near the rail station, 
I heard “Psst. Psst.” coming from a doorway across the tracks. A slight 
woman, probably in her early thirties, with short dark hair motioned 
me over. She invited me in for a cup of coffee. Over cups of thick sugary 
café con leche, made by pouring water through a sock, and a plate of 
bread pudding, the woman and her daughters pelted me with questions: 
“Are you lonely being here without your family? How could you leave 
your mother? You’re so brave, traveling alone like you do. What’s it like 
in the United States? Do you have a baby?” They were inspecting me, 
trying to figure out this gringa who had left her home and family to 
travel to a foreign land and live alone, just as I was inspecting them.

The Peace Corps trained me for three months in Santa Ana, a 
suburb of San José. I trained in personal health, project development, 
culture, and Spanish. My airplane seat-mate, Joe Janzy, taught me to 
say “Hola, ¿Cómo está?” on the flight from Miami to Costa Rica. After 
one week of training, we were piled in clumps of about six onto the 
backs of pick-up trucks and dropped off one-by-one at unidentified 
locations around the country.
 Our trainer told us, “You all need to get to the Coca-Cola bus stop 
in San José by 6:00 p.m. today. If you are going to make it as volunteers, 
you need to be self-reliant. One third of PCVs drop out during the first 
six months because they can’t hack it. They lack the survival skills and the 
independence necessary to succeed. As the only volunteers in your sites, 
and probably the only English speakers in the area, you will stand out like 
fish in a fishbowl. Everyone will stare at you all the time. People will gossip 
about you. You will constantly be on show. You will need to be strong.”
 I was so scared I couldn’t breathe, but I was excited too. I, like 
many of the other volunteers, also had a macho bravura that thrived 
on adventure and on ambiguity. Francisco stopped the truck and 
motioned me off with a wink and a “¡Buena Suerte!”
 I needed it.
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 I’m on a dirt road, under a heavy sun, near some low tin-roof 
houses and big-leaf trees. I don’t know where I am or where Coca-
Cola is, and I can only speak a few words of unintelligible Spanish. I 
am alone. I feel like a million eyes are on me. Are people peering out of 
their houses at me? A panadería is down the road there. I’ll go in and 
buy some sweet bread and then get to work.
 “Parada…bus? Bus? Coca-Cola?”
 “Sí, Sí, allí está.”

Two months later, training ended and I passed my language 
exam, just barely. I was deemed resilient and flexible enough to muster 
through two years isolated from my native language and culture. I 
had plenty of youthful optimism and the gumption to jump into 
ambiguous situations—probably the most important qualities a PCV 
can have. 
  I am given a small, square slip of paper with the word Orotina 
written on it. This Orotina will be my site. The place I will live for 
the next two years. My challenge this time is to find Orotina and go 
there for two weeks to check it out, find myself a place to live, and 
investigate project ideas. My project coordinator, Marina, had scouted 
the country for sites to place Rehabilitation Education volunteers 
before we arrived in country. She suggested I start at the Cruz Roja. 
Orotina had a Cruz Roja, a school, and a nursing home so there were 
many possible projects to find.
 My suitcase and I got on a packed bus at Coca-Cola and headed for 
Orotina. We wound up and around the mountains that surround San 
José, Costa Rica’s central valley. At the top of the mountain, I dreamily 
watched the zapilotes, their wings as long as my arms, drift along 
gossamer gusts of wind and dip down over the tiers of coffee bushes that 
unfold down the side of the mountain. For a while the birds and I were 
eye to eye, but then the bus circled its way down to the flat Pacific Coast. 
I alighted, nauseous, in Costa Rica’s fruit capital—Orotina.

Doña Lucila, a silver-haired widow in her sixties, has a spare 
room to rent behind her tin-roofed home. The mattress is stuffed with 
straw and pokes at me. A rooster, tied to a wooden post between the 
house and my room, cock-a-doodle-doos at 4:00 a.m. I hear Radio Reloj 
and the morning news and Doña Lucila puttering about in the kitchen. 
She is lighting the fire in the old black wood stove to boil the milk. I 
smell the eggs and rice and beans Doña Lucila has placed on the table.
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 I’ve been living here for three days and over breakfast Doña Lucila 
asks me, “When are you going to work?” 
 (I really have no idea.)
 “What will you be doing over there at the Hogar de Ancianos?”
 “I’ll, um, give talks and do some projects and things like that. 
Rehabilitation stuff.” (But I don’t really know what I’m talking about.)
 “Are you going over for a visit today? Should I take you over to 
introduce you to the director?”
 “Uh…yes…that sounds good.” (I can’t delay any longer.)
 I in my still-crisp Peace Corps khakis and Doña Lucila in her elegant 
skirt and blouse stroll down the mostly empty streets of our barrio to the 
shady Hogar. We pass the sitting area and go into the kitchen where the 
director, who is about nine months pregnant, has her feet up on a chair, 
arms crossed over her chest. She does not get up. She does not smile. She 
manages a surly “Buenos Días” and resumes her conversation with one 
of the Hogar’s employees. Other people are more friendly. Poty tells me 
about the brand new building they constructed just for me to practice 
my therapy in next door, which causes my stomach to bunch up. I’m not 
supposed to be practicing therapy. I’m supposed to be working with the 
staff and the community to help them identify community needs and to 
devise plans to meet these needs. We go to watch the painter in the new 
rehabilitation pavilion they built for me finish a large drooping tree with 
a farmer resting against the trunk.
 We spent three months in training discussing our projects. My 
job was not to provide therapy for clients, but to spend a few months 
looking around the town forming relationships with people and waiting 
to see what sort of projects evolved. The town’s needs would present 
themselves and the way I could help would emerge. At all costs, I was 
not to jump into a job or take the job of a Costa Rican. The tricky part 
for the Peace Corps volunteer is to lay aside the desire for certainty, 
action, and results. The Peace Corps volunteer’s job is to watch and learn 
from the village and then to try to coax projects into life making it seem 
like you are only tangentially involved. Grassroots project development 
cannot be imposed on a group or it will not feel like their project and 
will eventually fail. A building built specially for me to do therapy is not 
what is supposed to happen—it suggests that I am coming in to do a job 
for two years and then leaving, with no real change taking place.

Today I am wearing my fuchsia flip-flops as I gaze at Paulina, 
curled on her side atop her bare bed in her sparsely furnished room. 
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A threadbare ocher coverlet cradles her plump, yet tiny body. Her ear 
presses into the static of the transistor radio, and a string of drool 
stitches her mouth to the creaky bed. I come to pull her out of the 
hazy dream state she passes the afternoons in so we can go out onto 
the walkway and watch the trees. Paulina’s cracked bare feet slide into 
plastic sandals as she calls out to me, gratefully, “Macha, Macha.” 
 Each day I start my visit at the far end of the arc of cabins and 
move right until I have visited with each anciano. Paulina and I have 
a special relationship. When I first began to come to the Hogar a year 
ago, Paulina adopted me as her patrona, her boss. She seemed tickled 
that some gringa would come to encourage her to sew quilts and paint 
pictures in the newly-built recreation room.
 We go outside together and sit on the pale yellow bench in the 
partial shade of the bamboo overhang and look out over the grass. 
We sit for an hour…two hours…three hours. Time stops. A nagging 
sense of wanting something to happen, of leaning forward into the 
next moment, presses at my twenty-four-year-old mind. Every now 
and again, Paulina nudges me excitedly in the ribs and points to a 
bird trying to wrest a not-quite ripe fruit from a tree. Other times 
she gestures to the newly-fallen guava over there by the majestic old 
Guanacaste trees—all of which, I have learned, were blighted and 
dying. Paulina and I sit and ponder, sweltering, on burning afternoons 
while sweat tickles and itches my neck and armpits.
 Paulina lives in the front room of the faded aqua cabin, in the 
center part of the arc of cabins that stretches like a new moon around 
the kitchen, near the lemon tree. We are about the same height—
Paulina is even tinier than my five feet. Paulina’s stiff, long, gray hair 
is pulled back into a ponytail resting on the nape of her neck, wrapped 
up with a red piece of string. Ribbons and a faded radio are among the 
few possessions Paulina has carried into old age. Her red sleeveless 
dress, edged with lace sewn on by hand, hangs down to just above her 
brown knees and pulls in round the belly. 
  Paulina and I sit and breathe together. My Spanish is better now 
and Paulina prefers to speak with silence. Sometimes she calls out 
Macha, look—a blackbird or Macha, over there—a grapefruit is falling. 
Mostly she smiles. Small, watery, red-rimmed eyes peer at me, and 
she rasps a laugh as she reaches up and pats my cheek, coffee eyes 
sparkling like a lover. Paulina’s voice is coarse like her skin and she 
always has a headache. She has not yet learned that a tumor is growing 
inside her. I will not hear about her cancer until two years after I have 
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completed my Peace Corps service. The soothing radio static seems 
to calm her pain. My friend Paulina and I sit on the bench together in 
front of her tired cabin and watch the garden thrive.

Shelly Hubman
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Cementerios

Papi always went to cemeteries when we visited a new place, 
even if it was just a country churchyard in New England. He didn’t 
seem to care if the tombstones were flat and puritanical or adorned by 
marble angels and Virgin Marys. His business was with the dead, not 
with the craftsmanship. 
 I learned to cross myself and kiss my fist afterward when we passed 
a cemetery on the road, but I’m not sure who taught me this. My father 
wouldn’t have. He wasn’t raised a Catholic. Few of the rituals he follows 
are so overtly associated with this religion. But he has his own rituals. 
Like the one of calling out someone’s name if we passed the cemetery 
where that person was buried. In particular, I remember him rolling 
down the window one day while we drove through southwest Miami 
on one of our many vacations there. He waved his arm out, yelled, 
“¡Tiburón!,” and kept driving. I didn’t learn until later that “Shark” was 
the nickname of a deceased friend of his. For a while I thought it was a 
sobriquet for Death—that old “shark” who stole lives.
 My father taught me what Catholic school did not: how to 
pray without language and how to honor the gods that had existed 
alongside the Christian one in Cuba since the colonial era. I met my 
first santera in the womb, when she advised my mother to rub cocoa 
butter on her belly to avoid a second miscarriage. So many names 
were whispered to me throughout my childhood—Oshún, Shangó, 
Ochosi—and I learned their attributes the same way I learned about 
the stigmatas and miracles of fourth-century Saints. I had a deeply 
ingrained respect for Oyá, the warrior goddess of storms, tempests, 
and cemeteries. In her role as the guardian of cemeteries, she acts as 
the intercessor between the living and the dead, but in her dominion 
over the winds, she can destroy the old and prepare for the new. She 
is known as the mother of transformation and embodies—more than 
anything else—the concept that death is merely a change, not an end.
 “Don’t ever be afraid of Death,” my father said to me as he placed 
my hand on the hand of a dead man at a funeral viewing once. I pulled 
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my hand away quickly, afraid of the coldness of it, the way it didn’t 
resemble any flesh I’d ever felt. I was only about seven or eight years 
old, but from then on I knew what to expect.
 By watching my father, I learned that cemeteries are places to 
be revered and that taking care of your dead is a duty. They know 
somehow from their final resting place if you’ve forgotten them or if 
you even ever thought of them at all. A few weeks ago, just before my 
first trip to Cuba, I called my santera about the nightmare in which 
my grandmother and grandfather appeared to me sitting on beach 
chairs in the middle of a cemetery. Try visiting their graves in Cuba 
if you get a chance, was her advice. These words push me to seek out 
my grandmother’s tomb—the one my father would have taken great 
pains to tend and visit weekly if he’d stayed in Cuba himself after his 
mother died. As it is, he buys fresh flowers every Sunday to place on 
the sunniest windowsill in the house, “para sus muertos.” Grave or no 
grave to visit, he’d remember. 
 I go with my sister Alicia, whose home is here and who has never 
known anything but Cuban sky and Cuban earth, to that enormous city 
of the dead—el Necrópolis Cristóbal Colón. I have been in Havana for 
five days now and am carrying the weight of my ancestors closer than I 
ever have. Alicia’s friend drives us in silence as I marvel at the intricate 
balance of people and circumstances that brought me into this world. 
Why am I the one taking my father’s place now in venerating his dead 
mother, in fulfilling an obligation to someone I never met? My sister is 
named after our grandmother—these two Alicias that my father has lost 
in different ways. I am left trying to mend the loss on all sides. 
 We enter the cemetery through a monumental arch, covered 
with reliefs and marble sculptures. I crane my neck up after we pass 
through, but can’t see the top. We are now inside one of the grandest 
cemeteries in Latin America, built in 1876 and housing the final 
remains of approximately 800,000 people in pantheons fashioned like 
miniature colonial mansions. It is in its own recinto, or neighborhood, 
in the larger area of town called El Vedado. On one side, it hugs the 
road leading to the now defunct Tropicream—the ice cream shop 
where my parents first met not long after my father’s divorce from 
Alicia’s mother. But behind the road, the necropolis stretches on and 
on, threatening to swallow us in its intricate layout of streets.
 A guard stops us and demands payment. My sister’s friend tells 
him we’re not tourists, that we are visiting our dead. My guidebook 
refers to this cemetery as a “sculpture park,” where Canadians and 
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Europeans come to see the dead lying in palaces that belie the poverty 
beyond the gates. We park the car on a circular driveway occupied by 
tour buses. I find them intrusive. 
 I step on the black tar and my knees falter a little at the sight of 
endless rows of stone angels and mausoleums gleaming under the 
Caribbean sun. I realize suddenly that I do not know how to visit my 
own dead. The limited experiences I have had have been failures. I try 
to blink the memories away, but can’t. I remember Ofelia, who died 
when I was in high school. 
 Ofelia, my mother’s godmother, was an elegant woman who never 
had children of her own. She spoiled and indulged my mother like 
the daughter she never had. When she died at ninety-one, it was my 
mother’s turn to reciprocate. Only she didn’t know what to do. Unlike 
my father, whose family had a tragic streak of accidents and early 
deaths, my mother had reached the age of forty-nine with relatively 
few obligations to the dead. The people she knew who died were always 
friends of friends, or, at the closest, relatives of her husband. 
 Ofelia was laid to rest in Miami, in an above-ground cemetery 
with engraved marble slabs stacked wall-high. When my father, 
mother and I arrived with our arms full of flowers, we discovered that 
Ofelia’s was the very top one on a wall that had to have reached at least 
seven or eight feet. My mother’s first impulse was just to lay the flowers 
down at the bottom of the wall. 
 “You can’t do that,” my father admonished her. Each slab had 
its own shelf and the abundance of fresh flowers dotting the various 
shelves stung our eyes and our noses. 
 “If they’re for her, they’ve got to go up there.”
 “But how?” My mother looked confused, saddened, hurt anew by 
the loss of Ofelia on this first visit to her grave. 
 I thought my mother had a point. Wasn’t it enough that we flew 
down from Philadelphia to Miami to pay our respects? 
 “Anita, ven,” my father commanded. He stooped down and I saw 
that he meant for me to climb on his shoulders to place the flowers.
 Hesitantly, I climbed onto his back in a sitting position and waited 
for him to rise before straightening my own legs. The balancing act 
was complicated by the flowers in my arms. As soon as I was standing 
and started to move my arms above me, I lost my footing. I fell against 
the smoothness of empty shelves, apologizing loudly to the dead I 
thought were within. I started laughing hysterically out of sheer fright 
of reaching the ground and breaking in two. I remember my laughter 
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echoing through the cemetery and little after that. I never got Ofelia’s 
flowers to her. My mother was so ashamed of our behavior that she left 
the flowers for someone else just so we could leave quickly.

“¿Te pasa algo?” Alicia asks me now, wanting to know if any-
thing is wrong. I have been walking slowly.
 “No, nada, nada.”
 I shake my head at first, but then I say, “We haven’t brought any 
flowers.”
 And in a flash I remember the tiger lilies I took to my cousin 
Cristina the only time I visited her grave in Madrid. They were too 
showy for someone who’d been dead almost as long as she had been 
alive, but my cousin Tony, her brother, picked them out and I deferred. 
Their smell was cloying and the pollen got all over me that day, staining 
my hands and shirt a yellowy-orange that wouldn’t let me forget how 
much I hated seeing a child stacked on top of her sister, resting next to 
the parents who were all killed on the same day. It seemed unnatural. 
And now so does this. The cemetery’s museum-like quality seems to 
announce that it has nothing to give me.
 “No te preocupes,” Alicia says and we walk on, looking for the 
mausoleum housing my grandmother’s remains. It is called “Naturales 
de Ortigueira,” and I don’t know whether this is a club she belonged 
to, or a city in Spain her family came from. The name sounds vaguely 
gallego, from the region in northwest Spain that Castro’s and many 
other Cubans’ ancestors came from.
 The fact is that my family has precious little history of being Cuban, 
between the waves of immigration from regions as diverse as Catalonia 
and the Canary Islands and the relatively recent independence of 
Cuba. Anyone born on the island before 1898 was still considered a 
Spanish subject, and some were proud to be so, perhaps even my own 
grandparents and great-grandparents. So why do I feel so driven to 
this land, to find something I didn’t find in Spain? I could have dozens 
of ancestors buried in Galicia for all I know, yet nothing has called 
me as strongly to go find them as the vivid dream bringing me to the 
Cementerio Colón today.
 “Ali, I dreamt about Yiya and abuelo before coming here,” I want 
to say, but I am afraid of breaking the silence we’ve found at this far 
end of the cemetery, away from the tourists. I am not as put off now 
by the grandiose statues and glass-windowed mausoleums. I imagine 
my family, the ones who are old now in exile and the ones who are 
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just gone, coming here dressed up on Sundays to lay flowers on their 
own grandparents’ graves. I remember the pictures of my mother’s 
grandmother, always wearing the widow’s black, and think that maybe 
she is buried here, too. Yes, this place belongs to me.
 “There it is,” Alicia says and points to a short, concrete block with 
figures carved out of the stone on either side of the double doors. The 
name, Naturales de Ortigueira, is spelled out of the stone over the doors 
and it looks odd among the more delicate and artful mausoleums that 
announce “Familia Pérez de Urria” or “Familia Zayas.” I hesitate a 
moment before climbing the short steps.
 “Is abuelo there, too?” I ask.
 “No, he’s buried with the Merchant Marines somewhere, but I’m 
not sure where. He died before I was born.”
 So my grandparents are not buried together. Who, I wonder, are 
these people resting side-by-side in eternity with my grandmother? I 
pull at the door. It won’t give. I try the other door and find that it is also 
locked.
 “¡Ay!” Alicia cries. “¡Estará cerrado!” It must be closed.
 I won’t accept that.
 “No, no puede ser. Someone has to have the key.” I remember the 
dollar that we did not pay to enter the cemetery and resolve to pay the 
guard many times that amount if he will just open the doors to my 
grandmother’s mausoleum and let me see her tomb.
 “But that person might not work today, or could have left for the 
day already.” My obvious anguish makes Alicia tell me to wait while 
she goes to look for someone.
 I stand there at my grandmother’s tomb, alone. I lean in close to 
the door and try to kiss it, try to whisper hello through the thin gap 
between the two doors and apologize for not having arrived earlier, for 
not having brought flowers, and for not having brought my father.
 By the time Alicia returns, I feel strangely peaceful. She says that 
there isn’t anyone around, that the Naturales is only open on certain 
days of the week and today is not one of them. I nod in acceptance, 
knowing that this is the way it was supposed to be.
 “And did you ask where the Merchant Marine mausoleum is?”
 She didn’t, but she takes me by the hand and we go see the tomb 
of La Milagrosa, the Miraculous One, a local woman who died in 
childbirth in 1901. Upon her exhumation, her unblemished face 
looked as if she had merely been napping for a few years and the 
baby who had been buried separately was nestled against her breast. 
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Her legend spread as she started granting favors and miracles to the 
humble people who approached her grave. Almost a century later, her 
crypt overflows with fresh flowers and plaques of gratitude. 
 I follow Alicia’s instructions, lightly tapping the brass knockers 
on La Milagrosa’s tomb and touching the foot of her statue while I 
ask the supposedly uncorrupt body lying beneath for her intercession. 
Then I must follow the tradition of walking away backwards. This I 
learned too. You are never supposed to turn your back on the dead.

Anna Kushner
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Holy There and Not

Spring’s a way to reach through air;
summer’s flat tins, baked sun;
autumn’s a barrel over Niagara
plunged to cumbrous rocks;
winter, a bottom where you 
roll over in slatted ice 
phone never ringing or,
running, you can’t reach it.

You know July as a car seat
where you slip a strap 
to release your breast,
lake-floated naked, October 
when they took your breast—
the world collapsed to scar knots.

So now you stay in winter’s barrel, 
going over and over, as once, a waterfall.
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Rural Fortune

Fields stayed blank paper while we 
 dragged branches, talons barely 
touching the weary dirt; they were 

kindling for our frost-bit, gray-faced
 mornings. Later we would return 
borrowed sap buckets in the pickup, 

past the bend where an old woman
 sells worms to farmers trolling the lake 
for perch—her shack like souvenir 

salt-shakers (Made in China); then 
 to the General on the main road, load 
up on liverwurst and Spam.

Once I got a Chinese fortune 
 (on pink paper) that said: Don’t plan on it.
Tonight will arrive like a creased face 

in a hunter’s cap, door closing before 
 too much heat escapes. River perch
frozen, house stones more or less

held together as whatever is warm 
 rises to the attic so even eiderdown
has little comfort for us here.
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“One Crane, Two Longspurs and Three 
Rosy-Finches: Fast and Loose in New Mexico”

 —Title of an article in The Linnaean Society of 
     New York Newsletter, January 2006 

And what could be better? Longspurs and Rosie in perfect 
desert-dry weather, (they have brought their cushions) sitting

as they must be, at a roadside bar discussing their prospective 
seductions: Longspur arguing they should take their time, 

Rosie wanting to move quickly, knowing regrets of delayed
pleasures all too well. Hot wind rustles the cactus nearby, 

but they’ve saved for this splurge and will not be distracted. 
How often can you be daft (and promiscuous) in such a pristine scene? 

But what of the crane whose day plans are shuttled aside? 
He’s not like others whose vowels and sibilants are so sexy. 

He’ll stay in the hotel room, waiting for remote acquaintances to call,
which they won’t. And he’ll watch TV, probably some oldies,

wanting to be among the bar’s feathered crowd but not knowing how, 
what to say to a dapper Longspur and the (by now) looped Rosie? 

Better to be content where you are and listed with the lyrically
lovely in a newsletter so famously published by birders in Yonkers. 
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Neither Prediction Nor Revelation

In plain speech I am hilled over and falling old
with a cover for ears partial to pennywhistles

and yellow warblers about to part ways with summer
its brindle, see-through dress sewn for a season 

no longer mine. Hold tulle to the sun. It crisscrosses
miles away just as I, standing in for former me of lifted hem, 

straw brim, kid gloves lean like a wall’s loose ballast, 
nails yellowed, nobody trying to make them look better. 

Nor could they, just so-so what of curtains, my skin
another scrim of forever loosening. I no longer

wear thin dresses, though a single starling in the ginkgo 
occasionally whistles through the fan-shaped branches;

no, I read with the eye of a fortune teller what I don’t
need to be told and feeling sad; I’m getting old. 
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Abandoned Jewish Bathhouse

The ladies are no longer there, 
nor the small bent men far beyond old 
who were helped out of the large formless cars by the ladies. 

One morning in the sharp angle of the autumn sun, 
lurking by the swollen roses, 
I heard their speech, 
that familiar falling modulation of Hungarian, 
and smiling I blurted out a few words. 

Were we not a fraternity? Hungarians all! 
Were we not people who have gazed upon the madness 
of the Hortobagyi Plain, who have lived with the stories? 
And did I not see larks in the meadows of her hair 
and the familiar sad shape of their backs? 

But my words brought only a sudden turn of heads 
as though there were something threatening in the roses. 

I had thought of seriousness before, 
dread floating in the stale tenements, 
a killer loose in the Sacramento Valley,
but here, when they turned, was something deeper,
molding inward their unsmiling broad faces,
and their eyes remote as the dark of deep caves.

Now, the signs of neglect— 
the cats took off when their food failed to appear. 
Shingles clutter the wild lawn. 
Aphids heap high on the hard buds of the late-blooming roses. 
Spiders have thrown their fine quick webs 
from stem to stem and ride the morning breeze 
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in luxurious, hungry peace. 
A caterpillar oozes out of a cocoon
and slowly loops its way to a quiet leaf
where it will ponder 
the incipient rumble of the unquieting alchemy 
of wings appearing, then color, then antennae, 
and then, at last, flight. 

In a dream I heard these lines: 
two inches are born into the caterpillar 
and the white sun is burning in the sky.
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Older People of the Village

They come from their dark houses;
the women sit in plastic chairs
in the shade of the plane trees
on afternoons of sun and lavender
and roses and all the herbs—
the air soft and perfumed, heady with oxygen,
the sky a huge dialogue in blue
of clouds and distant storms; 
one can only ponder this miracle
enveloping one’s aging body.
On cooler days they sit in the sun.

The men wander the village in slow measured steps,
pause for a word or two about the weather.
Not much goes beyond the weather.
Governments are far away, indulgent and raucous,
in worlds fraught with war and greed.

Some wile away an hour with a pastis,
watching the traffic go by,
their faces honed by the storms and mistrals
that have swooped out of the concave northern sky;
and the close hot summer sun,
and always not enough rain or too much rain,
and the dry lightning storms at night
when the village is fitfully asleep. 

With my window wide open
and the afternoon flooding my room,
I sit at my desk and bend my head to work,
but then I hear my neighbor, Edouard,
his fingers gnarled like old rose branches,
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sitting outside his door, shelling beans,
dropping them one by one into a plastic bucket,
plink, pause, plink, pause, plink.



182  u  Crab Orchard Review

Suzanne Rindell

On the Teleology of Labyrinths 

We came by ferry boat 
and alighted amidst a marketplace bazaar.
Children rushed to twine their hands
about the loose hems of our clothes,
urging us in the direction of a mother,
a brother, a sister, all selling wares.

We reminded one another to resist 
and caved at the sight of the first date.

Directionless, on our sea-legs 
we swayed about 
asking questions of the locals:
Which direction joy? What price
a compass? We could speak only
in the language of makeshift maps;
a turn of our path hooked in the soft
inner crook of my arm, the promise 
of our arrival laid out smoothly
against the cool skin of your forehead.

Through the city we roved the alleyways
like a pair of vagrant village dogs 

who together make their home in the shade
of every streetside café. And later, 
carefully breathing the hot steam wafting
over a glass thimble filled with mint tea 
we concluded this time the labyrinth 
might be of our own making, and set 
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ourselves the task of cartography,
wandering the streets arm-in-arm
until we found the missing architect
 
—but too late. His gaze was mad, his milky
eyes rolling as though lost inside his skull.

He pointed us back to the harbor, the growling
ships chained to concrete, their engines
muttering in black tongues, working in
inky ribbons, the way blood escapes
into water. 
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Beulah in the Garden 
 

You write me that the daffodils are trumpeting
Into the world, azaleas and forsythia burst

Into flame and the whole valley is littered 
With stars: they wink down hot pink and hotter 

White from dogwood and cherry boughs, 
Bradford pears burn up in a flash 

And mountain laurel scatter
Constellations: yellow dust gathers

On cars, windowsills and shirtsleeves: 
No use washing anything for weeks. 

I’d call but I’m sure you’re out working 
In the garden, your khakis stained from weeding. 

Come July—as you break ground for Juno iris bulbs—
Your brother’s Air Force wings, the silver you meant 

To polish, even the smell of my hair will vanish
From your memory like the first crocus shoots 

Beneath February snow. Look: the whole yard’s gleaming, 
Erased. Keep planting, Mother, 

As long as you can kneel, 
As long as the ground’s willing to receive. 
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Belize Fact

The houses were built on stilts
they said because of the snakes

rattlers, their venom
coiled, waiting for attack on

the unsuspecting ankle of 
a woman scrubbing on a washboard

with a yellow bar of soap
hands kneading whiteness into

a shirt in milky water
a small lake in the whale 

of the metal tub, that was
dinner conversation at my parents, a maple 

table, passing wine and food and 
argument, but no, it was the fact 

you were a city only one foot
above sea

level, a city who rose
its name 12 inches away

from the sand and sediment
the pot-filled roads

and scented canals
of bodily fluid and matter
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yellow and brown and picked
up by women who passed

their steel buckets from
the underbelly of each home

all along Front Street
in Creole song, wooden shutters

closing before the down
pour, the drumming marbles 

rain on metal. I say 
your name repeatedly

as if fingering rosary beads,
the others say they built 

the houses on stilts to air 
the house. I don’t care 

tell me another story, again.
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Two Million Flowers Mean One Pound of Honey

Bend your mind
 into the hollow of a tree, believe

in the ability of the body to be brainy,
 the brain to be what the body needs,

all hive alive, mining motion, while
 motion’s mining mind. Each cell, 

each bubbly blurb, has a story 
 to tell, is a gelatinous home to hone. 

Nearness. Emptiness. Fullness. Blur and drone
 and work and shape the thought and 

another’s born. Relax—there’s flow: 
 wax wells 

from the body, builds, blends 
 easiest when warmer, softens

as heat heightens, then hardens into form.
 Hollowness helps: wallow in it, 

fill it with business and melt until 
 you’re hot enough— 

start at hive’s top and inch by inch 
 cinch downward, using your head 
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as a tool, a means of measure 
 to help hold honey in,

keep it from running out.
 You are what you think, sweet talker.
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Steele
 for Easter, Eliza

Township 28 North
Range 22 West 
Section 29—

Consider the whole square mile as cemetery,

the rough border of two graves.

Somewhere on 90 acres of it: Ex-slaves. Two sisters

on their backs, straddled

by a sub-division.

I just want to pull down their skirts.

The dead man’s surname hounding them—
It’s no cadaver dog.

No hellhound, bloodhound
on their scent.

No lapdog, pull toy
on a string.

Just a purebred mongrel
with all its shots

gnawing at the bones of their given names.
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Easter Steele, 1870
“Ole Easter mentioned in Richard Steele’s will was not very 
bright and her job was to take care of the twins. Mary Margaret 
and Letha Jane were six years old when their mother died. They 
lived with Richard Steele until they were 12.”
 —Helen Kirchoff, great-great granddaughter
     of Richard Steele

What’s 36 look like in Missouri when 31 years were spent as slave?

Pieced together Emancipation got you 

five years, three miles away,

labeled as an idiot. One sister and 

a brother-in-law. His black-owned earth beneath your feet.

That freedom, $100 wide; its Heaven, fifty acres long.

Your thoughts gone shepherd to the stars that grazed

above you, big celestial herds

fattening, moving on.

Did white farmers try to keep the strays?

Your worries trace the map up there?

Were you happy that the past you raised

got grown, got married in another county?

Those years you barely told apart—
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white identical twins—

The master’s set of orphan grandgirls.

It’s time the flies lit on their food,

time they learned to dress themselves.

Think master, and that’s one bit of dirt

you no longer have to visit.

Free five years, would you still use

a cooking pot to catch your voice?

There’s a world of white folks everywhere.

Just let us try and hear you speak.
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Over the Internet 

A-rated carseats and alphabet magnets;
Books on pregnancy, birth, and babycare;
Covers for shopping carts; cloth
Diapers, disinfectant, Desitin.
Email receipts and encouragement, everyone says 
 you’re so young, you have nothing to worry about.
Fertility guides for every blood type, a Fisher-Price farm;
Grandma’s Fussbuster CD for the baby who won’t sleep,
Hypoallergenic formula for when the CD doesn’t work;
Inflatable Duckie Tubs with free vinyl patches;
Jenny Lind cribs from Pottery Barn, antiqued blue.
Kindness comes on dry ice: Kosher chickens and roast beef from D.
Like you, she has lost a child. Like you, she sometimes forgets to eat.
Mother’s Margarine for Passover, medical profiles of philosophers,
 chemists, twenty-one-year-old screenwriters from Napa.
Ned the Garden Gnome, a gift from Vermont for the nurse.
Ovulation test kits, with their second lines clear as an oracle;
Pink and blue pacifiers, Playtex nursing bras;
Qualitative hCG tests that never turn blue;
Roses for the hospital nightstand.
Sanitary napkins and tampons;
Thermometers and bulb syringes, tiny plastic combs.
Undergarments for new mothers, just in case.
Vial upon vial of injectable drugs, Vitex and Vitamin E.
White onesies in five different sizes;
Xytex’s catalog, a xylophone;
Year’s supply of Pampers from eBay, books on
Zen and the art of infertility; plastic zoo animals 
 marching two by two.
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Mosquito

Let’s say memory is at the mercy of gravity. 
Let’s say gravity has a mercy. Here, it says, 
in our mother’s voice, I forgive you. 
Let’s say it lets us down slowly, this child 
the size of a palm. Infant, body 
of sweet smell and love. 
Let’s say she takes it in her arms. 
Here, like a lifting, and lowered. 
As if memory were a kind of matter. 
Matter, transformed, into matter. 
Makeedo, my mother says in the bathroom. 
Mak-Akido. Aketa. We’re down on our knees, 
trying to find her. A word, transformed, 
into a sound. Makeeto. Kedo. Let’s say the tongue
touches the lips with the gravity light knows, 
or suffers from. In its lowering down 
around barks of trees. Let’s say this was always 
a question of longing: something asked for, 
something named. Let’s say we swam 
in that listening, as if—we could have heard, 
by listening hard. If something is needed 
it must be found. If a substance is made of matter 
it will remain matter, matter becoming 
matter, we ask back, Mom? How many times. 
The body lowered. The body fits a mother’s palm. 
As if gravity were a kind of lifting. 
The particle of weight, particle of shape, 
particle of where, here, please. 
We’re kneeling before her, we’re squatting 
on the bathroom floor. We’re moving so fast 
that no pattern could trace us, we move 
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in place. Tell me the name, we keep saying. 
What you need. Anything. 
Take the point of the red pen and make it 
go all the way down. Please. 
Not held above paper but gripped there, 
oh enemy unseen. As if gravity were a kind 
of mercy. Oh if. It says. In our mother’s voice. 
Soft like a windsweep, like singing. Substance 
to substance, light to dirt, the God raining. 
As if time. Let’s say memory.
That we could hold it in our arms. 
That she could hold it in her arms. Lower down. 
From a kind of distance, to a kind of shape. 
Matter to matter, as if made. As if falling. In place.
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Slugs Mating

With their slowness, they are tunneling 
into each other, moving together
where no movement is,
into nothing at all, eyes everywhere.

Soaked through, glisten and sheen,
they inhabit a time all their own, 
in which clouds reel like horses or trains, 
the world around them a soundless 
babble pitch, in which they hear
only each other, only the yellow.

The full lengths of their bodies
are like the full lengths
of the world, pressed together
like New York’s Empire State
Building rubbing against the marble
statues of Tiananmen Square, 
and each of 68.4 billion stars 
slowly sliding over the bald pate
of the man with the pretzel in the park.

Everything made tactile, nerved bare—
wholly genital, wholly erogenous.
They are like the lives of two people 
touching from beginning to end:
the porcelain sink of her crying
in the grade school bathroom
rubbing against the sycamore leaves
of his last walk downtown.
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Cabbage
 I exist, I simply breathe, I do nothing but live.
  —The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birth Year, Louise Erdrich

They had said I might lose some of my memory if I took the 
drugs they offered, but I felt perfectly conscious, as though I had 
watched everything as someone in the room, not someone who 
inhabited my body. It was a body to which so many things had 
been and now were being done. Hands moved all over me. I shook 
uncontrollably, my teeth shocking against each other. The nurse who 
had stayed with my head during the operation pulled a yellow blanket 
up around my shoulders, making the silly plastic Hawaiian lei that one 
of my students had given me, and that they had somehow not taken 
off before wheeling me into the operating room, crinkle in my ear. 
Mike was there somewhere but he was quiet, out of my field of vision. 
The hands lifted me up into a blanket, enfolded and comforted me. 
The shaking stopped and I was back in my room with the wide, bright 
window. Bits of light flashed off the metal on the cars in the parking 
lot and swam on my walls like fish.
 From my bed I could see her hands and feet sticking out of the 
warmer, all up and kicking, digits spread wide as if trying to catch the 
air. Then they sat me up and smooshed her little face on to my breast. 
At first it pinched, hard and sharp. I bit my tongue and tasted blood and 
medicine. Then the pain subsided and she was there, like a little cat, 
lapping at my nipple. Her eyes opened—dark gray/green, not really blue 
as I had been told they would be. Who are you? I asked. She worked her 
jaw like a squirrel, puffing out her cheeks. I watched the fine muscles 
by her ears, felt the soft hair on her back as she curled a bit over my 
breast, naked except for her diaper. Who are you? I asked again, hoping 
to dispel her deep unfamiliarity. This was the owner of the kicks that 
had rippled under my skin? She didn’t look at all like I had imagined 
her. This baby was big and pink, not small, dark, and wide-eyed like my 
infant mother in my grandmother’s arms in the picture that I kept in my 
study. I realized at that moment that I had given my child my mother’s 
baby face when I thought of her inside my belly. But the little person I 
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was feeding’s eyes were small and close together, her tiny features set 
in the middle of a big round blond head. Lap, lap, lap. Her jaw worked 
furiously, trying to draw something out of me. Her eyes had no pupils; 
when she looked up, they seemed either to have infinite depth or to 
be completely flat and reflective. Who are you? I asked a third time. 
She shot her arm out from her side, a jerky, uncontrolled movement. 
I caught her wrist with my free hand and spread open the curled bud 
of fingers. The palm was identical to mine, deeply lined and wrinkly. 
Written upon. And each of the main lines: life, love and something else 
I couldn’t remember, followed the exact same path as those I had looked 
at for years. My baby. Relief washed over me, almost physical. Hello-a-
baby. I whispered. Hello-a-Blake. I couldn’t remember any songs to sing 
to her. She fell asleep still attached to my skin. 
 
When I told her I was going to have a baby, my mother’s first 
words were, “Try to ignore it.” Perhaps at some level I did. And often, 
even near the end when I was so big that people on the street stopped 
and asked me if I was having twins, I would forget I was pregnant 
until I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a store window. It always 
made me jump. Who the hell is that? From straight on I didn’t look 
that different, but from the side I was freakish, my giant watermelon 
stomach burgeoning outward, forcing me to walk with my shoulders 
thrown back and my feet spread out so I wouldn’t tip over. Strange 
women clucked and shook their heads in sympathy. During those 
days I often wondered what my mother had looked like when she was 
carrying me. Of course there are no pictures of her pregnant, so I have 
to use my imagination. Yet my mother heavy-bellied and waddling is 
something I can’t quite get an image of. It’s like there’s a void around 
her body; I can’t make her slender stomach round. I vaguely remember 
my grandmother’s version of the stork tale: babies are left under the 
leaves of large cabbages and their mothers go out to the garden in the 
morning and find them there, shining and wet with dew, living flowers 
born out of longing. But I always had questions my grandmother 
couldn’t answer. Who left them there? Is anyone ever startled by 
such a garden, full of arms and legs that wiggle like worms? Do all 
the accidental mothers want those dirt-born babies or are they forced 
upon them, an unwanted harvest of open mouths? My mother won’t 
talk about my birth. Ever. When I try to decipher it, I realize that’s 
what I am, a cabbage child, part of a story told to obscure the bloody, 
painful truth. My earliest history is as mysterious as something sprung 
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wild and green out of nowhere. I wish I could peel off the layers until I 
got to some sweet core, but I have found that beneath each leaf is only 
another and another until there is nothing left at all.

One night before Blake was born, on the drive up to a friend’s 
farm, I saw a fieldstone house that seemed split in two with a road 
running right through it, each side built to look as though the whole 
thing was an accident that just happened. Yet it must have been on 
purpose, made to look just as it does. I wondered, what kind of people 
choose to live in such a place? What happens when a car drives through? 
Do they encourage it, or does it feel like something gets ripped apart? 
And when the cars are quiet, do they lean out the windows and shout, 
“Dinner!” and “Do your homework!” at their children across the road? 
 Clear milk was running and running from my right breast. I tried 
to stop it with a napkin from under the seat. One white tree stood in 
the middle of a forest. Trash in the trees waved like caught ghosts; a 
weird gusting wind had blown through last night and circled my house 
in sighing breath. The world was there, spread out for my hungry eyes. 
Driving home from the farm, I saw a little white church at the top of a 
hill against the sky. There were candles in the windows and it was so 
lovely, the sky so dark blue and swept free of clouds, and the church so 
moon white, that for a moment I couldn’t breathe, that I ran my car off 
the road and into the dirt. I sat for a moment breathing and staring at 
my belly, curious as to why I could watch all that was wondrous in the 
world but not see what was suddenly, stunningly moving inside.

I am in the bathroom crying. I line up all the medicine bottles 
and try to figure out which combination will kill me, not just leave me 
permanently brain damaged. Percosets, Ibuprofens, antidepressants, 
and somewhere some Ativan. I grab a bottle of whatever I find and 
swallow a handful. Then, just as quickly, I stick a finger down my 
throat and throw up the pills, counting seventeen in the toilet water 
and believing that is all of them. Mike and the baby are in bed in 
the next room. He is holding her helplessly, close to his chest; she is 
screaming and screaming and screaming and screaming. I close my 
eyes and see her mouth stretched wide; the hole of her throat seems 
unending. I have never felt so alone. Mike cannot come and comfort 
me because his focus is, for the first time in our marriage, on someone 
else; he cannot talk me out of my anxiety attack as he has most of 
them for the past seven years. I feel selfish and dependent and more of 
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a child than my baby. I wish her elsewhere. Then I am convinced that 
both of them would be better off without me. I have not slept for four 
days. In the hospital, I could not breathe because every time I closed 
my eyes the thick heavy air threatened to drown me. And now, the first 
night at home, there is that sound—my new daughter in pain. The light 
in the bathroom is a four a.m. sick color. My right breast is so swollen 
and hot the nipple has almost disappeared; I cannot get the baby to keep 
it in her mouth. The left has a huge blood blister at its tip. Every time 
someone hands her to me she cries. My baby hates me, I think, and then 
I try the cradle hold, the cross cradle hold, the football position. Once 
my mother-in-law calls her a “sad football” as the baby’s face crumples 
in disappointment with me, with my body, the milk she cannot get at. 
I think of this and I am undone. I weep. Great sobs choke out of my 
mouth; my crying is as loud as hers. We will never stop.

During the last months of my pregnancy, I experienced a 
sort of hypersensuality. The world was good enough to eat. I wondered 
later if it was my hormones that had given me such an appetite for 
beautiful things, if I was filling my huge belly for my baby, as if to tell 
her no, this place is not so bad after all. Of course, at the time, it all 
happened unconsciously. I found it impossible to think of my stomach 
as containing a child; she was something more incomplete than that, an 
expanding of my body out into the universe that left me breathless and 
overjoyed. It was sort of the same as being stoned; I felt contained and 
complete just existing and observing. Time seemed different, slower but 
richer too. And I loved everything. I walked around storing it up. Have 
a bite of forest, of fireflies, of my neighbor Marta who is seven and smart 
and loves to work with me in my garden, of writing and swimming and 
my beautiful dog, whose ears I touched all night. The paradox was I had 
never been so physically uncomfortable in my entire life. I itched from 
head to foot because of some horrible unpronounceable rash that one 
in five-hundred pregnant women gets. I couldn’t tie my shoes or cut my 
toenails or shave or roll over in bed. I was always thirsty, always peeing, 
and completely unable to concentrate on my job or on writing. I gained 
forty-six pounds by the time the whole thing was done; I had three 
chins. Yet if you asked me now, I would say it was one of the best times 
of my life. Mike would read me children’s books (the baby’s library that 
we started even before she had clothes or furniture) every night while I 
sat in our huge Jacuzzi tub covered in oatmeal or baking soda water to 
ease the itch. My giant stomach would undulate, and we would watch 
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it, a monstrous white island covered with long, forbidden red scratches 
from my fingernails. Then I would heave myself into our high bed and 
eat real ice cream, not the anorexic lowfat kind. Mike would lie next to 
me in bed, his head propped in his hand, long hair falling over his face, 
until I fell asleep. He would patiently argue me out of every whispered 
worry about our child until I could let them go. (What if she gets injured 
at birth, doesn’t have a face?) How much focus I had then, with only one 
thing to accomplish, making Blake. 

The frogs were singing in the fat green stream by where we 
walked, having abundant, silly, froggy sex and making a joyful noise. 
I would have mentioned the lushness of it, how appropriate the sound 
seemed as I moved through the woods in my six months pregnant body 
but I was with my mother-in-law, Pat, who is shy and very Christian. 
When Mike and I first married, I was sure she didn’t like me. But later 
I got the sense that there was something linking us. Perhaps illness, 
perhaps anxiety: common experiences for us both. Mike thinks she is 
fascinated by my life. Mike also worries constantly that she thinks he is 
going to Hell. This seems unreasonable to me because he is the kindest 
human being I have ever known. She never mentions things like this 
to me; religion remains below the surface. Nonetheless I am careful. 
I try not to swear in her presence, or mention my gay friends, or the 
fact that I go to a Unitarian church, and I hold close any information 
about my mother.
 The woods were heavy velvet green. The trees arched like a cathedral 
over our heads and we moved through pulsing, humming air. Where 
I grew up the woods have no noise. Here, it comes out of everything, 
especially in Spring. I believed the sound was an unfolding of sorts: 
leaves, flowers, frogs, and I remembered to tell the baby to listen under 
my breath. Pat walked quickly on the long beautiful legs she passed 
on to my husband, that I hoped would be my daughter’s. I had to do a 
little hop-step to keep up with her. I was inordinately proud of this little 
trail so close to my house, and proud also that I was hiking despite my 
already big belly. I wanted to share it with Pat, serve up the beauty of 
where I live to her on a plate because she was my friend. For a while we 
were silent, but not uncomfortably so, and then she said, “I have a few 
things that I want to tell you.” 
 “O.K.,” I replied. She seemed nervous. Her words came out one at 
a time, with a slight pause between each of them. “No one ever talked 
to me about being pregnant. There are three things I wish someone 
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had told me.” I could tell this was something she had prepared to say, 
even practiced.
 “Number one is you bleed a lot after, for a long time. That scared 
me because I didn’t know. Number two is that you might get depressed 
for a while. No one told me that either. And three is that breastfeeding 
is a lot harder than it seems to be.” 
 How anticlimactic. I was hoping for some juicy closet skeletons, 
an initiation into a closer circle of the family. Her revelations were 
no news to me—most of my friends had had children, I had taken 
childbirth classes, read books, watched Oprah and ER. I knew that 
she was twenty and poor when Michael was born, that he slept in a 
laundry basket by the bed. But I wondered, where were her mom and 
older sisters, her friends for God’s sake, or even the women in her 
church? Why did they all leave her with nothing but a baby and hours 
and hours of quiet? Nonetheless I listened as she told me a story of 
feeding my husband blood from a cracked nipple along with her milk, 
of a night when a neighbor had to take him away because she had 
lain down across the bed and simply been unable to get up, all made 
worse because she had no idea what was happening to her. This was a 
story he had not heard, I knew. Her version of a secret. Telling me was 
important to her because it was a kind of gift. I felt suddenly immensely 
grateful. She was doing what used to be so common, preparing me for 
birth. I felt part of a tradition I had never belonged to before.
 “Why didn’t your mom tell you what you were in for? She had 
seven kids after all,” I asked. 
 “My mother doesn’t talk much. She never did.” 
 I felt a thrill of recognition. “My mom talks a lot, but it’s never 
about anything. Kind of the same thing.” 
 “You know, secrets ruin everything.”
 I stopped, confused. What did she know? “What do you mean?” I 
asked.
 “They hurt a family.” I didn’t know if she was referring to my mother 
or hers but I suspected the former. She could sense something, feel the 
knot of skin and silence that had grown up between my mother and me, 
and often tried, gently, to interrogate it. Danger. I didn’t want to lie and 
I felt her questions coming. After all, I thought, she will someday have a 
conversation with my mother. That was and is the line I draw between who 
knows and who doesn’t. Otherwise the lie gets too hard to maintain. 
 “Do you regret it? The fact that you can’t talk to your mom?” I 
asked. Things suddenly made sense: why it always had seemed so hard 
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for Pat to talk, the strain crackling over the quiet on the phone line 
that marked gaps in her half of the conversation.
 “Yes, I do.” She didn’t elaborate. What I really wanted to know 
about is if the pattern has been repeated with her own daughter, but I 
decided it might be rude to ask. I knew my husband maintained what 
I would call an economy of communication with his parents—maybe 
five exchanges a year, so I thought I knew the answer.
 We kept walking and didn’t say any more. I thought about her 
mother, a rock-faced woman who lived in a dirty house and who I always 
pictured, for some reason, standing on a cloudy beach and looking at the 
ocean with absolute indifference. We reached the end of the short trail; I 
had to sit on a fallen log and catch my breath. The woods hushed. Bright 
green pollen fell gently down from the trees and touched our shoulders 
and our arms. I promised myself that I would not carry on a legacy of 
silence with Blake, something that will come at her, albeit differently, 
from both sides of the family. I vowed not to let things grow up between 
us. But then I wondered, how do I tell her about my mother and me 
without saying something that isn’t mine to say?

Blake—related to bleach, blanch. From the Anglo-Saxon 
blac, pale or blaecan, akin to ON bleikka, G bleichen. To 
make white or whiten, to purify. Related to black- AS blaec, 
akin to ON blakkr. Enveloped or shrouded in darkness.
Elena—from the Greek Eleanor, light, related to Helen, Greek 
also, torchlight.

My daughter’s name is a paradox, both dark and light at once. 
It calls to mind a thunderstorm rolling in over a mountain, the quick 
heavy darkness after bright sunlight. The washed feel of a Japanese 
watercolor. In actuality she is named for my grandparents, Blake and 
Helen Thomas. The American Baby website says Blake means “dark.” 
On Babynames.com it comes up “light.” I like the slipperyness of the 
word, the refusal to stay defined, a swinging back and forth between 
two poles. Blake Elena. Her cry is like her name. Sudden, sweeping 
in over a quiet face and shaking her with its force. Elena means light 
too, like my name, Claire. My grandmother named her daughter, my 
aunt, Helen Jr. after herself, the patriarchy be damned. My mother 
named me Claire after my grandma’s middle name. The words are all 
tangled together like our genes, like the aspirations mothers have for 
daughters. Blake could not have been named anything else.
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 In utero, however, we called her Bumpy, perhaps because a given 
name seemed too real. At the end, when I was forced to have a C-section 
because the ultrasound predicted she was over ten pounds, I deemed 
her Bumpzilla. Foo-Foo the Snoo, The Dwarf, Thumper, Pigeonhead, 
and Fishy are other belly names I have heard. Silly words, baby’s first 
real designation when he or she is still an it, not quite human, slightly 
monstrous. Words lost quickly after birth, replaced by something 
comprehensible to the outside world. This is not to say extra utero 
baby nicknames aren’t strange too: my mom misheard the meaning 
of Helen, “torchlight”; one of our earliest names for Blake became our 
little, our dearest, our nighttime shining “porch light.”

I go downstairs to get away from what’s in the bathroom 
cupboard, but first I tell my husband what happened, what I did then 
undid. He does not seem surprised; in fact he barely reacts at all. Either 
he is beyond tired to the point of numbness or he does not think I am 
really suicidal. I don’t think so either but I am angry that he does not 
try to save me. Of course the evidence that I will not do anything is in 
the very fact that I have just told on myself, and he is smart enough, 
experienced enough with my predictable psyche to know that. 
 In the kitchen I can still hear my daughter’s cries, but their urgent 
edge is muffled by the thick floors of our old house. I open the fridge and 
the bright light makes my arms look like X-rays. I mean, I can’t actually 
see the bones, but I feel like I can. That stripped and raw. Everything 
is coming in a little too clearly, but for the moment I am O.K. I pull 
some cabbage out of the crisper and stuff a great leaf in my bra. Really. 
This is what the booklet the lactation consultant gave me says to do for 
engorgement. My earth mama friends agree. The cabbage is cool and 
smooth against my hot skin, though it smells slightly like garbage. 
The green edges stick out of the sides of my bra, and for a moment I 
laugh because I feel like a weird nature goddess. I think maybe I should 
put some cucumbers in my hair, peppers in my armpits. But then the 
darkness descends again, unbidden. Panic attacks for me often come in 
waves; they are not a constant state but rather there are moments when I 
surface almost completely. In a way these times are the cruelest because 
each brings with it the promise that the episode is almost over. When I 
am pulled back in it is only worse. The dark world is how I once tried to 
describe the feeling to my therapist. Everything is the same, but not the 
same as before. There is a little extra gloom in the corners, in light itself. 
It’s subtle, but terrifying. Like there is a hole somewhere. A hole you 
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can’t see but that you know is there, outside of the frame. The therapist 
asked me, is the darkness in the room or inside you? I said both.
 The dark world has come into my kitchen. The ancient fifties card 
table that we use as a kitchen table is an especially sad tan-brown color. 
The vinyl is stamped to look like it was stitched. The table makes me 
sick, exudes a wrongness that isn’t its age, or the dead people that used 
to sit around it but something intrinsic to its form and design. I touch it 
anyway. My fingers cry against the rough surface. I can feel an electricity 
starting to run through my veins. I need to move, see if I can outrun 
it, whatever’s coming for me over the hill. Hurry, hurry. I pace around 
the dining room for a while with small quick strides. I am not sure the 
walking will help, but I feel compelled to do it. I look down at my huge 
moon feet as I go. The liquid from the IVs after the surgery has swollen 
my lower body to almost twice its normal size, far more than ever during 
my pregnancy. My legs are giant loose tree trunks, my feet the color and 
consistency of Wonder Bread. My incision hurts, a tight wire across my 
lower belly, but I don’t want to risk going upstairs for another Percoset.
 I keep the dining room dark, because in a way it’s more bearable 
than the black-in-light the dark world brings. The urge to move 
spreads to my hands. I wave them out in front of my body. They are 
echoes in the dark, blurred and pointed. The shaking that has begun 
somewhere in my core spreads and my jaw locks. My breath comes 
fast, a fluttering, and I can’t get air deep into my chest. But the physical 
symptoms would be bearable without the dread, the panic that enfolds 
them and washes over me like needles in dirty bath water.
 I go upstairs to Mike and Blake and stand like a ghost at the foot of 
the bed. “It’s getting worse it’s getting worse it’s getting worse again,” 
I say very fast and through clenched teeth. I wave my hands again, 
violently, so loose at the wrists it seems like they will fly off. “Oh shit, 
oh shit oh shit.” The urge to move, to shake harder than the shakes and 
the pain are conflicting. I double over, would fall on to the floor but 
my frame, tensed against more pain, holds me up. This is my anxiety 
dance: weird, frenetic. Help me help help help, it says. 
 “Slow down. Take a breath.” Mike looks incredibly annoyed. He 
has enough to deal with with Blake, whose hiccups have turned to 
crying again at the sound of my voice. “Take a tranquilizer. Just one.”
 “IcantIcantIcantIcant,” I cry back at him. What about Blake 
when I try to feed her again? What about the anti-depressants I took 
throughout my pregnancy and after, the steroids for my asthma, what 
about the painkillers from the surgery, how can I possibly add one 
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more pill to all of that? It would kill my baby, or give her a brain tumor 
at twenty I was sure. How could I have been allowed to have a child? 
It is not the anxiety and the imminent descent into madness it implies 
that bother me so much as the medication.
 “Slow down!” he almost yells at me. “Speak normally.” 
 My teeth chatter. Mike has stayed with me through seventy-two-
hour-long anxiety attacks, when I didn’t sleep and he didn’t sleep and 
all we did was pace around the house and cry. He is not trying to be 
cruel. Nonetheless I hate his sharp voice.
 “Take her. I’ll get you something.” He holds Blake out to me, his 
hands huge around her stomach, her arms and legs dangling. For a 
moment she forgets to cry and looks right at me, her eyes dark and 
liquid. I love every hair on her head, the tiny rounded stomach, her 
funny big feet and long wavy hands. I love her the most when I feel like 
I am hurting her.
 “I am so sorry,” I tell her from far away. “So, so sorry.” My breasts 
hurt just from looking at her; the milk surges in. It feels like my nipples 
are in a vice. “Please don’t cry.” I can’t touch her, can’t take the real 
physical pain in my breasts if she tries to nurse and even worse the 
knowledge that I am letting her down, the rejection in her screams. 
I turn away, and go downstairs again. The dark world follows me as I 
run away from my child.

I imagine my mother waiting out the last months of her 
pregnancy. She is not joyful. She is in a bare stone room, like one you 
would find in a monastery. There is a bed, and a lamp by the bed. She 
sits and stares at the wall. Or out the window at a pale winter day. 
Crazy stripped trees outside. Her hand moves over the surface of the 
bedspread, stroking, back and forth again. She wears a red cardigan 
sweater. I am barely a bump in her stomach. Her hair is black and 
curled, and her skin is white, erased of all the lines she has had since I 
have known her. Like she is in the pictures of me as a baby in her arms. 
Pictures that start only after I am three months old. (I cannot say more. 
It is and is not mine to speak out loud.) Her lips move at the window; 
no one is there. Perhaps she is praying. I doubt she is talking to me. 
Snow blows in and covers her, a blanket that hides me, growing there. 
She should shiver, get up and pull the shade. But she lies down, on her 
side, head and knees tucked in and arms around her hair. The snow 
keeps coming through the window, more and more, until it wraps her, 
the bed, the room and everything in blank, blinding white.
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There was a woman in the hospital with me who had no one 
there with her during labor, no visitors afterward. Her mouse-brown 
hair, pulled back in a ponytail, looked as if she had slept with it that way 
for a month. She wandered like a ghost from room to room, begging 
people to come and see her baby with her. He was in the NICU, nothing 
really serious, just low blood sugar. We all wondered if she was off her 
meds, manic. The staff tried to keep her contained, told her not to 
bother the other mothers, but she floated through closed doors and 
around visitors like she was the only one that truly belonged, talking 
fast, using her hands. I felt sorry for her, went with her to the ICU 
to see all the tiny mangled babies. Hers was all eyes, half the size of 
Blake who was nine pounds at birth. She handed him to me and kept 
saying, “Look, look there he is.” Then she left me holding him and 
fluttered off around the bright, big fluorescent room to the too-early 
twins, the baby that would never walk or eat or smile. She was wearing 
three hospital robes, for warmth I guess. Material and strings flew out 
around her; she looked like a tattered moth flinging itself from light 
to light. “Hello, hello,” she said to people who ignored her, wrapped in 
their own fear. “Look, look, look what I’ve done.”
 The hospital crazy lady is, in my mind, linked to the woman in our 
neighborhood who wears her bedroom slippers outside. Giant, light 
blue, fluffy, feathery things. They even leave sparkles in the street as 
she goes. Her two kids are somewhere not with her. She alludes to them 
vaguely in conversation and then smiles painfully, as though her teeth 
are too big for her mouth. What would you have to do to not have or 
not want your children? She visited me in the hospital with the other 
neighbors, brought an expensive silver bowl and spoon, held Blake 
with a puzzled look on her face, remembering I assume. I wonder if 
she gets up nights to tuck in empty beds, to listen to a house not full of 
breathing. Or has she learned to treat life with blankness, ignore what’s 
gone, what was never meant to be? I can see that in her eyes sometimes, 
a turning off of the light behind the irises that makes it less difficult to 
look around. My mother does it too, but with her voice. 

Before I knew I was going to have a C-section, I had planned 
an incredible birth with my yoga instructor, Ginny. She is a tiny, 
curvy, top of the cake woman, something about her more feminine 
than anyone I know. Every week when I was pregnant she would lead 
me into a darkened room and rub my dough feet and my back until 
my muscles released. Then we would stretch toward all that was holy. 
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It was the only time I felt beautiful in my strange body; I was oddly 
graceful on all fours with my back arched and heaving, like my cat 
when she barfs. My breath slid through me; the hair around my face 
curled with warm sweat. Often I could find a new kind of balance, not 
like before I was pregnant but a slight shifting of weight and water that 
kept me upright. A yogic squat was my favorite asana. Ginny and I 
would sit with our backs against the wall and our knees jutting out as 
though we were stirring some dusty pot on a fire, our feet in the dirt. 
This is how I wanted to have my baby, with some kind of strength and 
control, yet opened up to gravity as it pulled her down to earth. 
 Ginny wanted to be there for my labor, and especially for the 
moment of Blake’s birth. I couldn’t figure out why. The videos in 
childbirth class made it seem not beautiful but violent for both mother 
and baby: full of blood and shit and screaming. She said it was the 
closest she would ever get to the birth process, and she wanted to 
experience it once before she died. She had been pregnant a while ago, 
she told me, as her hands moved over my swollen legs, looking for 
hidden bones. But it had not been the right time. Now, longing for me 
and Blake seemed almost to overtake her. She wanted to hear about 
every sensation, feel every kick through my skin. And she greeted it all 
with wonder, her face lighting up at the shape of me, at every change. 
When the doctors tried to convince me to have the Caesarian, all I 
could think of was her disappointment, not mine.  

Up the road from my house, through the soybean and straw-
berry fields, there is what used to be the Danville State Insane Asylum, 
a grand old building out of some nineteenth-century novel. In my 
office at school, I have a yellowing postcard of the hospital compound, 
seen from a distance. It is dated 1910 and addressed to Miss Mary 
Hafer, Lincoln Street, Milton, PA. The text, going the wrong way across 
the message box and written in delicate brown ink from a real ink pen 
reads, “My current stopping place. Wish you were here. Ethel.” Also in 
my office I have a green bottle of “Cheer Up” cola, marked 1935. Mike 
found it at an antique store in the area; we think it came from the 
Danville hospital because of the soda’s ingredients: carbonated water, 
sugar, flavor, citric acid, salt, Lithia, and soda citrate. That second 
to last ingredient is the key. “There is no substitute for Cheer Up, a 
sparkling bubbling beverage and mixer. Good all ways. For home and 
hospital use. Cheer Up. A delightful drink. A super charged beverage. 
Different. Healthful.” I imagine women in long white dresses and hats 
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out on the lawn drinking Cheer Up from bottles with straws, their 
lithium levels constant, their eyes and hands at rest. So much more 
genteel than the little white pill that I now share with my daughter 
through my milk, whether she’s crazy or not. Although, of course, 
there’s a good chance that she will be. Genetics. Part of my legacy 
of asthma and skin cancer and a whole other half I know nothing 
about. Or my secret, the thing I will never admit to my friends, to the 
women I meet who think I am so righteous for breastfeeding. This is 
it: no one knows what antidepressants do to a baby’s brain chemistry. 
But the boob Nazis win. Not breastfeeding these days would be 
tantamount to wearing a big sign on my forehead, “Bad Mother,” and 
I am unable to face that. What other women think matters. The fact 
that the pediatrician told me not to breastfeed Blake and I do anyway, 
regardless of the consequences, is like a white kernel of bone that I 
carry with me every day, under my tongue where it hurts. 

My daughter joins a line of women. The moth lady, my neigh-
bor, my mother, my grandmother, my aunt. And me. And Ginny and 
Pat. It is nighttime so we are wearing long white nightgowns that make 
us glow like lanterns. We are naked underneath and the air feels good 
on our legs. We move over the deep green fields, up the hill. Our bare 
feet barely touch the ground. We are taking that long dark walk to the 
Danville hospital because the world, in all its glory, has become too 
much for us. The night smell gets in our hair. Though it gets darker 
the farther we go, until we can hardly see our hands in front of us, 
we can sense each other’s bodies, warm, alive and humming, moving 
through space. 

I run outside. It is that liminal time just before light. Pat and 
Mike’s dad are in the motor home, parked in our yard. I am hoping 
that Pat is not sleeping, something she often is unable to do, as I rap 
lightly on the window by their bed. She taps back and I know she is up. 
She appears at the screen door, pulling shorts on under her nightgown, 
and comes out with me on the lawn. I have settled down some but the 
whole night is still in my face, I can tell from her reaction to me.
 “Come here,” she says, and pulls me on to the porch. She sits me 
in the big green wicker chair and goes inside for a few minutes. Then 
she brings me coffee, which smells like maybe I can make it through 
another day. She touches my hair awkwardly.
 “Can you just sit with her? Not try to feed but just hold her?”
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 I nod, so she goes upstairs to get Blake. The woods are gathering, 
stirring, getting ready for dawn. The air moves all around me. Pat 
holds Blake wrapped loosely in a blanket. Her baby eyes are wide but 
calm. I pull her in close to my body, wrap us both in the blanket and, 
amazingly enough, she rests. We look out into the garden. Fireflies rise 
up into the trees, snuff out again like roman candles. Pat sits next to 
me. I taste coffee and stillness and, after she raises it to touch my lips, 
Blake’s searching hand.
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Acceptable Risk

The second match was about to begin, gray bird with silver 
legs against red bird with yellow legs. The handlers cradled the birds as 
knives were fastened to their spurs with colored twine wrapped slowly, 
carefully, round and round, red on one cock’s horny leg, blue on the 
other’s. I was willing to bet again to please my guide, but now I saw 
these men as subjects, gamblers hoping for a winning, a killing. The 
birds were placed face-to-face upon the ground, but I could no longer 
watch. I’d become a particle in the crowd, not of it. It was then, only 
then, that the faces of the Balinese sagged and spread in the afternoon 
heat. Humanity had fled, and I was alone with only soulless revenants.
 The north coast is the dry edge of Bali. There are no rice paddies 
east of Singaraja, and tourists are rare. Early in 1992, I was recovering 
from cancer surgery. I could read and write and watch the sea fade 
to sky each afternoon, but I’d seized this chance to pursue that fond, 
elusive tourist fantasy, a Bali without tourists. So Wayan and I followed 
the path that rose from the road and skirted a soccer field where two 
goats nibbled the sparse grass and, when we passed through a clump of 
trees into a dusty clearing, we were met with good-natured comments 
from the men stationed near the entrance. 
 “What are they saying?” I asked my guide.
 Wayan grinned. “They say you should bet much money.” A slight 
man of twenty-seven in a loose-fitting, short-sleeved polyester shirt, 
gray polyester pants, and rubber thong sandals, Wayan was poor even 
by Balinese standards.
 “They think I’m a rich and crazy American?” 
 “They hope.” 
 Three-dozen Balinese stood or squatted in clumps that coalesced 
around a scattering of quiet men, roosters nestled in their arms. A 
toothless woman and a teenage girl had spread a mat at the edge of the 
trees, their temporary warung stocked with a few packs of cigarettes, 
some bottles of pop and sugared tea in a tub of melting ice, and rows 
of banana-leaf cups filled with salted peanuts. The only other woman, 
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substantial, no longer young, clad in polo shirt, khaki skirt, and leather 
sandals, stood clear of the crowd of men. 
 A circle formed as two cocks were readied for the fight. There was 
a buzz among the crowd as bets were offered and accepted and, though 
Wayan told me which cock to back, he placed the bet. Then bantering 
ceased, and the crowd turned toward the handlers and referee. All the 
men were on their feet, even those with unarmed roosters. The circle 
contracted and stilled as the two birds were set on the ground facing 
each other. The crowd surged forward, a single organism, breath 
suspended as we watched the first encounter. The cocks flew at each 
other, wings flapping, feet raised and spurs thrusting forward. 
 One bird was bleeding. They were separated, set down again. Now 
they stood, watchful and wary, outside each other’s range. The handlers 
confined them within the bell of a cock cage, an upside-down basket 
whose open weave didn’t obscure our view. The birds had no choice 
but to attack each other once again. No chance of missing in that small 
space. One was weakening, both were bloody. Their handlers picked 
them up, ruffled their neck feathers, blew air into their mouths, and 
put them down again. I was appalled by such tenderness. 
 I raise chickens. Therefore I’ve killed chickens on occasion, killed 
them and plucked them and cleaned out their innards. I too handle 
them tenderly, especially before death. I’ve learned to do this job by 
myself. If anyone is with me, there’s a split, and a tightening of gut 
drives me from my body. My hands become tools, my fingers alien 
as the rubber nubs on a plucking machine. The dead meat response, I 
call it. When I’m alone, the body of the dead bird, the articulation of 
its joints, the lay of its feathers, the shadings and iridescence of color, 
these particularities catch me. The bird and I are connected. I have 
fed it; I will cook it and eat it. We are of the same stuff, this bird and I. 
We form a world I can find ease within only by entering heart whole 
and without reservation. But in that clearing I was only a tourist in 
Birkenstock sandals and Banana Republic blouse and skirt. 
 Both cocks stood bedraggled, one staggering, neither belligerent. 
The basket confined them for the last time. The crowd relaxed, the 
circle widened, the ending already known. I couldn’t tell who’d backed 
the winner, who the loser, and when I asked Wayan he said he didn’t 
know. “To boast, to complain, that is not good.” 

After the biopsy, we waited in the recovery room of a Seattle 
medical center. My husband made small talk with my best friend until 
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the surgeon arrived, sliding the curtain along its track, dividing us 
from the other patients. Not a good sign, I thought. 
 “It’s cancer,” she said, and spoke of choices. 
 I reached out to each side, Frank and Miriamma, two hands, two 
friends, two lifelines. My first words offered up a sacrifice: “I guess this 
takes care of my trip to Bali.” 
 But I did return to Bali’s north coast.

Blood and money are taken seriously in Bali. Betting on a 
cockfight is a matter of intense engagement. Blood, money, and 
dreams were tightly braided in that clearing. Male blood, blood 
clean enough to offer to the spirits of the ground before each temple 
ceremony. Temple matches are the only legal cockfights in Bali; and 
although gambling is illegal, it’s too closely tied to these contests to be 
abandoned. Beyond skill, beyond wisdom, there’s the question of the 
favor of the gods—answered only when a man stakes his money on the 
outcome of a fight.
 Women’s blood is another matter. Even discreetly hidden and 
contained by pad or tampon, it has the power to pollute an entire 
temple. And it’s believed that one glance from a menstruating woman 
could ruin a taji, the blade tied to the leg of the fighting cock. Women’s 
blood, however, is acceptable in my world so long as it’s shed in a 
temple dedicated to the gods of medicine. Money can follow women’s 
blood as well as men’s, and I was covered by a good insurance plan. 
 “Who is that woman over there?” I asked Wayan.
 “She bets at all the fights. She makes much money this way.” 
 “I don’t see her betting. Is that because she’s a woman?” 
 “She has someone bet for her. But she decides.” 
 I watched the men with roosters, the shifting alignments as each 
owner sought the perfect match for his bird, one it could win. “How do 
they decide?” I asked Wayan. 
 “By color, by size.” 
 “Color?” I asked. 
 “Yes, there are lontar books, very old, that tell which colors of 
feathers and feet will win. Against others. And the size of the comb. 
My uncle has a book.”
 “And that woman—does she use such a book?” 
 “Maybe. Or she studies each fight and learns that way.” 
 I wondered how she could study a fight when custom bars her 
from the circle. But it’s not the fight that she must study. She’d seen 
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the cocks, heard the gossip about the owners, and knew each handler’s 
record. The fight itself was not the story but the end of the story, and 
she’d draw on what she’d learned, knowing the story’s shape before she 
placed her bet. I did that with cancer: no need to observe the surgery 
or see the tumor laid bare in the operating room. The outcome would 
supply material for another story.
 I’d seen men handling and caressing their birds as they talked to 
each other on village streets and rode the bemo, the minivan that plies 
the north coast road. I’d seen caged cocks, two or three lined up along 
the sunny side of a house where they’d receive special tidbits of meat 
along with regular handling and massage. I’ve since read descriptions 
of cockfights, all written by men—travel writers, tourists, and 
anthropologists—but in that clearing I didn’t see what they had seen: a 
deep psychological identification of Balinese men with their roosters.
 Claiming knowledge of another’s inner life is risky, and I suspect 
that the best writers reveal their own while the worst only pass along 
what they’ve been told. When Clifford Geertz (in “Deep Play: Notes on 
the Balinese Cockfight”) writes of an “explosion of animal fury so pure, 
so absolute, and in its own way so beautiful, as to be almost abstract, 
a Platonic concept of hate,” I see the words of an anthropologist who’s 
read Hemingway, describing a vision that arises from all he carries with 
him, called forth to make sense, his sense, of this Balinese exchange of 
blood and money. 
 But for the past three months, I’d been passionate in my insistence 
that mind and body are one. I couldn’t abstract animal fury from 
flesh and feathers. I wouldn’t grant greater purity to hate armed from 
without or fury manipulated by confinement. And so I drew the 
curtain, transparent but impermeable, that separated me from birds, 
Balinese, and my own damp body.
 Not at first, no. At the beginning, when I was caught by the surge 
forward, when the crowd moved as one to watch the first encounter of 
the fight, I was of it. But having won, I was ashamed. What was I doing 
there, making money from the pain of birds? I told myself I was there 
to observe, to learn. I seized objectivity as a lifeline, holding fast to 
preserve self-respect, and that’s when I was confronted by the physical 
facts of flesh and hair, bones and gristle, faces distorted and bodies 
damaged, a broken tooth here, a tattoo there, whiskers and calluses, 
pores and perspiration. And because T-shirts and thin cotton pants 
exposed rather than covered their bodies, I was uncomfortably aware 
that the crowd was male. 
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 When the second match began, the crowd was replaced by a 
nightmare vision of faces distorted and flattened into masks. Only for a 
minute or two—and I want to believe I could have surfaced on my own, 
that I would have summoned enough acceptance, or even curiosity, to 
see those men as human once again. Instead, my repulsion was ended 
for me as I found myself part of a crowd propelled outward in a sudden 
rush, Wayan at my side, warning me, “Don’t run, don’t run.” 
 We stopped at the edge of the trees, next to the mat of the warung. 
An eruption of armed soldiers in boots and heavy khaki—Indonesia 
has no civil police force—had cleared the center of the clearing. One 
walked past me, dangling two bloody cocks by the legs. The birds were 
limp, and I couldn’t tell if they were dead or only sensibly passive. Two 
soldiers hustled a Balinese toward the path. 
 The crowd had thinned, and those who remained at the margins 
moved slowly, not quite ignoring the presence of the soldiers, taking 
care to avoid eye contact with them. I bought peanuts from the women 
packing up their goods. My mouth was dry. I gulped water from my bottle 
before eating peanuts with what I hoped was a suitable nonchalance. We 
exited the clearing, passing uncomfortably close to a soldier standing 
guard, my height, his automatic weapon looming large. Slowly, we 
walked down the path and around the soccer field to the road. Soldiers 
took this same route. The Balinese moved silently out of their way. 
 Back on the main road, fluid groups of two or three formed, 
reformed, and disbursed until only five of us were left: two men across 
the road, waiting for the westbound bemo, and one other man on our 
side, standing apart from Wayan and me. My guide gathered news 
from the others: eight men had been arrested. Still high from our 
brush with danger, Wayan was less formal than when we’d set out 
that morning. “Don’t run, I tell you, don’t run,” he teased me, clearly 
delighted by his knowledge and my ignorance.
 “I didn’t know who they’d arrest. My first husband was a gambler, 
and when the police raided card games, everyone was busted.” 
 “Busted?”
 “Arrested.”
 “Busted.” His eyes brightened, a new word for his English 
collection. He reciprocated with more local knowledge. “Not here. 
Here only if you have a cock with knives on it, or one that has just 
fought. Evidence. There must be evidence.”
 “What about the men with cockfighting knives? Could they be 
arrested?”



Crab Orchard Review  u  215

Cecilie Scott

 “Those men ran also.” Then he grinned. “Very political. Standing 
there eating peanuts. Very political.”
 “I was nervous. Soldiers carrying big guns make me nervous. I had 
to do something. Are such raids common? Do they happen often?”
 “Not in my village. There it is taken care of properly.” Wayan 
smiled, pleased at this opening to raise his status.
 Sharing laughter and complicity in the afternoon’s adventure as we 
waited for the bemo, I was able to overlook an uncomfortable fact: I’d 
experienced a visceral, irrational fear of the Balinese that ended only 
with the entrance of Suharto’s soldiers. Not Balinese soldiers, by the way, 
for Indonesian policy has been to station soldiers away from their own 
islands. Whatever its other functions, this was an army of occupation. It 
was only later, alone in my bungalow, that a wave of shame washed over 
me for the relief I’d felt when soldiers seized the clearing and delivered 
me from the nightmare that began when, repelled by blood and cruelty, 
I denied my kinship with Balinese gamblers. 
 Gamblers, I’d been watching gamblers.

Long ago I married a slim brown gambler. Optimism, great 
sex, and pregnancy convinced us we could make a marriage work. The 
week after we married, his Cadillac was repossessed. A convulsion of 
respectability had interrupted the city’s system of tolerance and payoffs, 
and professional gamblers were reduced to playing among themselves. 
These men, who’d tell you only a fool played with his own money, were 
desperate enough to feed the pot, hoping to attract a bus driver with a 
freshly cashed paycheck or a hustler on his way home with the night’s 
take. After a good night, there was money for a crib, for baby clothes, 
or to pay the obstetrician. A year later my optimism had faded; our 
son needed better, needed certainty. Or so I thought, for I believed in 
certainty then. I argued, we fought, and I lost my job that winter the 
third time I paced the floor while the minutes ticked away. The following 
summer, trapped and without hope, I heard my voice grow shrill each 
time he came home late. But anger and self-pity disappeared as soon as 
I said, “I’m leaving.” My words had raised the stakes. 
 “You’re my wife. I’ll kill you first.” Blows followed words. Five days 
later our son and I were out of there. Were there statistics on domestic 
violence back then? None that I’d seen. I didn’t know my risk of being 
killed was greatest when I left my husband—not that I’d have stayed. 
Fear, not figures, taught me to speak softly and behave consistently. 
James wasn’t the first man to turn monster when his wife slipped from 
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his grasp, nor the last. Each time the resulting tragedy makes news, I 
acknowledge I used up a lifetime’s supply of luck that year.
 I gambled that I would come out alive, that I could make a safe home 
for my son, and that Hyde would turn back into Jekyll, allowing the 
urbane and easy-going man I’d loved to reappear as a sane ex-husband 
and caring long-term father. That gamble had paid off, but I’d adopted 
caution as a way of life, all rebellions tempered by the knowledge that 
I could get hurt. I avoided icy streets and dark doorways. I installed 
dead bolts, door chains, and window locks each time I moved into a new 
apartment. And I never, ever, gambled. I could stop in Reno without 
risking so much as a nickel in a slot machine. I traveled across the 
country, to Mexico, to Europe. I walked on picket lines and marched 
against the war in Vietnam, but I was wary and alert to danger. I gave 
my heart again, but with caution, with good sense. And still I didn’t 
gamble. I wouldn’t even buy a Lotto ticket. It took a bad mammogram 
to remind me that we throw the dice each morning when we wake.
 More than one woman has told me she agreed immediately, even 
eagerly, to mastectomy as the price for life. But I was willing to gamble 
after the biopsy, and not merely from vanity, not that I’m sure what’s 
meant by vanity. Merely vanity, merely gambling—words issued from 
outside with a wave of the hand (not always figurative), a reflexive defense 
against discomfort. For me, such quick assent to mastectomy would 
have meant rejecting an unreliable body, and I needed to feel a greater 
connection between all parts of myself. So I insisted on a lumpectomy 
first, hoping the pathologist would pronounce the margins clear of 
cancer cells—another throw of the dice. They came up snake eyes.
 An operating room centers on flesh and blood. Surgeon, nurses, 
and anesthetist formed the circle there. The contest had ended and, 
like the roosters, I could be still, abandoning consciousness to my 
surgeon’s care. “I’ll remove every bit of breast tissue from collarbone to 
the bottom of the ribs.” A curving scar from the incision marks where 
my skin was folded back to admit her knife, the place where my breast 
once blossomed now an empty field. Like the men in the clearing, I’d 
gambled. Like them, I retreated before overwhelming odds. 

The sea murmured outside my bungalow. I was sheltered and 
protected behind the wall of rough volcanic rocks that shielded Apilan 
from Bali’s north coast road. By good fortune I’d landed in luxury, 
the only guest during the week, my hosts away at jobs on the south 
coast. A staff of three young men cleaned the house and bungalow, 
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maintained the grounds, cooked and served breakfast and dinner, 
lighted mosquito coils in the evening and candles in the garden at dusk, 
and scattered fresh flowers in the mandi, the tub, when they changed 
its water once a week. A dozen rustic steps cut into a sandy bank led 
down to the beach where I walked in sunshine and in moonlight. If 
there were demons, they were those I carried with me.
 I treasured the solitude. For thirty years I’d lived each day as wife and 
mother, but I had sixty days in Bali to follow my own path. I was defined 
only as female, middle-aged, and tourist. Little was expected of me, only 
that I be reasonably polite and pay my way. I could travel alone because I 
trusted my own competence. Without that belief, my old friend caution 
was replaced by its shadow, fear, circling and sniffing its way around me, 
and so I needed to understand how a common tourist outing could have 
turned to nightmare. My recent bout with cancer? Although that had 
served as a reminder of vulnerability, I’d learned the basic lesson long 
ago. Recognition of my own mortality? An advanced course, perhaps, 
a deepening of knowledge. Gamblers? No. My body cells had replaced 
themselves several times over since that last summer in San Francisco. 
 Twice in the recent past, vision had tilted and expanded beyond 
the ordinary. Each time I’d pushed my body past exhaustion: once as 
I helped a ewe through a long and risky lambing and once as I tried to 
climb a mountain. But I wasn’t exhausted in that clearing; there’d been 
only a short walk after a bemo ride. And the context had been different 
those earlier times—my hand inside the ewe, my cheek pressed against 
her fleece, or my feet on Gunung Agung, Bali’s holy mountain, as the 
sun burned off the morning mist. Those encounters had widened the 
world. Nor had I left my body. Conscious of pulse and breath, I could 
smell sheep or feel the sun’s warmth—and I’d welcomed the presence of 
living beings around me. 
 I hadn’t welcomed the presence of others when vision shifted 
at the cockfight. It was as if my surgeon, in removing breast tissue, 
had removed a layer of insulation, leaving me exposed and newly 
sensitive. I’d fled my body, denying any kinship with the Balinese, 
and it was then I’d seen their faces slump like Dali watches. Even 
that was not sufficient explanation though, such denial being all too 
common among tourists. Tourists carry a sense of entitlement paid 
for by acceptance of risk, by living rough, by good intentions, or by 
the earnings spent or sacrificed to escape everyday routines of work 
and family. Karen Blixen arrived in Kenya with her trunks of china, I 
carried pills. And visits to the University of Washington’s travel clinic 
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in March and again in January had adjusted my internal defenses—
gamma globulin for hepatitis A and vaccines for tetanus and typhoid. 
 That evening after the cockfight I emptied my backpack of bottles, 
tubes, and foil-wrapped pills—each one, I’d been assured, absolutely 
necessary: Pepto-Bismol, Immodium, acidophilus capsules, hydrogen 
peroxide, antibiotic ointment, sealed packets of Betadine wipes, 
mosquito repellent ranging from REI Jungle Juice (98% diethyl-meta-
toluamide or DEET) to Cutters (34% DEET) to Skin-So-Soft (no DEET 
at all), Ibuprofen, decongestant, vitamins, and SPF 30 sun block. I was 
both beneficiary and product of medical technology. 
 Besides the usual tourist pharmacy, there were three white-capped, 
plastic bottles, my name printed on each label. These cost more than 
any man at the cockfight could earn from three months of labor. There 
was Cipro for insurance, to be taken at the first sign of infection or 
swelling on my right arm, shoulder, or chest. None too happy about 
the trip, my surgeon, a brisk, positive woman not given to lurid details, 
had me swear to caution along with sunscreen, insect repellent, and 
long sleeved shirts. There was a large bottle of tamoxifen, a three-
month supply, to be taken daily, its presence a reminder that breast 
cancer is systemic and hidden cancer cells might yet multiply within 
my body. Tamoxifen’s only immediate side effects were ferocious hot 
flashes that each night sent me plunging into the cool water in the 
bathroom’s grout-smoothed concrete tub where I sat submerged, chin 
on my knees, amazed that the sweet-scented, waxy-white blossoms 
floating on the water’s surface endured my body’s heat. And then there 
was the third bottle, Larium, the trade name for mefloquine. 
 The Travel Clinic had prescribed Larium to prevent malaria—
the first dose one week before departure, followed by successive 
doses once a week for the duration of my travels. I reread the printed 
circular listing Larium’s possible side effects: sleeplessness, anxiety, 
and psychotic breaks. 
 Because caution was a habit, I’d made it through the sixties without 
sampling magic mushrooms or sucking LSD from sugar cubes. But 
now that same caution had me swallowing pills capable of disrupting 
perception until faces warped like 78s too long in the sun: Larium, the 
one drug in my backpack that could shatter my connection to the world 
around me. I don’t know what opened the door to nightmare in that 
clearing. I don’t know if my body’s chemistry had been changed by the 
convergence of new cancer fears and old terrors, by too many sleepless 
nights alone in a strange country, or as a side effect of Larium. 
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I returned in memory to that Bali bungalow when Larium 
made the news ten years later. Within a six-week span, four Special 
Operations soldiers at Fort Bragg killed their wives. Three of these 
soldiers had just returned from duty in Afghanistan, two of them 
killed themselves as well, and, according to those first reports, all 
these men had taken Larium. There was speculation that Larium, 
with its history of triggering psychotic incidents, contributed to these 
tragedies. Reluctantly, Army investigators agreed to consider Larium 
along with “a wide variety of possible contributing factors.” The study 
revealed that marital discord was a major factor in each incident—a 
breathtaking conclusion. 
 Soldiers are trained in controlled paranoia, trusting only their own 
and fearing all others, and then charged with surviving as occupiers 
or invaders, aware that any Afghani or Iraqi might want them dead. 
Fight vulnerability, defend yourself from all risks, and enter a world 
where no one is as they seem. Where does a wife fit within this pattern? 
Trustworthy only as long as her husband sees her as an extension of 
himself. Otherwise, occupied territory to be secured. And the other 
side of this equation? Confronted by armed force, we recognize that all 
rights are provisional. Of course the Balinese at the cockfight moved 
with caution in the presence of the soldiers. 
 By the time Larium was distributed to soldiers in Iraq, Roche 
Laboratories had updated their warning: “If psychological signs such 
as anxiety, depression, irritability, paranoia or confusion are noted, 
discontinue the drug.” How many soldiers in that occupying army have 
experienced such symptoms (excuse me, psychological signs)? How 
could you know if your anxiety, depression, irritability, paranoia or 
confusion were a product of the flat white pill you dutifully swallowed 
once a week? I couldn’t say for sure, not even in the comfort of a Bali 
seaside bungalow. 
 Chemistry didn’t create my waking nightmare at the cockfight—
that arose from my unconscious—but chemistry could turn shame 
to repulsion as I watched my own shadows spread across the screen 
I’d drawn between myself and the Balinese. I decided that night after 
the cockfight that I couldn’t afford Larium’s promised protection, not 
as a solitary traveler half a globe away from family and from friends. 
Malaria is present in Bali, rare in the tourist areas on the south coast, 
but still a risk inland and on the north coast. Anti-malaria drugs, too 
costly for prevention, are reserved for treatment in Bali—after the bite 
of an infected mosquito has loosed malarial parasites in your blood. 
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I’d follow the Balinese practice. I’d count on DEET to protect me from 
mosquitoes. I packed away the Larium. 
 I was learning to live as a knowing body. My first trip to Bali 
had started me on this path, and cancer had pushed me forward. 
To Balinese gamblers, I was a rich American. To international drug 
companies, I was part of a desirable demographic. I was willing to be 
crazy, but not psychotic. Best live with and within my body—as base, 
not boundary. I was free to gamble.
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Grendel

Have none of you pity for the ancient? In the fens,
death stacks upon death, and from this comes 

a kind of life. Born of marsh gas, and returned by hand 
of human king, you can never be done of me. Having 

neither human face, nor heart—I am not the fiend, 
nor devil. I am the monster—divine portent of flesh’s 

failure, slurred by your naming. Choose a catastrophe, 
any burning holocaust, and tell me what form of creature 

you find crawling there. And for what? To move 
the kingdom another hectare forward? To piss your scent 

on another defeated people? Did it ever occur to you 
the world may not want you? Once I was unique, 

and for this I was wronged. My severed head dropped 
into stagnant-silence by that beautiful boy, and then, 

mere spore-factory, truffles tucked under skin of soil. 
From death, there’s only the cycle of dispersal; the comfort 

to be taken from how we molder. Know this—all epics 
have endings, the bards’ songs splinter in their throats. 

Be you dragon-slayer or son of gods, you will hear my howl—
all that is left of me—and know what it is you come to.
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Dear Customer

We at the Office of the Ineffable
 call this moment betrayal. Imagine
your youngest daughter biting into a golden

delicious, only to find its ashes blowing
 from her frenzied mouth. Think despise:
the clenched fist at sunset, the already parched land,

another night without rain. Think despair: a basket
 of fruit turning to stone
in the sun. You’ve been abandoned

in the desert too often, and the rain dance
 of your prayers fills
the air with anything but rain.

It’s then we crowd around you,
 promise you nothing
you can’t get elsewhere, and for less,

the sky filling with dark clouds
 trembling like the startled wings
of ravens. When we opened our doors

we knew you’d line up for it,
 what you couldn’t live without, the temptation
too much. Calm yourself with the word

circumstance. Pretend it’s a happy accident
 and feign innocence. Your debts
are mounting to more than you’ll ever pay back.
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Carmon’s
 for P.

At noon the dust that flours the plate glass windows
 makes Carmon’s look deserted, and passersby
walking to the main post office seldom
 turn to see the shufflings of the waitress,
half-empty salt-and-pepper shakers upend
 and bobble, half-empty napkin dispensers present
the same white face no matter how many veils
 are torn from them. The men within pass around
one knee in jeans, an overall suspender,
 one moustache and one orange brim. Inside
a likeness of the cook casts impish glances
 on the impish, frantic cook. He grins and winks.

  ‘A customer made that ten years ago
   and she’ll be tickled to see it there, if she
  ever comes around again. In case
   you think I haven’t changed my hat since then,
  I go through two Cubs caps a season. That,’

he points his spatula outside and waves it—

  ‘that pile of bricks was once the J.C. Penney,
   and next to it the Sears, when both of them
  moved north of town the neighborhood went bad,
   on every corner prostitutes and dealers.
  Now, when I come to work at two,
   the places are still all open, I could
  stop and have a drink. The girls go by me
   in their cocktail dresses, I go to make
  the sausage and the biscuits. The lease runs out
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   ‘when I’m sixty-five. When I got here
  the joint was full of bigots and old locals,
   but getting out of college it seemed to me
  the doctor and the lawyer had nothing on
   the guy who ran the local tavern. They all
  depended on him, from the out-of-towner
   passing through down to the village moron
  who can’t drum up the change to drink his pop
   outside the gas station. There was nothing else
  I wanted to be. The owner wouldn’t budge
   until the doctor told her that she had
  six weeks to live, and then she let it go,
   but damned if she isn’t still alive,
  the biddy, meaner than a snake, meaner
   than cancer. She still comes in here sometimes.’

His rolling eyes encircle the decor,
 carom boards and cheery forties Coke ads,
group portraits of dead football teams, a rusting
 spokeshave listing on a nail. As if
a bunch of soldiers waiting out a shelling
 the dolmen-men sit quietly and eat,
or not, or press up to an ear a radio
 that annotates the soybean yields in China,
the Exchange’s fluctuating quotes
 on pork bellies and ethanol. The rains
in Argentina fall in Argentina,
 mainly on the pampas, and not here,
in actuality that stretches not
 all the way to Argentina, and offers
no direction in which it is not.
 When the sun is up, it’s up, and when it’s down
it’s down, and when it’s only halfway up
 there is a minute you can see the landscape
stripped of nakedness, the pews of windbreaks
 and high-tension power line extending
to one-quarter its diameter,
 shards of standing water still as ice,
or ice. The field that three-foot balsams raster
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 abuts the road that no one seems to use,
which leads to silos bristling or hollow
 with the take of acreage left slovenly
and fallow, or just-furrowed, or faintly
 green as though with algae or with mildew,
or so high the elephants must rear to make
 their way across. The underused equipment
gathers in its lots, hydraulic shit-churns
 and ass-kickers, luck-sumps and roto-scythes,
and no one is fornicating underneath
 the Dutch-bonnet barn roofs. Everywhere is something
almost-useful. The farmers shuffle in
 to Carmon’s, not running down their youths so much
as husbanding that stub of time between them
 and decrepitude, and are not like
the businessman who fidgets with a phone
 and take-out coffee cup, not like the tags
that crowd the freight cars from the South Side yards,
 the sumptuous and lapidary fonts
traversing their gazes like a news crawler 
 in Arabic. Bless the sons of bitches,
who are ill-at-ease most every other
 place you could call public, toting brand-new
luggage at the airport in their lime-white
 sneakers, or eating gelato, or populating
the middles of the service industry
 with unhastenable competence.

‘Here,’ he says, and takes down off a shelf
 an album-page, with one of him and ‘Larry’
front and center, posed in their tuxedos
 before a handsome stone municipal facade
in Ottawa, a cannon guarding them
 on either side. His second-favorite is of
snowflakes like silver-dollar pancakes falling
 before the refurbed yellow Cape Cod saltbox
Larry is the gawky, wire-rimmed
 benignant spirit of, taken five blocks
from the restaurant, perhaps at two.
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What Joseph sees and Joseph thinks
 of what he sees propose their ways
 to navigate the rooms, the town
 he has called home, to take the frown
 the nurse and teller give, that says
 nothing, really, to his face.
 All of it is what it is,
 or else it is a constant quiz
 whose answers make of it a place.
 To know its goodness, or be good?
 To show or not the stranger’s trait
 that gets the native tenor straight?
 The less his life and livelihood
coöperate the more he drinks.

What Joseph has and Joseph wants
 tease each other, fall out, fight,
 dangling a pair of silk pajamas
 and paradises to be as warm as,
 telling fame go fly a kite
 one moment, courting it the next.
 His civic involvement could be deeper
 but tickets to Europe were somewhat cheaper.
 That dunce and rabble-rouser sex
 will not stay in its corner. Hell
 with love, ambition, fortune, vengeance,
 whose sordid clinging co-dependents,
 amity and wishing-well,
lie far apart and close at once.

D.H. Tracy
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What Joseph does and Joseph dreams
 have not betrayed each other yet.
 Sometimes a movement of the head
 might indicate the boundaries bled,
 and thoughts conceived at rest had met
 the waking ones that look like them,
 a little. It is getting harder
 to keep up the charade of ardor
 that conversation asks of him.
 The scandals are deplorable
 over coffee and petits fours.
 My demographic can beat up yours.
 If he concurs or not, they still
seem to play on different teams.

What Joseph dreams and Joseph sees
 subsume the phantoms in the panes,
 the mockingbird whose tendered wing
 says pick a card, pick anything,
 only choose. The morning feigns
 an interest in the afternoon,
 a chickadee twits like history is bunk,
 a flicker circles a poplar trunk.
 All of them will be elsewhere soon.
 The future sells its substance at
 one breath a breath, and in its essence
 The wind chime makes, of nothing, nonsense,
 and makes of nonsense orisons that
have no imperative to please.
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Corn

Four in the afternoon, the kitchen quiet,
just me in a wrinkle of sun, with husks
at my feet. Messy fistfuls of silk stick
to my fingers. How suddenly the soft scab
over the past loosens, spins me back
to those shaky girlhood days when we 
wobbled like loose teeth. I hold the last ear
up to the light: a blind hive of yellow-white.
Platinum sisterhood. Blond pearls clasp
the cob, the perfect and the flawed. We
clustered around Sherry’s locker back then, 
clung to some rough, unshod center, ugly
at its core but necessary as blood
and breath. No room to turn or blink,
we moved as a monolith. Noticed nothing
outside our shiny ripeness. If others flattened
themselves against walls or straddled stairs
to let us pass, it must have been our due.
Of the rest, the unkindnesses, perhaps it is
fitting that we drag them like shadows 
at our heels, unshakable as pimples or pores, 
wear them as hair shirts, fitting that they not 
fall away so easily, feathers in the wind.
The lowering light in my kitchen puddles 
on the table, the unmasked corn bunched
in a bowl. Oh, I know I have no right to this 
late-in-the-day peace, this mid-life contentment.
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Show No Mercy     

Break his fingers one by one, I say
to the screen. If he won’t talk,
put him up on that meat hook, staple his ear 
to his eyelid. My husband picked this show, 
but I’m the one who wants the bad guy 
boiled in oil. Now the world hangs
in the balance if this thug doesn’t reveal
where the nerve gas is, gas about to be
loosed over Los Angeles. Last night
we watched reruns of shows from another
life, and my husband was asleep long before 
Nellie Oleson planted the spider in Laura’s shoe
and woke up only after John-Boy Walton began
his good nights. Tonight we’re both on the edge
of our seats, except that my feet are in his lap,
and my toes are being massaged with a frenzy
I haven’t felt for awhile, and I like all of it:
the toes, the meat hook, even the nerve gas.
My husband looks at me with wonder. Who is
this woman? What happened to the pacificist,
the tree hugger, the one who won’t buy toy guns
for the grandchildren. I can tell he likes it when 
my dander’s up, my face flushed, my toes begging
for more. Last week terrorists implanted a virus
into an unsuspecting teenager, and we squirmed
as the boy and his girlfriend wound around
each other in the back seat of her daddy’s BMW,
oblivious to the danger, the bad guys closing in,
the hero coming in with a chopper, everyone’s guns
pointed, my husband’s calming hand on my thigh,
my feet tingling, the world teetering on the brink.
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On Inisheer, a Man Walks into a Bar

Gunpowder of our history gathered in his trousers’ 
ankle-holds, sprayed into the joinings of his pockets—
the clothes make the man, the man makes a nation. 

He walks into the opening semicircle of friends, into
dim light, whisper, disavowal, smoke. He knows
that the sea surrounds us and counts for nothing.

I have followed him at the same distance as I did once
my own grandfather when he leaned on his stick breaking
the hard, cathedral climb outside the doctor’s surgery.

Outside, oars are bundled in blue synthetic rope and 
a single-engined plane circles toward the mainland
where twelve points reach toward known eternity.

The bay’s wide mouth, four black boats on the grass,
lobster pots piled like pallets against the wall, listeners
gathered like maize, pushed by the breeze, rattled like

phlegm. Not one word my grandfather spoke did I allow:
none might cross my Maginot Line of salt, pepper and
transparent cruet of vinegar; gone, his long, narrow line

of sunlight with the tide of times I was connected to
in childhood. Last call of hard grandfathers and coarse
history: old men’s shoes dusted by sand from that final

boreen. On Inisheer, a half-circle crack displays among
hillwalkers, velcroed cyclists, and rowdy Yanks, one randy
old Republican with tales to roar to the gathered throng. 
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When Black and Tans fouled the boiling air, the IRA
raced, under a moonlit sky, for a Limerick rendezvous.
Granddad bore—a wheel of freedom, and sword of light.



232  u  Crab Orchard Review

Eamonn Wall

Memorial and River, Boise

  
On Sunday I set out down 8th Street
 to wander
the fine-lined gyres to human rights
 where each shaved
path did undulate then wind, its wisdom
 hemmed in
brittle stone. There Gandhi, Burke— 
 old Confucius
and Anne Frank—joined wise Edina, 
 aged twelve
of Sarajevo, who in each cut hand had
 held death itself. 
Coming from the trees, two cyclists
 whirred over
the iron bridge, and joggers seemed
 steamed like
cattle in winter fields, and the water
 to my touch
was cold as stars. Momentarily,
 this river grasped
the largest stones to halt its run to the
 luring shore 
as if to doubt all fonts of kindness
 and good works.
Till like us all, Anne Frank, ratcheted
 down, it ran once more
for its attic, shuttered, ocean home
 where comfort may
not offer safety, nor dissolution rest.
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The First Time He Takes You Home 
to Meet His Family

Don’t think about who’s slept in the bed on the second floor
or the bed in the basement bridled in scarlet silk—
even if you’re certain both are large enough to bed
an infinite amount of women—and don’t look
at the picture of a favorite ex-girlfriend in the entryway, 
propped next to the crystal swan. You’ll only ruin 
the beauty of the crisp brown leaves falling in Ohio wind, 
the small twigs flying from the yellow maple’s back. 
And don’t try to figure out who the wall-eyed stepmother 
is addressing, or try to solve the mystery of the father
and his passive-aggressive attitude toward poached eggs.
Don’t worry about the CEO who lives next door,
but must sell his house because of a messy divorce.
Smile, pet the Dalmatian and the bulldog, sneak them bacon
when you can, but don’t request to sleep in a fresh bed, 
one never before used by a girl he’s brought home. The black
walnut encased in hard green will fall on your head
when it’s ready—most likely while you’re playing golf
at the New Albany Country Club. The best and only
thing to do is let his warm hands slide over your stomach,
the pitch of your breasts, the round of your bottom,
because he’ll hold you as long as he can and it will be long enough.
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Radiation Fog

 Visibilities are expected to be an eighth of a mile or less—

We tiptoe. Slip out, slip into the old
Buick, a candle breathing
in each hand: mouthful of glowing night.

The moon is slung 
so low it threatens to snag 
the treeline, set a forest on fire. 

We drive: the sex-growl of starting
over; engine roll and wheels spitting 
gravel like an aspirated word. 

 on the roadside, ghostcorn shivers like hitchhikers 

Fog unravels its unending spool
like a migraine of jellyfish, 
purple and gliding toward our windows.

This is no galaxy of snow rushing 
a windshield. This is an ocean.

 —and one has only 7.5 seconds to see a hazard and brake. 

And we drift. Bodies float in and out
of our headlights—heavywhite against 
naphthalene flush. 

We listen in this suspension: 
cows thump our car blindly 
like caskets knocking loose in a marsh. 
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The blotted dark hauls us in as if we could see 
the night right through these ridiculous 
swimming forms.
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Catkin

We all know there was a snake. A snake
in a tree in a wood where a woman was waiting
to make a mistake. But it wasn’t a snake. 
When the cougar opened its mouth, 
a pearl the size of a plum sat curled 
on its tongue. A gray pearl, fuzz-
covered, like a catkin sleeping. And it leapt
from the tongue to a leaf, to see the dark
and pale sides switch 
back and forth, to see light bounce 
down the bark. This 
was the woman’s favorite tree, 
her thinking-alone tree. 
When she arrived she saw the kitten 
and picked it up by the scruff of its neck. 
She brought it to her breast because she thought 
it was hungry. It drank while the woman swayed
the way wind rocks a leaf in its sleep,
tugs it to come into the blue. She rocked him
until he was a human child. The sky was dark.
The tree hummed with bees
bedding down. The woman sat at the base
of the tree, which was not an apple 
tree but a plum, and she picked some
and let the juice run down her chest. The baby
licked his lips in his sleep. He brought her fingers 
into his mouth. The juice was sweet,
the way women and babies sleep.
The moss was soft like a bed faraway 
where a man and a woman 
eat plums. The juice was dark 
like a sky in a wood. By the tree 
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while the woman and child 
slept, mist crept like a snake and wound 
round their limbs, around their bed-soft moss, 
and the earth smelled of ferns waking up,
old trees and damp clay. 
When the man found them sleeping 
so still, he thought she was dead.
His heart swelled like a plum and grew dark. 
He stamped, thought the mist was a snake 
that had strangled his wife,
pulled a rock from the earth 
and chopped at the tree, 
at the mist, at the moss. 
Heat swelled his tongue to the size
of a plum, the insects asleep 
in his teeth shook awake, 
flew out where compared to that sky
the child looked bright as a catkin
or plum blossom, curled filled with nectar
to drink and make honey drip from, 
and they went to drink, to have plum-sweet
honey, hot honey between the teeth.
But the child was not a flower. The bees
grew angry, bodies humming with sleep.
They stung and stung until the boy
lay dead, head limp as a limb hung
with honey. All the while the woman slept.
The sky was dark. 
The man saw what he’d done.
He carried her back to her bed in the ferns
by the creek where yesterday they’d played 
frond games with the still-curled green,
where they’d talked of the light and dark
in the water. When the woman woke, 
she didn’t remember. She didn’t remember.
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The World at Eleven

The night road is cold beneath us, our jeans
drawing in the damp like sphagnum moss.

It’s a back road, and you called me crying again
so I met you here to listen to how your father

and mother let him stay with you, how he entered
your room at night and convinced you to let him sleep 

in your bed. It was just last week 
you made your fist into a dark hole, 

pushed your right index finger through to illustrate 
sex. I’d read the books my mother gave me, 

and your explanation seemed too simple, 
not enough pink and red and purple 

pictures. We giggled and lay back on the barn’s
spilled hay, watched swallows making a nest above us.

That’s what I want my first love to be, I’d said. 
Building together a home out of mud.

It was something we both could understand,
your parents and mine neighbors across these silt

flood fields, lights almost visible at night from houses 
high enough so rising waters couldn’t reach.

In another two years you’ll show me 
how to use a tampon, laugh at me 
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for not having kissed even one boy 
since you will have slept with three.

For now you put your head to my shoulder
and soak my shirt. You use lines you’ve heard

on Guiding Light: I didn’t say no. It hurt, 
then he held me. I’m not sure I can go on.

The moon’s flat face wavers behind clouds
and trees. I can hear the river moving, so I stroke 

your hair, point to the water. Summer’s coming, I say.
Tomorrow will happen. That’s what time does.
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The Red Room
The fact is, I was a trifle beside myself; or rather out of myself, 
as the French would say…—Jane Eyre

What can you do when they lock the door? Pray? Or feel the flame 
inside the chest, a flicker darking hard its blaze against the ribs’ flesh. 
Your skin cherries as if pricked: there is another you inside the mirror, 
a spirit-girl with hands of sun and sumac, sharp hands that hold a 
glowing light. Put your palm to hers, fingertip to blushing fingertip; 
they ring like bell-tongues meeting metal walls. And this you’re sure 
of: your hands fold together and she leads you through the glass as if 
stepping past the columns of a waterfall. And here’s a boat. You stand 
unsteady as you sail across a sea of swirling wine, legs slowly jellying, 
eyes wide as strawberry flowers. Here is a world where you are one of 
them, where you can know what to say. A world of stone and ocean, 
coral blooming from the brine like a hungry wound. Like your song, 
its raw notes salting the wind. You will never have to feel the shame 
again. These waters course your heart, the throaty cave you’ll never 
want to leave. Never scream. Never thrash against the door. No one 
need come rushing.
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Marymere Falls 

You stand on the ledge across from it, 
both hands in your pockets. 
The dew on your hair
is clear as ice.
Listen: It can be simple. 
This water will fall
wherever it wants to, 
moss springing
like birds from its spray.
There’s nothing you can do about it.
It doesn’t even know you’re here.
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Seeing the World Whole

Before my father lost his eye, he saw the world whole. His 
dreams lived along the lines of railway tracks; they were dressed in 
silver and traversed the arched back of Rajasthan to Tamil Nadu. 
Before my father lost his eye, he dreamed of being a train conductor, 
and then he glanced upward and his dreams became silver birds that 
flew up and disappeared through clouds, leaving gaping holes like 
open mouths in the sky. “Or a pilot,” he once confided in me. “I wanted 
to see the world.” But his world, then, was a perfect circle comprised 
of left and right. If he glanced straight ahead, I bet he saw both his 
shoulders—the open windows on either side. But after he lost his eye, 
my father had to turn around to see openings, to find doors. He had to 
shift himself, his face, the tilt of his head to see the whole. If the world 
was a movie that you and I can see, my father only saw half of it. 
 His other eye was made of glass. It was a smooth colored marble 
that I saw him take out from time to time. The first time he did this, I 
must have been about five. While at a stop sign, he turned his head and 
cupped his palm over his eye; and then I saw a glimpse of it—a flash 
of white and brown—as he rolled it around in his handkerchief. When 
a car behind him honked, he jumped, and, for a brief second, I saw a 
bright pink pocket where his eye should have been. An empty hole. 
 I don’t remember asking him about what I’d seen; I only remember 
his eyelashes sticking to his glass eyeball like skinny black bars—his 
drooping eyelid that reminded me of a camel’s eye. In my little girl 
world, my father never slept. When he asked me to tell him stories, 
I perched on the edge of his bed and narrated worlds comprised of 
roaming elk, bear, and elephant—a mishmash of animals plucked 
from Jasper and India. I threw in gods and goddesses and made them 
dance for him. I spun worlds made from silver thread and gold needles. 
I talked and talked and never stopped, thinking that he was listening. 
His snores never clued me in. When I grew tired of telling, I would 
look at him in exasperation, only to see his eye staring back at me. That 
searchlight which never turned off.
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My father sees the world in parts. He sees himself as half a 
man. He has lived, he says, half a life. After he lost his eye, he returned 
to boarding school where boys filled his water glass with urine; where 
he was tripped, pushed, and locked inside closets; where having one 
eye was the same as having one leg, one arm. No mouth. Then he will 
purse his lips and say, “I do not want to talk of these things anymore. 
I do not want to remember.” So, I pick up the pieces and construct the 
jigsaw puzzle that is his life. I know that he ran away from boarding 
school—ran miles—and never returned. I know that he refused to 
marry lest he contaminate a woman’s life. But when he was forty-one, 
my grandmother forced him. Had she not, perhaps my father would still 
be living in a large empty home in India. And I, of course, would never 
have been born. I don’t know much else: I know little of my father’s life 
as a boy. I know little of his time as a young man. The only story he 
repeats for me time and time again is the story of how he lost his eye. 
 Each time my father tells me, he weeps as if it is the first telling. 
When he finishes, he always cautions me, “Never tell your sister or 
brother,” but I half suspect that he tells them the same thing. He says 
he fell asleep one afternoon beneath a Neem tree, and when he awoke, 
he looked upward. A sliver of sky fell into his eye. Baffled, he rubbed, 
but he couldn’t get the clouds out. He was chloroformed and operated 
on, and as he recovered, numerous fingers poked and prodded around 
his eye, which then became infected. He tells me that the poking and 
prodding was what did it, for not too soon after, he felt his eyeball slide 
down the inside of his face. I do not know whether that is even possible, 
but he remembers it that way. When he first told me this, I imagined 
a giant tear making its way down behind the skin—the face—so that 
only my father could feel it, know its vanishing. He screamed, and 
when they tried to put it back in, he fought against being chloroformed 
again. His legs and arms shot out of their own accord, and that’s when 
his eye fell out. He saw it, he tells me. He saw it roll down his chest and 
away from him, across the floor. And dragging behind it, I imagine, he 
saw the other half of his life.

Whenever I see my father, I want to uncover the world he 
must have seen for himself as a young boy. Not the immediate world 
of his village made of narrow paths of cobblestone and dust; not the 
world of rickshaw drivers, chai wallahs, samosa wallahs—all the 
wallahs selling their wares—but the world he imagined he would live 
into some day. A future where he saw his face as beautiful, majestic, 
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and whole. A world where he married young, where women flocked 
to him like he was a Bollywood film-hero, where his family treated 
him as the eldest son and not the cripple. It was a world where dreams 
were not dreams but actual windows you could climb through. Where 
barriers were made of glass and not skinny black bars. 

My father is eighty now, and, still, he rarely leaves the house. 
He has always sought refuge away from people; his solace has lain in 
newspapers, magazines, and the blue hypnotic eye of the television 
screen. From a stationary position, safe inside his home, behind closed 
doors and closed windows, he has read intensely of other worlds. He 
has watched dynamic lives unfold in Hindi serials. He has looked 
around at his wife and children and reduced us to half when, really, 
we were always whole. His hair is shockingly white, and if we walk 
down the street hand in hand, people turn to stare. He is really that 
frail, that beautiful. Once, when I held his head between my palms, I 
thought it was as light as eggshells. He is kinder now, softer. Old age 
has removed the edges and smoothed out places once jagged. He cries 
more often; in fact, he cries frequently. My father makes up for lost 
time by weeping into his hands and into my ears. 
 In my family, we do not speak of his eye. My mother has always 
told us not to. It is only recently that I asked to see it. My father and I 
were sitting on the sofa in the living room. The sun was coming in, and 
it was just the two of us. He had finished telling me the story of his eye 
again, and I pointed in its direction. “May I?” And my father, as if he’d 
been waiting to be asked this question his whole life, nodded, and with 
a familiar and ancient gesture, he cupped his palm over his eye and 
removed that marble. Without a word, he handed it to me and I held 
it in my palm. It was warm and wet, and I longed to trace that empty 
place in my father’s face. I longed to bury my heart there, or plant a kiss 
in that sea of baby pink. Instead, I cradled that glass marble and closed 
my eyes. It was his other half I was holding there: the father I had never 
met, the man he never became, the boy who’d stayed in school. The 
human being who’d never hid. It was a long time before either of us 
spoke. And finally, he said it: small words. Quiet words. And maybe, 
just maybe, I am making them up because I want to believe them. “You 
can see me now, beta,” he said. “You can see.” And for that second that 
stretched into forever, I really believed I could.
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The Poison Hour

Every afternoon, trucks cruised the neighborhood spraying 
poison. My mother kept the children—my sister, my two cousins and 
me—locked indoors for at least an hour before and after the poison 
descended, to protect us from seizures, cancer, asphyxiation, and 
death. The poison was meant to kill mosquitoes, but it did not. It did 
kill the large rabbit we kept in a cage at the end of the lawn, because 
“you must never let a rabbit out of its cage or it will be killed.” I sat in my 
room during the poison hours, or in the room that I had been assigned 
and called The Dead Bug Room, suffocating weirdly big, blood-stuffed 
mosquitoes under an empty candy jar while my sister read Nancy 
Drew novels. She loved the way Nancy solved all the mysteries. And 
my cousins, visiting for a couple of months, were somewhere down a 
long, humid hallway, making Play-Doh jewelry they pasted onto their 
ears, and hung around their throats, and later, when vampires arrived 
to suck our blood, garlic threaded on string. That was my idea. 
 Many things that summer had a formal name: our summer rental 
house was The House on Hodge Road. Then there was The Dead Bug Room, 
The Good Bathroom, and The Nasty Bathroom, which had no window 
and a blue metal sliding door that was badly rusted. The large living room 
was The Theatre, which had freestanding bookshelves that could serve as 
wings, a hidden entrance behind a fake wall, a polished floor, and track 
lighting. We would put on a Show. That was my sister’s idea. We would 
charge a dollar per construction paper ticket and invite all the parents we 
could think of to be our audience. Mr. Bailey’s tree, with muscled, graceful 
limbs that stretched over to our side of the Big Hedge, was the Absolutely 
Lethal Tree—“That tree could be absolutely lethal,” my mother often said. 
The car, my father’s old station wagon, which chugged home each morning 
around three a.m. when his gigs were over and a natural nighttime mist 
had settled over the suburbs, was The Maid of the Mist. I was always wide 
awake to hear The Maid of the Mist pull into the driveway and sputter out, 
sounding as though she would never start again.
 My father was home.
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 I heard the sound of his sax case clunking down on the step. Then 
the rattling of the door, the jingling of keys, his heavy sighs, raps on 
the glass. I stared at the ceiling, scratching my mild mosquito bites—at 
night they felt almost good, really—and my sister snored heavily and 
sometimes slapped herself in her sleep when mosquitoes landed on 
her arms. The mosquitoes wanted my sister, they seemed to lust for her 
blood most of all, and she looked increasingly pale and anemic through 
the hot months as her enthusiasm for play was sucked steadily out of 
her. Her limbs began to swell and pucker in one red scabrous rash, 
and before the summer ended, she would be sequestered all day in the 
air-conditioned master bedroom, ice packs pressed against her body 
as she watched episodes of Get Smart and I Spy. She watched my daily 
mosquito suffocation rituals with skepticism. “It’s no use,” she said. 
“You can’t fight them.” In later years, I noticed my sister continued to 
exhibit this attitude of prey exactly as she had that summer, looking 
tired and vulnerable and resigned to being eaten alive. I suppose I 
continued as I was then as well, but at the time we understood only 
that my sister had the right blood and I did not. “Your sister’s blood,” 
my mother explained, “is close to the surface of her skin.” Low-flying 
suckers could detect its heat. But they could not detect the heat of my 
blood, and, undernourished, they gave up and moved on.
 My father did not move on from his sighing and weary rattling of 
the door. How long would he wait for my mother to let him in? Her job 
was to wake and hurry downstairs to let my father enter through the 
door she kept locked because, “It’s a strange house,” she said, meaning 
I think it’s not our house, or possibly, we don’t have a house, only a 
small city apartment and so we are uneasy in this large rental house 
that might seem small to some people but which to us is unmanageable, 
intimidating, haunted, a house to which my father seemed never to 
have the right key, although my father possessed many keys he kept 
in his pockets with his loose change. The keys required many chains. 
There was a black leather case for extra keys too, yet my father never 
had the right key at the right time. He tried many different keys and 
he rarely located the right one. Sometimes he could even hear the keys, 
but not find them. They were lost in the cuff of his trousers or in the 
hem of his jacket while he retraced his steps looking for them, and he 
was many times left baffled or else just stranded on the wrong side 
of doors. “Don’t you have your keys?” My mother, the doorkeeper, 
always asked my father once he had arrived. “Yes, I have my keys,” 
he’d answer, and they would go to bed, the matter settled between 
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them—the matter that is, of the uselessness of all keys, and of my 
father having them at all, the matter of his always needing to be let in, 
needing to ask to be let in, and of my mother determining whether or 
not he would be.

My mother was thirty-six then, very slim, with dark hair she 
kept curled with pointed metal clips and wire rollers each night when 
she slept. “Of course they hurt me,” she said. “But that is the price 
you must pay for beauty.” She had healthy, freckled skin. She wore no 
makeup. She liked to wear red bandanas, tight orange stretch pants 
and cotton T-shirts, or green and white striped sundresses, and she 
looked fabulous in them. In a photo taken that summer—I think I took 
the photo myself, learning to use my mother’s Kodak Instamatic—she 
sits beside my father, holding his hand, smiling, and they both appear 
happy, although neither one of them is looking at the camera. They 
are looking in opposite directions and down, as though something 
is approaching them through the grass, on either side. My mother 
appears so young in this picture, I cannot square her image with my 
memory of her frail in a hospital gown, at the end of her life, or even 
as she appeared to me that summer, as a swift power in her white see-
through negligee, patrolling the long halls and unused rooms of the 
House on Hodge Road at night, or saying coolly, “Wonderful, play 
well!” when my father left for a gig in the early evening.
 I didn’t know that my mother had hoped for several years after she 
married my father, and even after they had children, that she would 
become a popular movie actress or a celebrity—someone bathed in love 
and attention; or that she had liked to act and dance, and that she had 
a gift for dance, in particular, the sort of natural fire and exuberance 
that draws looks, admiration, and desire. I didn’t know that my mother 
and father had met one night in college when she went to a dance and 
fell in love with the swing music she was dancing to and told the sax 
player in the band, my father, that he was great, incredibly talented. I 
didn’t know that for years before that dance, my father had served in 
the Second World War in the Entertainment Corps—he did not fight, 
he played—and even when I came to know this, I didn’t understand it. 
I imagined my father, silhouetted on his battlefield, the earth exploding 
while he played a sad tune and soldiers closed their eyes and died in 
heaps around him. In these fantasies, he wore a crisp uniform and his 
hat tipped at a jaunty angle. Years later, I thought I learned how it really 
was: the worn-out musicians piled onto trucks that drove them, in the 
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end, through liberated camps that stank of flesh and death. My father 
mentioned these trucks once in a while, and they were all I knew about 
his war, or about “The Great War,” as he called it, which he explained 
is what you call any war that you are in. The trucks traveled in single 
file, and once, when he was ordered, he leapt from the top of one of 
these trucks and damaged his feet, which might explain the limp that 
made him lurch through life like a drinker, though he was never one. I 
pictured the musicians—the drummers, the bass players, the keyboard 
guys, the horn players like my dad—leaping from these trucks, 
scattering, looting the abandoned camp shops for souvenirs, for dozens 
of small statues of stoic, Aryan-looking men prisoners had carved from 
wood, like those that watched us from a top shelf of my father’s library; 
or looting the offices where commandants had left their valuable paper 
weights of bullets and blades, and all things the very opposite of music. 
Who taught the musicians how to play? My father never said. But I 
heard his music when he got out his saxophone at summer parties of 
drinking and dancing and loud singing. I clung, like my sister, like a 
burr, to my father’s arm while he made the music. “Is this the right 
key?” he’d ask the crowd, and then begin a song. My mother would 
join in with the singing, her voice light and lively, until her frown. “Not 
the right one?” my father would say curiously, and start over. I didn’t 
know what he did when he left the house. I didn’t know what it meant 
that he was a musician. I didn’t know why my father always went off 
to play with the guys, faceless, unknowable men, when my sister and I 
had Parcheesi and checkers and badminton and Play-Doh. The Poison 
Hours were long, quiet, empty of my father and dank with boredom.

My mother liked to read crime novels in a white leather 
lounge chair on the sundeck after the sun went down and the toxins 
had settled. She sipped a pale drink she called Tom Collins. When my 
mother and Tom Collins got together, there was nothing then for the 
four kids to do but watch horror movies—The Picture of Dorian Gray, 
The Haunting, The Island of Lost Souls, Horror Hotel— and eat potato 
chips. My sister, a cotton blanket draped over her head to keep the 
mosquitoes away from her neck, explained the movies seriously to me 
and to our cousins, (Jessie nodded, but Liz was only four, too young to 
get anything) and with a certain flair that would take her, in her early 
thirties, into a theatrical career. “That’s what Dorian would really look 
like,” my sister explained, “if he hadn’t bargained away his soul. He’d 
be ugly, like the picture. It’s a story about cheating time, so you don’t 
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have to see who you really are. You stay beautiful-looking and people 
put up with you no matter what you do. Everything looks fine, but it 
isn’t. Get it?” Mosquitoes settled on the potato chips in a bowl at my 
sister’s feet, and one afternoon while the bugs swarmed around her 
and tears rolled down her cheeks—my sister cried often and silently, 
unaware of her tears, it seemed—I sprayed Off! on all the chips and on 
her feet too, which were wrapped in layers of socks.
 “Why do you just sit there?” I yelled at her. “Why don’t you do 
something?” On the television screen, a young blonde gasped and 
stumbled through the cemetery, and her boyfriend, not quite dead yet, 
staggered toward the zombies with a flaming cross balanced on his 
shoulders—very dramatic in black and white—and my sister yelled in 
response and with startling vitality, “Melora sprayed the potato chips 
with bug spray and we’re all eating them now! Is that O.K., Mom?” 
After that, I heard my mother’s voice as she talked at my father on the 
phone, her pitch rising quickly. My father was somewhere, playing, of 
course he was always playing, and my mother had that I-can’t-handle-
it-where-are-you voice I didn’t know then I would come to identify 
easily and would hear again and again through her life, and when she 
was dead, in my own throat.
 “The children have poisoned themselves! They’re all going to die! 
They’ve got to go to the hospital! All of them!”
 My sister gazed at the television.

We began rehearsals for our production of Ali Baba and 
the Forty Thieves in July, with plans to perform the play at the end of 
the month. My sister had seen a production of Ali Baba in New York 
City with her classmates, and she thought it would be good material 
to produce as a Broadway Show in the living room when my mother 
suggested we do something with our lives. My mother wanted some 
time to relax now in the afternoon with her drinks and her book, 
one of the long series of paperbacks featuring a detective who had, 
according to the title, the girl, the gold watch, and everything! The 
girl pictured on the cover kneeling in front of an enormous watch was 
much like the girl on the cover of many of my mother’s books that 
summer, tanned and luscious and draped in a flimsy bright gown, and 
in the corner was the blank face of the detective who would discover 
the woman’s body. My mother knew all the details.
 My sister, my cousins, and I met in the stuffy room that would 
be our small theatre. We cut out tickets and designed the program 
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and wrote and rewrote our stage directions—they enter the dukedom 
with a clever plan, or they enter the Cave and emerge loudly wealthy. 
My sister recruited Sally and Doogie Bailey, which meant walking 
cautiously under the Lethal Tree and knocking on the Bailey’s door, 
and speaking to Bob Bailey’s freckled wife, Claire, who sometimes 
knocked on our door too. My sister assigned Jessie the role of the Evil 
Duke, for no reason I could see since Jessie seemed to me to be the 
least evil, but she accepted the role with dignity. Liz would wear green 
pajamas with pom-poms, and cardboard floppy ears, in her own role 
as Little Donkey; Sally, a white nightgown as the sliding cave door (a 
role I had wanted for myself); Doogie, a pair of shorts and a patch over 
his eye as the only visible and slow-witted yodeling thief. “And you,” 
my sister said to me, “you’ll be Morjana. She’s the slave who saves 
everyone. You don’t have to be smart, just pretty. Wear ankle socks 
and a hankie on your head.” She dressed herself in a baggy shirt of my 
mother’s, orange pants, and sandals, as Ali Baba the Mastermind.
 “Who’s going to see this play anyway?” I demanded. “Is Dad going 
to see us?”
 My mother encouraged us to rehearse as often as possible, every 
afternoon just as professionals would, and so we sweated away in the 
living room for weeks, making up lines as we went along and yelling 
at Liz, who kept falling down, tripping on her ears, and crying. Sally 
complained often that she could not keep her arms extended, as a cave 
door would, for the entire duration of the play. We ate popsicles, drew 
faces and outfits on the sticks when we were done, laughed a lot, and 
argued about the script. Does Ali Baba say, “Open Sesame!” to the 
sealed cave door, or “Open Says Me”? Both worked for us, or else Sally 
couldn’t tell the difference. Mosquitoes crawled along the furniture 
like ants and became bright bursts of blood on the chintz when we 
smacked them in their tracks. Wearily, my sister adjusted her pink 
tortoise-shell glasses, held together with tape, and scratched her arms 
and legs. She peeled away bloody band-aids, and became tight lipped 
and authoritative when we couldn’t remember what to do or what 
came next. “We have to pull this together, people,” she said. “Do you 
realize we don’t have much time?” Rehearsals usually broke up when 
the afternoon horror flicks came on, or the four of us grew bored of 
one another, or we simply wandered away in different directions. The 
air leaned hard against the windows of the house. The hiss and rumble 
of trucks crescendoed up the street.
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Sometimes I snuck out of the house into the poison, hardly 
breathing. I poked my way through the weeds beside the front door. I 
climbed up a water pipe onto a narrow ledge that ran just beneath the 
windows. The toes of my red sneakers stuck out over the ledge, but 
there was enough room for me to keep my balance and inch my way 
slowly around the entire house. I called this “orbiting.” Miraculously, 
my mother always sensed, no matter where she was or what she was 
doing, when I had slipped away from her into the dangerous air. 
“Where is Melora? Where is she? Where exactly is she? She didn’t go 
outside did she? Is she here?” I heard my mother demand all this of no 
one in particular it seemed—no one ever answered; my sister might 
be shrugging, lifting an eyebrow—and my mother would keep calling 
for me, her calls getting louder and shifting from anxiety to anger to 
panic if she heard the poison trucks on the streets. “Mom, calm down, 
please, calm down,” I whispered to myself, and occasionally still do 
although now I am in my forties and she is gone, her panic buried 
inside me. Calmly, I traveled round and round the house, and saw new 
shapes and pictures forming behind each window, and stories fell into 
place inside my head. Through the glass, I could locate everyone inside 
the house and then move on, planetary and uninvolved. But some rare 
days, my father manifested unexpectedly, alone on the other side of 
the kitchen window, filling his glass of lemonade with too much sugar 
and then stirring much too long, while he listened to the percussion 
of the spoon; or sometimes shining his shoes atop the stove, polishing 
with cream and fascinating rhythm. And once I spotted him reclining 
outside in a lawn chair, his dark glasses balanced on the end of his 
nose, a newspaper open across his lap as he slept.
 There was no wonder my mother had fallen hard for him when 
they met. He was a handsome, if disheveled, man in the daylight. His 
black close-cut hair in daylight was uncombed, his face was unshaven, 
and his loose sweater was not yet torn, only beginning to fray. He had 
three dark gracefully-arched eyebrows—his left brow was slashed by 
a dramatic scar on which no hair had ever grown, not since the day 
when he was six years old and chased his neighbor Audrey across the 
street in front of a careening truck. This too might have been the cause 
of his limp. Often, I tried to picture Audrey, her blond braid flying as 
she ran, and then Audrey, halted and confused on a curbside while 
my father lay in the street caught beneath the truck’s front tire. But 
for some reason I always reversed the precise details of this chase, 
and instead saw Audrey chasing my father. Perhaps I did not want to 
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think of my father chasing Audrey, or worse, of what made Audrey so 
special. Or perhaps, I needed to hold Audrey responsible in some way 
for all my father’s pains, though why, I wasn’t sure.
 In photographs, his adult eyebrows looked quite unharmed, and 
he wore gray shining suits with stiff shoulders, neckties perfectly tied, 
and his hair slicked back. He stood with his feet planted wide apart, 
his sax at his lips, and his eyes focused downward, toward dancing 
feet and the hem of skirts circling round him, toward polished floors 
and confetti flung, toward streamers tangled round high heeled shoes, 
or the lowest notes of jazz. Ashtrays spun thin threads of smoke, ice 
cubes rattled in glasses at tiny, wobbling tables, and open lipsticked 
mouths blew kisses and begged favorites—“The Party’s Over,” and 
“Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” and “Have I Stayed Too Long at the Fair?” 
In photographs, he stood in front of smaller men who watched him, 
waiting for the look of a changing tune, a big finish, a different key. 
My father knew the right key for it all, every time. At home, he was 
tired from playing at night. At home, music hummed inside his head, 
background to my mother’s voice, to her occasional slammed door. 
Did she want to fight? He was tired from playing. He dozed. He seemed 
unreachable in the center of the lawn, far apart from our empty rabbit 
cage. Softly, a radio played jazzy music beside him in the grass.

When dusk came, long after my father grabbed his sax, and 
started up the Maid of the Mist, and drove away, the four of us, we 
forty thieves, stopped speaking. There was silence, dank air, rain often, 
and the high whine of mosquitoes at our ears, at our throats. I grabbed 
my neck, or hit my head and ears, hoping to beat the mosquitoes back 
even though I knew the noisy ones are harmless. My sister had told me 
she read that in a book. “It’s the ones you can’t hear that drink your 
blood. They’re the females. The males just make a lot of noise.”
 But why did the females want to drink? “Because,” my sister 
explained, “it’s a fertility ritual. It makes them stronger.” I stared 
uneasily at the long halls, or at the cobwebbed ceiling of my bedroom, 
or at the shadows on the walls of the empty guestroom I dusted with 
a rag my mother gave me. My heart pounded when I pulled the stiff 
draperies aside to dust the sills, and found dead flies. I kept it to 
myself that I was frightened by the man at the window of the house 
in a recent ‘Creature Feature’ we had seen, whose face had appeared 
angry, desperate, as he pulled draperies back, looking for his missing 
bride. Clearly, he didn’t know his bride was in the basement, about 
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to have a stake driven through her heart by the town’s old priest. 
She was very beautiful, with blond bangs, and wide eyes. But she bit 
people, sucked their blood, then sobbed and ran whenever the sun 
came up, or a cross flashed across her face. Soon, everyone she knew 
was falling into ashes at the gates to the cemetery, although the priest 
had nailed garlic onto everybody’s door in anticipation of this. My 
sister sighed heavily when I suggested that we nail garlic to the doors 
and that my cousins, my sister, and I should all wear garlic ourselves. 
But she joined in the threading of cloves we could string round our 
necks. Her arms and legs were swollen and wrapped in long scarves 
of bandage, her cheeks were puffing up toward her eyes, she was more 
and more often too miserable to direct our play, and it was my sister 
who finally suggested the construction paper crosses—pink, orange, 
green, fuchsia—scotch-taped onto all the windows.
 I obsessed too about the occasional slide and click of so many 
doors. I found it difficult to know what was really going on in a house 
with so many doors to keep track of, or what creature might be on the 
loose. In particular, there was the rusted door of The Nasty Bathroom 
as someone struggled to get into, or out of it; the master bedroom 
door, which my mother closed to keep the room cool, a sanctuary for 
my bitten sister; the study doors which my mother closed for privacy, 
to absorb the last, critical pages of her book; and the playroom doors, 
which my cousins closed when they made their secret Play-Doh jewels, 
or sang in deep throated unison, “ashes, ashes, we all fall down,” or a 
longer song with several verses about the assorted terrible deaths of a 
cat, and an eerie chorus, “But the cat came back the very next day, the 
cat came back! They thought he was a goner! Oh, the cat came back! 
No, he just wouldn’t go away!” My cousins, I knew, were studying a 
book of magic my father had given me for my birthday. I had learned 
how to conceal a white Styrofoam dove inside a black sack, and then to 
discover it magically against my palm, its wire claws wrapped round a 
golden ring. My cousins hoped to learn this too. Sometimes the silence 
of the house was like the silence inside the sack.

At night, doors had to be opened to let the sleepless in. My 
father came to the side door, always, a glass and metal door on a 
hinge. My father’s knock didn’t want too much to disturb. But there 
was another knock one night that was impatient, frenzied, at the front 
door, an oak door rarely opened. My mother moved quickly through 
the halls, flicking switches, the house lighting up hall by hall. Her fear 
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traveled with her along the corridors. My sister and I listened, then 
peered over the stairwell, stroking our garlic bracelets as my mother 
paused at the front door, pressed her face close to it, asked for a name, 
for a sign she recognized. She unlocked the door. My mother knew the 
man who entered, for they embraced, or possibly the man fell forward, 
into my mother’s arms. Was he weeping? Was he sick? His face was 
stark white, his cheeks a mottled red. “It’s D,” my sister whispered to 
me. “You know D.” I did. But I had not seen him like this before, his 
legs wobbly, his eyes black, and his words pinched from him in short 
gusts of breath. My parents had known D for years—he had learned 
music for a while from my father whom he said used to be “one cool 
cat,”—but then, D had abandoned music and did something else, no 
one seemed to know what, or to want to talk about it. He was one 
of the few men in my father’s life I had actually seen—most others 
only occupied my father’s stories and anecdotes, but did not actually 
appear. Sometimes my father would sigh, “Heard from an army 
guy the other day,” or in later years, “That guy sure could play,” or 
“Another army guy died,” but living, visible men were nearly always 
my mother’s friends. Usually when D came to visit, the sun was out, 
he was laughing, telling stories, clinking glasses with my mother. But 
the oak door kept the midnight out, and D stayed in, with my mother’s 
arm around his waist, and then he was falling to the floor where he lay 
silent, his eyes wide. He did not look like D at all, but like some sort of 
insect or a dead rabbit in the road or like a head, severed, balanced on 
top of an empty shirt and empty trousers.
 “Come on, let’s get a better look,” my sister said, and I went with 
her down the stairs, and my mother, my sister, and I stood in our 
nightgowns around D’s body, while he coughed and wept and sucked 
in air. His hands flopped, up, down, up. I thought that he smelled oddly 
familiar, a little like Tom Collins, but more pungent—like Tom Collins 
dying; which is to say, he smelled like my mother dying. “Now where’s 
your father?” my mother asked me fiercely, and I shrugged and said he 
was playing, didn’t she know, and she said of course, that’s not what 
she meant. D said he was “sorry, sorry,” and my mother said she’d put 
him to bed, something she did not do even with my sister or me. She 
pulled him to his feet—she was stronger than I had imagined, and her 
jaw was set squarely—and went with him step by step up to the guest 
bedroom, to the dark curtained room I had been preparing through 
the many weeks without knowing whose body would lie beneath the 
sheets, whose breath would buzz with the flies in their death throes 
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on the sills. Now there was someone to occupy the still air and float 
beneath the crisp canopy of the bed, as though the room had been 
designed only for him. The room had known, all along, it seemed, that 
D would arrive there, that his scent would fill the corners. D would stay 
inside that room for weeks, through the remainder of the summer, the 
last days of our rehearsals for the play, and through the opening and 
closing performance, as though he had finally arrived home.
 Sometimes in the weeks that followed his arrival, D looked out 
the door of his room, his head hovering as a white disembodied oval 
in the shadows. I brought tea and water to him in the afternoons on 
trays I carried. Sometimes I delivered cookies. He accepted the trays 
silently, nodding, stepping back, torn it seemed, between self- loathing 
and dignity. His shoulders pivoted between the two emotions, back 
and forth—loathing, dignity, loathing—and concluded with despair, 
a wobble I have seen many times in so many people since, including 
myself. But I was emboldened then by the daily routine of my tea 
deliveries, so I soon began telling D about our play, Ali Baba and the 
Forty Thieves, and about the cave door that slides open whenever you 
command it with the secret key words Open Says Me!, about treasures 
and festive dances before the curtain descends. I explained that we did 
not have an actual curtain, but would indicate one, with our lowered 
eyes and heads, and that it is not that difficult to know when things 
are over, even if the actors are all still onstage. Then, “You just have 
to imagine what happens to them next, after you’ve seen the most 
important part of their lives.” I described the deadly bottles in the final 
act, which would be indicated by our gestures and expressions, each 
bottle filled with amber liquid that concealed an evil thief. Morjana, 
I explained, would discover the truth, empty all the bottles, and save 
the day! D was interested in the details, and looked at me so intently I 
thought I must be a genius, and he even said he might come to the play, 
buy a ticket, bring a blanket, he’d like to be a member of an audience, to 
sit with people in a row staring ahead at a performance by children.
 I asked my mother, “What’s wrong with him?” and she said, “Don’t 
worry. He’s poisoned himself. It’s still in his blood, that’s all.”

At the far end of the lawn, a badminton net sagged, and every 
now and then my mother gave my sister and me racquets, sunglasses, 
and hats, and sent us out into the morning gloom to hit the birdie. 
We needed some sport in our life, something more meaningful than 
theatre, and neither of us was as accomplished at tree climbing as 
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Jessie, who sat on a large branch at the edge of the yard gazing over at 
the Baileys’ larger branch and wide swimming pool. The two branches 
waved toward one another. My sister and I walked down the lawn and 
faced each other, racquets dangling, then wandered in circles for a 
while, until one of us said, “O.K., let’s hit this thing back and forth.” 
We could usually go for two or three volleys before the birdie bounced 
off her rim or mine, and we trekked over to retrieve it and started over. 
“What a moronic game,” my sister said after a while. “Do people really 
seriously spend their time doing this?” And we glanced at the house, 
and kept at it. Once, we perked up a bit when the screen door of the 
house opened, and both my mother, jersey and slipper clad, and my 
father, in khakis and old T-shirt, came out of the house together and 
headed down our way. “Think he’s going to play with us?” I asked, and 
my sister said, “Dunno,” and shrugged, but they both had racquets, 
and took sides, my father on my side of the net, and my mother with 
my sister. The game took off then momentarily, my mother laughing, 
and leaping in graceful and irrelevant angles, always managing to hit 
the birdie in one lucky shot after another, and my father used his strong 
tennis swing to keep her running, and shouted encouraging words to 
my sister, who seemed to have panicked, or become distressed with 
her bandages as my mother cried, “Come on! Come on! You don’t have 
to be athletic for this, just swing!” It seemed to me that no one was 
hitting the birdie my way at all, and I got angry after a while, and 
stopped trying, and stopped caring, and flung my racquet. I had tried a 
similar maneuver during a Chinese checkers tournament the previous 
summer, which was a bigger thrill since all the marbles went flying in 
colorful directions, but I found that I achieved the same overall effect 
in badminton—that is, stopping the game.
 “All right, that’s it,” my mother said to me, and tossed her racquet 
too and turned back toward the house. “You don’t know how to play.” 
And my father said, “You two keep playing by yourselves, I’m going to 
see where your Momma went.” And my sister and I faced each other 
again. “Great,” she said. “Good for you.” I picked up my racquet. A tiny 
white moth fluttered around my head, then over the net and back, like 
a stray piece of confetti. I swung at it, and it plummeted, and tossed in 
the grass, at which point I fell to my knees sobbing. “It’s just a moth,” 
my sister said. “You didn’t do it on purpose. You kill mosquitoes all 
the time.” But I couldn’t stop sobbing. I cupped the moth earnestly in 
my hands, and carried it to the house where I could nourish it with 
warmth and lamplight and love, although it would die, a day later.
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 That night, when I saw my sister enter The Nasty Bathroom 
cautiously and slide the door shut behind her to apply her pink cream 
and band-aids with no one watching, I went to keep vigil beside my moth. 
I watched the moth spin in circles, and lift its wings toward the light 
bulb, and I heard my sister start yelling for help inside the bathroom. 
She sounded frustrated, then panicked, then afraid. This, I knew, was 
what I myself dreaded most, and still do—a door slamming shut and 
never opening again, no one able to hear me. I did not know that one 
day doors become gestures, glances, tones, unyielding silence—I knew 
only that my sister sobbed and rattled a rusted door that wouldn’t give, 
as surely I would sob myself, and that she pounded her palms and fists 
against the metal. But when my mother asked, “Where is your sister? 
Where is she? Do you know?” I said I did not.

The noon hour that heralded the opening and closing 
performance of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves was bright, sunny, and 
rare. The sunlight drove the mosquitoes into silence; the hum beside 
our ears subsided. There would be no poison trucks, we learned that 
day, which meant the afternoon could arrive any way it wanted, across 
the lawn, or toward the pool, or onto the porch and balconies, a fresh 
globe of summer, shaken and set on the stage. In the hall behind the 
bookshelf, the Town and Country Troupe, as we had named ourselves, 
prepared for success. I stripped to my underwear, and slipped into 
my blue gown, and fastened my white handkerchief over my hair, and 
glided across the floor in my felt slippers. I was Morjana, slave and 
seducer of thieves, dancer of slippers and veils. I twirled in rehearsal 
while Jessie tried to fasten her pillow around her stomach with a 
wicker belt, and Liz pulled the pom-poms from her shirt. She didn’t 
know she was in a play, and that was cause for apprehension, but my 
sister and Jessie and I were actors, ready for anything, and producers 
too, and also the ticket takers. We had to be everywhere at once. To 
let us know that he was there, my father stepped backstage briefly and 
wished us all broken legs, and conducted a mock interview, treated us 
as celebrities, took our picture. The other adults were lined up noisily 
at the living room doors, and my sister, spotted and scabby, greeted 
them each, “Welcome to today’s production of Ali Baba presented by 
the Town and Country Troupe!” She tore their construction-paper 
tickets and I ran to hand out the programs.
 Claire and Bob Bailey were barelegged—they sat on the sofa, their 
freckled knees pressed close. My mother sat behind them, thin lipped 
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beside her sister and my uncle, and with a few other neighbors who 
had shown enthusiasm for our efforts. D sat alone, in an armchair, 
a blanket over his lap. He had shaved his beard for the occasion of 
our play, and he looked well-scrubbed, but his clothes hung from him 
loosely and his cheeks were veined with hundreds of small red lines. 
He wore a pair of dark glasses. My father was there at the end of the 
front row, telling jokes, of course, making people laugh. They all had 
drinks they cradled on their bellies like baby animals and the air felt, 
for the first time in weeks, light, rippling with pleasure and something 
else I could not quite name—not amusement, really, but something 
quieter, an elemental current that coursed between all the parents as 
they settled in together. My sister raised the small stage lights, and as 
Sally swung open her arms, a passive, perfect cave door of a girl, there 
was a flutter of applause and then silence. Not a mosquito sang. We 
had all the attention in the world.
 But our production did not turn out exactly as we had rehearsed 
and hoped. Liz kept falling, and tripping, until finally she ran shrieking 
into the audience and climbed into her mother’s lap, and everyone 
started laughing and there was no going on with the show. We’d barely 
begun. In my head I had pictured myself twirling, my white hands 
fluttering and whipping the air into riches, my hips swaying and my 
gown a blue brush as the thieves burst from their bottles and ran, and 
the cave door swung open, and gold spilled into the room, across the 
stage. But all these magic acts dissolved into air. Instead, I stood on 
the stage, and took my hankie from my hair and tossed it angrily—“It 
isn’t over! And it’s not supposed to be funny!”—while Sally quit being 
the cave door and started flapping her arms up and down like a big 
bird, and Bob Bailey stood laughing and applauding, and shouting 
“Encore!” and Liz kept crying. My sister shrugged and grinned. My 
father hugged everyone, and my mother said, “That’s show business, 
kids!” She hurried away for more drinks, her body brushing against 
the lamp, against the doorframe, against every vertical object she 
passed looking for a partner, a dance, flirting with the furniture of 
her unplanned life and the sound of applause still in her own ears. D 
removed his dark glasses to reveal brimming, bloodshot eyes.

Our Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves production opened and 
closed quickly, a door itself, years ago and I still see the light slant 
across the cherry floorboards as we all bow in our tiny solid bodies 
for our parents. My father lifts me in his arms, and my foot catches 
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inside his button down sweater, tears two buttons away, and I can 
hear the ripping of wool and feel that pull and snag at the buckle of 
my shoe. My mother kisses me, and I can smell the fruit and tang of 
hard liquor and Chanel perfume, and feel her earrings swing against 
my face. “May I have your earrings when you die?” I hear myself ask 
my mother, even as simultaneously, I hold her earrings in my adult 
hand, and she still replies sadly, though she is dead, “I suppose so. Is 
that all you want?” Perhaps my mother, like me, saw stories unfolding 
that summer that she never told anyone—maybe she saw me, after 
her own death, sorting despondently through her party dresses, her 
underwear, her books and letters, looking for her and asking, Where 
is she? Is she here? until I hear that kettle of water boiling on the stove, 
and my father whistling in the dark as he polishes his dress shoes in 
the toasty kitchen, and a wind rattles the trees along the driveway at 
Hodge Road. I march through the kitchen in my nightgown and out 
the screen door of late summer, letting the door slam behind me. I 
pull hard on the rusted door of The Maid of the Mist, climb up onto 
the cracked leather of the driver’s seat where no one but my father ever 
sits, and though I cannot see over the steering wheel, I put his key I 
have stolen into the ignition. It is the right key, it fits perfectly, and I 
drive with a roar up into the air, over the houses, over the lawns, into 
the future, into the Mist.
 But I never rehearsed this, and actually things did not go like that. 
I did not roar into the air. Instead, when I pulled the heavy car door 
shut, it slammed on my foot, and I was forced merely to scream, stuck 
and stunned by the abrupt agony of my own crushed toes. The door 
was too heavy for me to open even if I had tried—but I saw my father 
running from the House on Hodge Road, his face appeared there on 
the other side of the glass, he yanked open the car door and freed my 
foot, repeating, “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here.” And while my father tried 
to calm my shrieking—and I could not for some reason stop shrieking 
or struggling in his arms—the cream polish he had used to shine his 
shoes ignited on the hot kitchen stove. Flames swam up the wallpaper 
in a wild circus ribbon of light. I didn’t see this, of course. Nor did I see 
my mother alone in the kitchen staring in disbelief at the sudden rush 
of flames. I picture her, though, a dishtowel in one hand and a cloth 
slipper in her other hand, beating the flames by herself until finally, 
they are completely and miraculously doused and my mother stands 
shivering, drenched in sweat, uncertain what to do with herself next. 
She hears my shrill screams outside the house, as she has always feared 
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she would. She smells the smoke wafting inside the house, as she has 
always feared she would. I imagine she feels like she is dying. She holds 
her face and gasps.

So the finale is my mother’s, her magic act of extinguished 
fire, though there was no real show. It is night. The house on Hodge 
Road is a tomb of leaves and dead flies stirred by wind. The curtain of 
summer has descended. Or we indicate the curtain with our lowered 
heads. No one knows what will happen next, or what I have learned 
about mosquitoes, and blood rituals, fertility and the sliding shut of 
cave doors, or if troubles of breathing can ever be resolved. My mother 
does not know she will indeed die, of ovarian cancer. She has simply 
completed each one of her summer mysteries (the girl, the gold watch, 
and everything!). My father does not know that he will play music all 
his life, even without hope of her applause. He has simply completed 
another summer gig. The Baileys’ swimming pool is covered beneath a 
shroud of black plastic. A worker has been hired to assess the breadth 
of limbs, the pertinent danger of trees. My sister turns in the twin 
bed against the wall, and the bedsprings squeak. She is mummified, a 
bandaged girl, bled, wrapped, and ready for adolescence. Mosquitoes 
squeal and careen against walls, and make a tap tap sound above my 
head, oblivious to seasons. Now my mother sleeps. My sister sleeps. 
My cousins sleep. Somewhere, beneath coverlets, D sleeps in the bed 
he has made, and after that we will not see him again. I lie awake, 
waiting for my father, who is not yet home.
 I chew absently on a bit of garlic. Soon I know there will be an 
arc of light across the flowered walls, a coughing of his car’s engine, 
and the crush of gravel beneath wheels. Then my mother’s fleet feet 
hurrying, answering my father’s need. But when I hear him at last—
the scrape of his dress shoes against the step, of his saxophone case on 
the stoop—and I toss back the sweaty sheets and go to the window, 
I can see him turning, looking out puzzled at the lawn. He knocks, 
again, then again. He is waiting for my mother. But my mother does 
not come. He knocks a little louder. And still she does not come. 
One night she did not come! I turn back toward the house, my heart 
pounding, and listen for my mother on the stairs. But there is nothing. 
The rooms stretch and yawn around me, my sister yawns, and I know 
there is no one left for my father, no one to let him come home.
 I press my face against the screen of the window. I peer down at his 
slumped posture. I want to speak, to tell him, soon, soon, someone will 
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come down the stairs to let him in—my mother will wake and hurry 
with her candle, my sister will stir and whisper, “Is that Dad?” and I will 
fall the long, inevitable distance into my own unconsciousness, once 
the laughter and mutterings have ceased and my parents’ bedroom 
door has shut on their love, on that permanent mystery of night. They 
will curl, I imagine, round one another in tenderness, as all parents 
must. They will breathe and turn together in their music of marriage 
and sleep. But there is no soon. The minutes drag away across the lawn 
toward the rabbit’s cage, and my father sighs. I don’t call down to him. 
I don’t run to wake my mother. I see him fumble for his keys, but 
they’re no good—keys are no good. People open doors, not keys; we 
both know this. But he does not say the words. He does not know the 
words he needs. So he steps across the driveway, he heads back to The 
Maid of the Mist, he sits for several minutes in the front seat with the 
engine running, and then he drives away.
 “Dad’s gone,” I say to my sister, loudly.
 She sighs. “He’ll be back. Please. Go to sleep.”
 But he walked to his car, and started up the engine, and the 
shadow of his body looked up at the house where I waited—maybe he 
even saw me standing there. I think of this night often—of my father 
rattling the door, of the way he did not call my mother’s name, and of 
the way I watched him and then pulled the curtain closed.

When we moved away at summer’s end, I orbited the house a 
last time, taking everything in, as I always do when endings arrive. 
There is my mother lying in her underwear on a sofa, her hand fallen 
against the carpet, a mystery novel open across her face…there is my 
sister, ice packs on her thighs, a cloth around her bitten neck…my father’s 
radio playing Benny Goodman, Chet Baker, Duke Ellington, static music 
filling all the rooms…the limb of Mr. Bailey’s tree falling with a rustle 
across the hedge of our driveway…my cousins singing the cat came back, 
they thought he was a goner!…my mother rising and asking no one in 
particular, asking the air, “What’s our poison tonight?” Around again 
and there is my mother falling down in the kitchen, or falling down in 
the street, or falling on the stairs, her chestnut hair turned silver; my 
cousins in their wedding gowns, walking their aisles, admiring their gold 
rings; my father carrying his sax case up and down a thousand stairs, 
carrying my mother; my parents clinging as though they are new young 
lovers dancing to a slow jazz tune; my mother in a hospital bed, her 
veins radiating the necessary poison, her pale body, finally, discovered; 
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her body, ashes. Now my mother calls to me, panicked, from somewhere 
else. She is calling from some large and frightening space she cannot 
fathom, into that other space where I orbit alone in my middle age, her 
voice repeating itself in my words, the words I write. Where is Melora? 
Where is she? Is she all right? Where is Melora?

I am standing on a wide sunlit lawn. I am seven years old. 
“Come on, kids!” my father yells, “Who wants to play with me? Don’t 
any of you want to play? This is the great outdoors! Wake up, you little 
house-moles! Come on! You can’t catch me!”
 He is wearing his old sneakers and khakis and a fraying cotton 
sweater, the way I will always see him though he grows older, frailer, 
and more breakable each year. He is jumping back and forth. He is 
beckoning to my sister, and to me, and to Liz and Jessie and Sally and 
Doogie, who are all suddenly screaming and jumping back and forth 
too. There is a frenzy of delight and ecstatic movement, the trucks 
are gone, the summer is suddenly unleashed, my father is laughing 
breathlessly and cutting crazy zigzags across the grass and I watch 
as everyone begins to chase him. Sally and Doogie shriek and grab 
at the seat of my father’s trousers. Jessie feints and dodges whenever 
he changes course. Liz falls and tumbles happily behind the others. 
And my sister jogs along in his wake, a smile breaking even for her. 
My father darts around like this for a long time, pursued by children, 
hearing his own music, and then, performing marvelous defeat, he 
does let them catch him after all—my father is captured at last! He 
falls dramatically on his playing field, bellowing beneath the weight 
of kids who buzz and crawl across his chest and unlace his sneakers 
and pin his arms in the grass. But of course it’s only an illusion. No 
one can ever really catch my father. Instead, he gathers them all up, 
he is holding them, he is hugging everyone to him, my father can hug 
everyone at once, he is kissing and hugging and tickling everyone, 
there is enough laughter to last forever, and the noise of it all, of all this 
unexpected happiness, is as loud as forty thieves discovering riches, 
and brings my mother to the screen door where she stands quietly, 
holding her drink. 
 My mother is a swaying orange blur behind the screen. She is an 
unfinished stroke of wild color and luck. “Oh no, be careful!” she calls 
out, sounding fond but also worried of course. “Don’t get hurt! Don’t 
let anyone end up hurt! No more trips to the hospital please!”
 And when my father looks up, he sees me waiting alone, and shouts, 
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“Hey! You! Little girl! What are you doing over there all by yourself? 
Why don’t you want to play with us? Come on! Let’s go get her!”
 I don’t move as my father runs toward me with open arms. I’m 
not sure what I’m meant to do. I’m still not sure. What does it mean, 
after all, to be loved?
 In a rush of sweat and cotton, my father sweeps me up in his arms 
and runs with me. I am the only one now. I cling to his neck. I feel his 
heart. We run faster and faster, my father with me, and no shade to 
this lawn which grows quiet and endless as we leave behind us the next 
minute, the next hour, the next life that approaches so quickly.
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Barry, Kevin. There Are Little Kingdoms. Dublin, Ireland: The 
Stinging Fly Press, 2007. 177 pages. €9.99.

Kevin Barry’s first short story collection, There Are Little Kingdoms, 
is the opening act in what bodes to be a long career by this Irish 
writer of truly masterful gifts. At his core, Barry is a storyteller, a 
spinner of yarns and tales, and this quality is not lost in self-conscious 
writing, but rather celebrated in this highly imaginative collection 
of thirteen short stories. The bulk of this collection is set in a rural 
Ireland that is slipping, from beneath these compelling characters into 
modernity, but with a balance of humor and tragedy, and a spotless 
sense of phrasing, description and lyricism, Barry is able to sidestep 
the risk of romanticizing the rural in order to tackle themes as large 
as love, desperation, and boredom. In these stories, a stressed-out 
genie attempts to grant three wishes to a jaded antique seller, a fat 
pinball virtuoso rules the roost “after a tar-melter of a day,” and a 
disillusioned chip shop owner searches for his identity in Clonmel. 
Throw in swinging poultry farmers and a clairvoyant taxi driver and 
you have a spectacular collection by a writer of great talent. 
 The first story, “Atlantic City,” which steals its title from a pinball 
machine in a “breeze-block arcade” on Broad Street, establishes Barry’s 
skill in character description:

At nineteen, he was the oldest of the habituees, and certainly 
the biggest. Not fat so much as massive, the width of a small 
van across the shoulders, and he moved noiselessly, as though 
on castors, and the flesh swung and rolled with him, there 
was no little grace to it….

 The majority of Barry’s characters are eccentric, rural fixtures, 
and—save for Josie, a woman passing through town to hide from a 
controlling, abusive husband—they are settled, immobile, larger-than-
life, and thrust against the setting of an ever-changing Ireland. Barry 
presents these characters with balance and great delicacy so as not to 
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lose a sense of perspective or scale. In “Breakfast Wine,” we meet Mr. 
Kelliher, a sober, melodramatic, and obsessive-compulsive bar owner:

He took the rag to the counter and worked the rag in small 
tight circles, worked it with the turn of the knot and the 
run of the grain, he was a man of precise small flourishes, 
Mr Kelliher, and these flourishes were a taunt to the world. 
Even in desperate times, they said, proper order shall be 
maintained. The Kelliher mouth, like generations of Kelliher 
mouths before it, was bitter, dry and clamped, and the small 
grey eyes were deranged with injustice.

In “Last Days of the Buffalo,” we meet Foley, a timid, massive, and 
clairvoyant taxi driver who appears both commonplace and mythical:

And you’ll take him for an easeful man, a serene giant at 
the wheel of a gliding Nissan. Sometimes even the briefest 
touch is enough: you hand him the fare and he hands back 
the change and you feel the strange quiver, its coldness. He 
can tell precisely, in each case but his own. 

 Barry presents these stories almost cinematically, as if each drama 
were a Super 8 movie played out on a slow summer night. “Party at 
Helen’s,” perhaps the most socially revealing story in the book, is set at 
an after-hours gathering in a growing Galway:

The house had tongue-and-groove walls greening with damp 
and was filled with the smell of the damp and with the cloying 
waft of a low-grade cannabis resin. It was a little past four. 
The panes of the sash windows trembled with vibration from 
the music that was playing and the miserable furniture was 
pushed back to the walls.

Here Barry successfully weaves the theme of change into his narrative, 
landscape, and characters. For even his young, supposedly carefree 
partygoers face pending abortions and “the first divorce in Tipp after 
divorce came in.” 
 As the title of the book suggests, each story is a kingdom of its 
own and Barry is quick to remind us of that. “The train pulled into 
a country station,” begins “The Wintersongs,” possibly the most well-
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crafted story in the collection, and quickly Barry displays his ability to 
surround rich characters with a vivid landscape, while demonstrating 
his genius for dialogue and scale:

A slow rumbling, then the sullen build of momentum, and 
the countryside was unpeeled, image by image: an old house 
with its slate roof caved in; magpies bossing a field; on higher 
ground, a twist of grey trees in the grudging light….
 Would you believe, she said, that I was up for half six? 
Sitting in the kitchen in front of a two-bar fire, with the jaws 
hanging open. You see I didn’t want to miss Canavan. And 
it’s not as if I had sleep to distract me. Sure there’s no more 
such thing as sleep. Do you know the way? Of course you 
don’t….

If there was a heat-seeking device high up, mapping all 
movement by the glow of the blood, it would pick them out as 
two pulsing red ovals—tiny dots on a vast map.

 There Are Little Kingdoms is an ambitious debut about the 
importance and steadiness of kinship. Kevin Barry “…[makes] up 
stories out of the wet salty air, about people and for people,…” and he 
writes, not of the king or the peasant, but rather of the royal qualities 
that we all share. This portrayal is so forceful that we, as readers, are 
left with no choice but to acknowledge this kinship, and to look happily 
forward to more from Kevin Barry.

 —Reviewed by Timothy Shea

Vice, Brad. The Bear Bryant Funeral Train. Montgomery, AL: River 
City Publishing, 2007. 224 pages. $16.95.

Apart from any plagiarism controversy surrounding The Bear Bryant 
Funeral Train’s original publication in 2005, the reissue of Brad Vice’s 
short story collection by River City Publishing deserves attention because 
such striking, pitch-perfect writing is undeniable in both its contribution 
to Alabama literature and to the literary world. All of the stories original to 
the first edition are contained herein, along with a new story (“Demopolis”) 
as well as an introductory essay by Vice and several commentary essays 
by other authors and scholars. These critical essays included at the end 
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lend credence to Vice’s decisions in appropriating other texts and seek 
to justify this book as a significant event in literature. The fact that in his 
prefatory essay Vice acknowledges and apologizes for his mistake helps 
soothe any further complaints of plagiarism and allows you to delve into 
the richly evoked stories of Vice’s particular version of Southern gothic 
and grotesqueries, what this writer calls: “blood and hay realism.”
 The actual stories are split up into two sections: “Stalin” and 
Other Children’s Stories and The Bear Bryant Funeral Train. The first 
section packs less of a punch in terms of narrative drive and stand-
alone strength, except for “Chickensnake” which is on par with all of 
the second section. Here, these “children’s stories” have Vice dulling the 
edge of his tiller, opting instead to pull these fictions out by a slower, 
gentler hand. His prose rests more on cliché, too-familiar notions, and 
because of that, his language and narrators suffer into becoming less 
aerodynamic raconteurs and more mediocre storytellers. But, as these 
are “children’s stories,” there is an overwhelming sensation of longing 
regret that can only be discovered through a lost “wrecked childhood” 
and a new adulthood where one finally recognizes that a father’s mouth 
can be “the very edge of ruin.” With that said though, even in the first 
section there are lines on every single page that you will wish you had 
written in stories you will wish you had witnessed. 
 Admittedly, the second section, The Bear Bryant Funeral Train, is 
where Vice’s words deftly match his storytelling energy. In this section’s 
stories, the characters have clear as day voices and undergo unique crises. 
In “Report from Junction,” you meet a soon-to-be Texas A&M football 
tryout who feels compelled to determine the fate of a stranger’s dying 
calf, all the while imagining the brutal practices that the new coach is 
putting his team through in the middle of a drought. In “Demopolis,” 
you meet a son who must confront his violent father before leaving the 
country with his girlfriend, as well as all manner of ghostly sanitarium 
inmates, ex-school principals in need of escape, Klu Klux Klan members 
and perhaps even Paul “Bear” Bryant himself. Every single line of Vice’s 
prose is a pressurized encapsulation of the story’s—and his overall rough-
and-tumble world’s—larger conflict: tragedy occurs on a daily basis, but 
change only comes when one looks back on the misfortune and realizes 
that history can and will repeat itself. As if every constructed image could 
suddenly shatter (and sometimes they do), the potential for the unexpected 
in Vice’s stories roils inside each scene. In a setting where Klan rallies are 
considered weekend entertainment when the home team’s away, where 
conversation is as specific as a man’s weapon of choice, where, as Vice 
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leads off his first story with, “All the old diseases are coming back to us,” 
there is no shying away from the visceral. Just as his characters must 
accept the fact that they cannot “stop the world from eating itself,” Vice 
embraces the harshness of reality, makes it curl back in on itself to keep 
his stories rolling, far after you finish the last word. He does not linger too 
long on any one image, a strength that keeps his lines running full speed. 
 These are more than simply fictions about odd occurrences on the 
corn farm or in the backwoods town. By heightening your awareness 
of the characters through his “blood and hay realism,” Brad Vice’s The 
Bear Bryant Funeral Train demonstrates how Tuscaloosa and the rest of 
Alabama becomes one brooding source for the belief that this land really 
does “bend people to strange purposes.”

 —Reviewed by Alexander Lumans

Ball, Angela. Night Clerk at the Hotel of Both Worlds. Pittsburgh, 
PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2007. 72 pages. $14.00.

As the title Night Clerk at the Hotel of Both Worlds suggests, Angela 
Ball’s new book of poems examines two worlds under one roof. This roof 
happens to be part of a metaphorical hotel, with the poems acting as a 
kind of vehicle for what seems to be the driving tenor among many of 
these poems: “We cry our cry with no special audience but ourselves, / 
And there is paradox in every song.” 
 The book is split into two sections: A Convention of Offenses and The 
Candidates. In the first section, Ball questions the criteria by which we 
judge things, pointing out the ambiguity that exists among characters, 
or between the speaker and her world. In the final poem of the first 
section, “Fence,” Ball creates a boundary between how we judge and 
who is judged, segueing into the book’s second section: “Late in the day, 
the wire loses / Its decisiveness, the posts fade / To charcoal strokes….”
 In The Candidates, Ball presents a series of poems whose characters 
are on display. The poem “Why I Should Be a Concierge” invites the 
reader to indulge in the speaker’s fantasy: 

  This very minute
  I can steer you toward a heated flea market,
  Some military sewing, or a quick hot sandwich
  That doubles as a men’s facial (good for beards).
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Here is a book speaking to itself—weighing such characters ranging 
from a lodger to Freud or even to a scientist. The speaker in these poems 
leaves everything to question and shies away from nothing, challenging 
the people she brings into her life—into her hotel. This hotel belongs 
to the people who check in, as well as to the night clerk, who does not 
sleep through the night. If anything can be said about this collection of 
poems, it is that Ball sees the paradoxes in these lives, in their stories. 
She is curious as to what goes on behind these doors after she has passed 
them by; she is eager to find truth, arguing with these people—making 
her own mark in their lives. In “Provisions,” the collection’s final poem, 
the speaker is desperate for connection:

  I think we’re all missing something:
  
  Salt from shakers
  Kept all day on the cafeteria tables.
  A party at the beginning of the world.
  A harbor so full of boats no one can float away.

 Reader, beware; you might find yourself confused by who is 
checking in and checking out—these two worlds blur, become almost 
indistinguishable. In fact, the speaker hints that we are all suffering 
under the same sheets. In “Society for the Dissolution of Learning,” 
these two worlds collide, exhibiting Ball’s rhetorical wit and depth, 
using humor to approach a scientist’s claim:

  A scientist reports that evolution is
  “A factory for the almost impossible,”

  So I’ve decided to go there.
  I am a seminary for the pretty close to impetuous.

  A nonscientist, I see the creation of life
  As a kind of bulk mailing,
  Much of which arrived
  At the wrong address.

This poem speaks for a book that works to disprove credibility and 
discover compromise—and yet Ball realizes her limits. With this 
balancing act of purgatory, Ball gives her reader a world as complex as 
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its characters, as challenging as the dichotomies humans create. Ball 
brings energy and humor to subject matter that is both complex and 
trivial, making Night Clerk at the Hotel of Both Worlds a book worth 
sleeping with.

 —Reviewed by Kerry James Evans

Barker, Brian. The Animal Gospels. Dorset, Vermont: Tupelo Press, 
2006. 76 pages. $16.95.

Brian Barker’s first book of poems, The Animal Gospels, is a collection 
that fearlessly seeks to uncover that which made and makes the self. In 
poem after poem, Barker reaches for insight with the highest lyrical and 
narrative ambitions, moving within and between time and imagination, 
at all times examining the strange entanglement of elements that make 
us who we are. Like the “fizz and flash / of your spent filament” that 
briefly illuminates the “foggy-eyed stranger” in the mirror of “Self-
Portrait With Burnt Out Light Bulb”—like that “smoky globe” which, 
when shaken, emits a “scarce, peculiar song / of broken light”—it is the 
musical world that draws Barker to the poetic medium. 
 The book’s first section, composed of the poem “Flood,” asks:

 Where have all the night tunes fled?

 The thrum of locusts, those tin blossoms I loved
 To hear ratchet and uncoil
       and swivel down from the cypress trees,
 Are long gone, gone with the freight trains
 Slogging through the humidity,
                      their shadowchurn over 
 The tarred trestles, their castanets of wood and air and steel.

“Flood” is a poem that depicts the aftermath of 2001’s Tropical Storm 
Allison in Houston, Texas, with the musicality (or sudden lack thereof) 
of the convergence of the animal and human as its driving principle. 
In this opening section, Barker reveals his acute awareness of the frail 
connection between these realms and asks not only “Who will remember 
us?” but also charges himself with that duty: “What will I remember?”
 The poems of the second section show Barker’s wide imaginative 
range. Like the clabberless bell of “Elegy With A Mute Bell,” which has 
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lost its “perfect // high-toned pitch,” leaving only “its absence…marked 
// on the sill,” “Gospel with Lion And Gazelle” and “Snow Over Shaver’s 
Fork” discover a liminal “space / before speech, where the wind // 
swallows our cries” and where narration is “Duped again by the silence,”  
“speechless / syllables claiming a void.” 
 Barker’s imagination reveals a horrific awe for the human. In “Dog 
Gospel,” he writes, “When I dare at last to imagine hunger,” and we are 
led into a storyscape of a boy beating an abandoned dog in order to feed 
his hankering “for something he cannot name.” In “Guinea Pig Gospel,” 
Barker takes on the voice of “Exhibit X,” one of the one hundred and 
twenty-eight African American men who died as a result of a study of 
syphilis disguised as “free medical care.” The poem commemorates 
the lives of these men who were once “young and poor” and who “slept 
naked in a field listening to bullfrogs,” lamenting the men’s fate to be 
“burnt by the blind god of Indifference and Mistakes.”
 The third section, the thirteen-page “Crow Gospel Coming Down 
from the Mountain,” stealthily navigates the rocky terrain of childhood, 
imagination, memory, and actual experience. This long poem further 
explores human iniquity in depicting the racism of Barker’s hometown 
of Bristol, Tennessee. The poem opens with an invasion of crows and a 
god who “has turned his back on our town,” then quickly moves into 
a retelling of the day his third grade class mistook a KKK rally for a 
parade. Later, when the speaker’s grandmother (“a neat woman, / A kind 
woman, a staunch Christian”) tells him, “The coloreds ruin everything / 
they touch.” After she asks, “Do you think if you died tonight you’d go to 
heaven?,” he imagines God as an almost-tangible presence:

Later, when I lay in bed fearing an end
I couldn’t even imagine, I gave God a body 
And a name, and tried to pray:

I’m an honest boy, Hoss.
My heart is clay, Hoss.
O please Hoss, hollow me out before they do.

Notice the ambiguity of “they” in these lines. Is “they” the crows 
who “strutted into town / to roost in the trees?” Is “they” “Brother 
Defeat [who] leans against the lamp post, tapping his foot / …tossing 
cashews to the crows // As Sisyphus…feels the mountain / Crumbling 
on his back?” or “…Little Jimmy Jenkins and his ilk, white-robed, / 
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A few of the men playing instruments, / Zig-[zagging] towards City 
Hall”? Or is “they,” in fact, the “…black men… // Dirty and exhausted 
from working / Construction the whole day, dynamiting / …a hole 
that would become, by summer, / The Lee Tunnel off Highway 81”? 
Barker provides no answer. He is more interested in the fallacy of his 
supposedly Christian upbringing, and in the damaging impact that 
racism has on communities and, particularly, on children. 
 The poems of the fourth section bore deeper into Barker’s 
upbringing. In “Muskrat Gospel,” the body of the speaker’s grandfather 
“begins to return to light,” and the speaker claims that “…if I want to 
understand, / I must follow him back before dawn,” “…I must place 
my hands / on his when he holds his breath / and cracks their velvet 
necks.” In “Still Life with Charlie & Shorty,” we are asked to “Let the 
boy lead you by the hand / close enough to see that this / is not some 
trick of light or mirrors.” Later, in “Gospel with Swine & Fire,” the 
reader is told to return to the beginning, ”…your father / undressing 
in the dark,…” “…your mother robed in a cotton gown, / flushed in 
the heat, her chapped hands smoothing / the blanket she’s drawn up 
under her chin.” 
 The book’s final section, composed of the eleven-page poem 
“Monkey Gospel Floating Out to Sea,” exhorts us that “Our whole lives 
are quest and quest,… // A familiar face glimpsed on a busy street, then 
gone. / A name that can’t find its groove on the tongue.” Like the books 
of the Old Testament, which attempt, on one level, to translate the word 
of God and, on another, to tell a morally instructive tale, The Animal 
Gospels reveals an equally bifurcated landscape of truth and mythology. 
These poems make no attempt to reach ultimate truth; rather, they 
compel us to enter what Charles Wright calls “the country of Narrative”; 
to embark on a journey that places the flawed nature of the human self 
in the expeditionary context of narration. 
 Brian Barker reminds us, like the mockingbird of “Mockingbird 
Gospel” “Who sings the songs it sang / beneath feather and flesh, its 
tongs / humming, a tuning fork struck // with breath and blood,” that 
the story is often “told best by hands.” And while the “quest” may not 
bring us to a definition of self, The Animal Gospels certainly brings us 
closer.

 —Reviewed by Andrew McFadyen-Ketchum
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1986, in the creative writing program at the University of Arkansas.

Shelly Hubman is finishing an M.A. in Creative Writing at Northwestern 
University. Her work has appeared recently in Roux. She lives in Chicago, 
and she teaches Spanish at Northwestern University.

Al Hudgins was born and raised in Norfolk, Virginia, where his photo as 
a newborn appeared in the local newspaper, the Virginian-Pilot, during 
National Baby Week. His poems have appeared recently in Ploughshares, 
North American Review, Confrontation, and Atlanta Review.

Amorak Huey is a newspaper journalist and writer completing an MFA 
at Western Michigan University. His work has appeared in the Lullwater 
Review, Controlled Burn, Barrelhouse, and Elysian Fields Quarterly.

Kathryn Hunt lives in Port Townsend, on the northwest coast of 
Washington. Her poems have appeared in In Posse Review, The Sun, and 
Open Spaces. She earns her living as a freelance writer.

Bryan Tso Jones has been published in Crab Orchard Review, Minnesota 
Review, and Runes. He lives in Chico, California.
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Heather Kirn’s poems and essays have appeared in the Southern Review, 
Colorado Review, Hunger Mountain, and Pilgrimage.  Her nonfiction was 
honored in The Atlantic Monthly’s 2006 Student Writing Competition.  
She lives and teaches in Berkeley, California.

Kateri Kosek is a graduate of Vassar College. Her poems have appeared in 
the Potomac Review, South Dakota Review, and Rough Places Plain: Poems 
of the Mountains (Salt Marsh Pottery Press). She is working on an MFA in 
Professional Writing through Western Connecticut State University.

Anna Kushner was born in Philadelphia and first traveled to Cuba in 
1999. Her writing has appeared in the Bucks County Writer, Epiphany, 
and Wild River Review, and her translations have appeared in the 
Virginia Quarterly, Words Without Borders, and the anthology Another 
Sky: Voices of Conscience from Around the World (Profile Books, UK).

C.T. Lawrence has published in TriQuarterly, Western Humanites 
Review, and The New Earth Reader.  She has a Ph.D. in fiction from the 
University of Houston and is currently a professor of creative writing at 
Bloomsburg University in Pennsylvania. “Cabbage” is part of a memoir 
about motherhood and mental illness which she received a grant from 
the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts to complete.

Moira Linehan’s collection, If No Moon, won the 2006 Crab Orchard 
Series in Poetry Open Competition. She has new work in Green 
Mountains Review, Image, Notre Dame Review, and Poetry East.

Susan Ludvigson’s eighth poetry collection from Louisiana State 
University Press is Escaping the House of Certainty.

Richard Lyons is the author of These Modern Nights (University of 
Missouri Press), Hours of the Cardinal (University of South Carolina 
Press), and Fleur Carnivore (The Word Works). He teaches in the English 
Department at Mississippi State University in Starkville, Mississippi.

Christine Marshall is a doctoral candidate at the University of Utah. 
She has been a finalist for the “Discovery”/The Nation Prize. Her poems 
appear or are forthcoming in AGNI, Calyx, Western Humanities Review, 
and Nimrod.
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Lisa Maria Martin received her MFA from Cornell University. Her 
poetry has appeared in Pleiades and Indiana Review. She currently 
teaches writing in Texas.

Derick Mattern lives near Tokyo, Japan. This is his first publication at a 
national level in the United States.

Lynne Potts taught poetry at the Globe Institute in New York and 
the American School of Marrakech, and she was poetry editor of the 
Columbia Journal of Literature and Art from 2003–2005. Her poems 
have appeared in the Paris Review, Southern Humanities Review, Oxford 
Magazine, Cumberland Review, Drumvoices Revue, and AGNI.

Stanley Radhuber is an American poet and freelance writer living in 
France. He has published a collection of poetry,  Flying Over Greenland 
(Prescott Street Press), and he has won two Avery Hopwood writing 
awards at the University of Michigan. He publishes poetry, fiction, and 
articles fairly regularly. 

Suzanne Rindell is from Northern California, but currently she is 
working toward her Ph.D. in English literature at Rice University. Some 
of her recent and forthcoming publications include the Georgetown 
Review, Nimrod, Convergence, Boxcar Poetry Review, storySouth, Texas 
Review, and Sulphur River Literary Review.

Lauren Rooker’s poems and essays have appeared in the National 
Literary Review, Cider Press Review, Iris, Matter, and Social Issues 
Firsthand: Prisons. She lives with her huband and daughter in Nashville, 
Tennessee.

Joy Russell is a poet, writer and playwright. Her writing has appeared 
or is forthcoming in Callaloo, TCR, The Caribbean Writer, The Penguin 
Book of New Black Writing in Britain, and Bluesprint: Black British 
Columbian Literature and Orature. Born in Belize, she lived in London, 
England, for many years and now lives in North Vancouver.

Angela Rydell’s poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in Beloit Poetry 
Journal, Alaska Quarterly Review, and Prairie Schooner. She received 
an MFA in poetry from Warren Wilson College and lives in Madison, 
Wisconsin.
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Catherine Sasanov’s most recent poetry collection is the chapbook, 
What’s Left of Galgani (Franciscan University Press). Her poems have 
been published in Field, Hotel Amerika, Salamander, Sentence, and 
Skidrow Penthouse. A yet untitled chapbook, exploring the discovery 
that her family had owned slaves in Southwest Missouri, is forthcoming 
from Červená Barva Press.

Dana Schwartz is a writer and self-defense instructor living in 
Brooklyn, New York, with her husband. In 2008, she will receive her 
MFA in fiction writing from Fairleigh Dickinson University. She was a 
finalist in the 2007 Bellingham Review Tobias Wolff Award for Fiction 
and in The Ledge 2006 Fiction Awards Competition.

Cecilie Scott’s nonfiction has appeared in the Dos Passos Review, The 
Healing Muse, and The Raven Chronicles. She was a finalist for the 2004 
Mid-American Review Creative Nonfiction Award. Current projects 
include a collection of linked stories—fiction and nonfiction—of 
travelers seeking paradise, and a memoir, “Knowing Bodies.”

Andrea Shaw is assistant director of the Division of Humanities and 
an assistant professor of English at Nova Southeastern University in 
Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. She was born in Jamaica, and her book, The 
Embodiment of Disobedience: Fat Black Women’s Unruly Political 
Bodies (Lexington Books), was published in 2006. Her writing has been 
published in World Literature Today, MaComére, The Caribbean Writer, 
Feminist Media Studies, Social Semiotics, and FEMSPEC.

Robin Silbergleid is the author of a chapbook, Pas de Deux: Prose and 
Other Poems (Basilisk Press). She is currently working on a book-length 
memoir titled “Texas Girl.”  She lives in East Lansing, Michigan, where 
she teaches at Michigan State University.

Taije Silverman’s debut book, Houses Are Fields, will be published by 
Louisiana State University Press in 2009. Her poems are forthcoming in 
the Massachusetts Review, Pleiades, Ploughshares, and Prairie Schooner.

Natasha Singh’s work has appeared in the Threepenny Review, Rungh 
Magazine, and Contours of the Heart: South Asians Map North America. 
She has been the recipient of the Canada Council Grant for writers. She 
lives in New York where she is completing a memoir in essays.
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Whitney Steen received her MFA in fiction writing from Sarah 
Lawrence College.  A native of Tulsa, Oklahoma, she currently lives in 
Brooklyn and is a Web Editor for the journal Pindeldyboz.  This is her 
first published work of fiction.

Sam Taylor currently lives and writes  in Austin, Texas.  His book, Body 
of the World, was published by Ausable Press. Read and hear more of his 
work at www.samtaylor.us.

Bradford Tice received his M.A. in poetry from the University of 
Colorado, and he is now at work on his Ph.D. at the University of 
Tennessee. His poetry and fiction have appeared or are forthcoming in 
North American Review, The Atlantic Monthly, Mississippi Review, and 
the anthology This New Breed: Gents, Bad Boys, and Barbarians 2.

Jen Town’s poems have appeared in or are forthcoming in Rhino, Epoch, 
Mid-American Review, Cimarron Review, Third Coast, Iron Horse 
Literary Review, and the anthology, Along the Shore. She is the poetry 
editor of The Journal at The Ohio State University.

D.H. Tracy’s poetry and criticism appear widely. He lives in Illinois.

Elizabeth Volpe lives in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. Her poems have 
appeared in Connecticut Review, Epicenter, Phoebe, Rattle, Comstock 
Review, The MacGuffin, Atlanta Review, and Adirondack Review. She 
received first prize in the Briar Cliff Review 2004 Poetry Contest and the 
2006 Metro Detroit Writers Contest.

Eamonn Wall is a native of Enniscorthy, County Wexford, Ireland, who 
has lived in the United States since 1982. A Tour of Your Country, his fifth 
collection of poetry, will be published this year by Salmon Publishing. 
He is also the author of many literary and personal essays, and reviews. 
He teaches at the University of Missouri-St. Louis.

Tana Jean Welch is currently working on a Ph.D. in Literature at 
Florida State University in Tallahassee, where she is also a volunteer for 
Runaway With Words, a national program of poetry workshops for at-
risk young people. Her poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in the 
North American Review, Puerto del Sol, George Washington University 
Review, and Alehouse Press.
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Cori A. Winrock grew up in a village outside Rochester, New York, near 
an emu farm. Her work was recently published as Editor’s Choice for 
Mid-American Review’s James Wright Poetry Award and is a 2007 Finch 
Prize finalist. Her poems are forthcoming in the National Poetry Review 
and Diagram. She is a graduate of Cornell University’s MFA program.

Melora Wolff is an essayist and poet whose recent publications include 
The Best American Fantasy 2006, Southern Review, Green Mountains 
Review, and Fugue. She has been a recipient of an Artist’s Fellowship in 
Nonfiction Literature from the New York Foundation for the Arts, and 
of the Philip Roth Residence in Creative Writing at Bucknell University. 
She teaches at Skidmore College.

Maya Jewell Zeller grew up in rural Washington and Oregon.  Her 
poems, interviews, and reviews most recently appear or are forthcoming 
in Poet Lore, Spoon River Poetry Review, Cincinnati Review, Blue Collar 
Review, Phoebe, Isotope, Southeast Review, Willow Springs, LitList, and 
Rattle. She teaches composition at a community college and serves as a 
writer-in-residence in the Spokane public schools.



The Richard Peterson Poetry Prize, Jack Dyer Fiction Prize, 

& John Guyon Literary Nonfiction Prize

($1500 prize in each category)

One winner and two finalists will be chosen in each category. The three category 
winners will be published and the finalists offered publication (with a minimum 
payment of $150) in the Winter/Spring 2009 issue of Crab Orchard Review. 

Contest Guidelines: Entries must be previously unpublished, original work 
written in English by a United States citizen or permanent resident. Simultaneous 
submissions are considered, but an entry is ineligible to win if accepted for 
publication elsewhere. Name, address, telephone number, and/or email address 
should appear only on a cover page for the entry, which should also include 
the title of the work (or, in the case of poetry, the titles of the three poems) and 
the genre of the entry—either “Poetry,” “Fiction,” or “Literary Nonfiction.” The 
author’s name should not appear on any subsequent page. All entries must be 
postmarked between February 1, 2008 and April 30, 2008. (Next year, the entry 
period will be March and April.) Late entries will be returned unread. Enclose a 
#10, self-addressed, stamped envelope for notification of winners.

Page Restrictions: Poetry entries should consist of 3 poems (100 line limit per 
poem). Prose entry length: up to 6000 words for fiction or up to 6500 words for 
literary nonfiction. One poetry entry, story, or essay per $10 entry; a writer 
may send up to three separate entries ($10 each) in one genre or a total of three 
entries ($10 each) if entering all competitions.

New Lower Entry Fee: $10 for each entry. Please make checks payable 
to “CRAB ORCHARD REVIEW.” All entrants will receive the Winter/Spring 
2009 issue of Crab Orchard Review, which will feature the winners of these 
competitions. If you send two entries with $20, we will send you the 2009 
Summer/Fall issue as well; if you send three entries with $30, we will send you 
the 2009 Summer/Fall issue and the 2010 Winter/Spring issue as well.

Entries must be clearly addressed to: Crab Orchard Review Literary 
Contests, Dept. of English, Mail Code 4503, Southern Illinois University, 1000 
Faner Drive, Carbondale, Illinois 62901. The outside of the envelope must be 
marked “Poetry,” “Fiction,” or “Literary Nonfiction.”

COR Literary Contests
$4500 in Prizes



Crab OrcharD Series 
In Poetry 

2007 FIRST BOOK 
AWARD

Announcement

Crab Orchard Review and Southern Illinois University 
Press are pleased to announce the winner of the 2007 Crab 
Orchard Series in Poetry First Book Award.

Our final judge, Lynne McMahon, selected Sean Nevin’s 
Oblivio Gate as the winner. His collection will be published 
by Southern Illinois University Press in Fall 2008.

We want to thank all of the poets who entered manuscripts 
in our Crab Orchard Series in Poetry First Book Award 
Competition.

Crab Orchard Review’s website has all of the updated 
information on subscriptions, calls for submissions, contest 
information and results, and past, current, and future 
issues. Visit us at:

http://www.siuc.edu/~crborchd/



Crab OrcharD Series 
In Poetry 

FIRST BOOK AWARD

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siu.edu/~siupress

southern illinois university press

Poems by
Mary Jo Firth Gillett

“Mary Jo Firth Gillett is an audacious 
writer who swerves between 
outrageous wit and linguistic abandon. 
Her insatiable imagination absorbs 
Pavlov, insect love, potatoes, Newtonian 
physics and a paper-thin hibiscus, and 
this symphony of odd relations existing 
within and between her poems serves 
to enlarge our vision, our capacity for 
sympathy, while producing a rather 
pleasant form of vertigo. Gillett’s 
juxtapositions delight the senses and 
intellect simultaneously, making a 
beeline for the heart of the matter 
through their vivid attentiveness to the 
materiality of everyday and not-so-
everyday experience.”—Phillis Levin, 
author of Mercury

64 pages,  ISBN 0-8093-2773-2
978-0-8093-2773-7      
$14.95 paper

Soluble
Fish

Copublished with Crab Orchard Review2006 Winner



the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry

Series Editor, Jon Tribble

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siu.edu/~siupress

southern illinois university press

2007 Open Competition Award

A Murmuration
Of Starlings 

Poems by 
Jake Adam York 

“Through a ceremony of language 
and song, A Murmuration of Starlings 
consecrates and memorializes the souls, 
blood, and bones of those black men and 
women slaughtered on the altar of hate 
and violence during the Civil Rights era. 
With a lucid, shrewd intelligence and 
a commanding vision of healing and 
atonement, Jake Adam York makes an 
offering of images and music that seems 
the foundation of a new understanding 
and remembrance.”—Major Jackson, 
author of Leaving Saturn and Hoops

“A Murmuration of Starlings is a fierce, beautiful, 
necessary book. Fearless in their reckoning, these 
poems resurrect contested histories and show us 
that the past—with its troubled beauty, its erasures, 
and its violence—weighs upon us all…
a murmuration so that we don’t forget, so that no 
one disappears into history.”—Natasha Trethewey, 
Pulitzer-Prize winning author of Native Guard

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     88 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2837-2
     978-0-8093-2837-2



the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
Series Editor, Jon Tribble

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siu.edu/~siupress

southern illinois university press

2007 Open Competition Award

The Sphere 
of Birds 

Poems by 
Ciaran Berry

“What an astonishing feel for language, 
physical fact and ramifying thought 
these poems show.  Nothing seems lost 
on Ciaran Berry’s quick eye, nor too rich 
or subtle for his quickening tongue….
Sliding between the everyday world of 
simple action and the deeper layers of 
imaginative attention, the richly packed 
poems of The Sphere of Birds signal a 
debut not just of young promise but of 
mature achievement.”—Eamon Grennan, 
author of The Quick of It 

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     80 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2838-0
     978-0-8093-2838-3

“The Sphere of Birds is a book of excruciating beauty, 
expanding and contracting in an ever-widening circle 
from the personal to the historical, expositional to 
spiritual, blindness to vision.…These poems probe 
with precision and intelligence, throb with passionate 
conviction in a tradition beginning with Saint Patrick 
that the world, ‘alive with malice and ardor,’ alive 
with divine meaning is, in essence, ours, sacred and 
holy.”—Cathy Song, author of Cloud Moving Hands



Crab Orchard Review, the national 
literary magazine from Southern 
Illinois University Carbondale, has 
received awards from the Council 
of Literary Magazines and Presses 
and the Illinois Arts Council. 
A subscription to Crab Orchard 
Review is still only $15 for two 
issues. Subscribe now for some of 
today’s best new writing. 

“A magazine writers admire
and readers enjoy.”

COR
C DRA

•
A
•B ORCH R

R E V I E W



Fiction

u

Poetry

u

Essays

u

Book Reviews

Subscription to Crab Orchard Review

___  1 year ($15)   ___  Supporting Subscriber ($25/yr)
        2 years ($25)   ___  Donor ($50/2 yrs)
        3 years ($35)   ___  Patron ($100/3 yrs)
        Single copy ($12)  ___  Benefactor ($300/Lifetime)
        Single copy International ($20) ___  1 year Subscription Intl. ($30)

Name

Address

City/State/Zip

Please begin my subscription with Volume              Number

Send payment to: Crab Orchard Review, Jon Tribble, Managing Editor, Dept. of English,
 Mail Code 4503, Southern Illinois University, 1000 Faner Drive, Carbondale, IL 62901.
 Phone: (618) 453-5321  Fax: (618) 453-8224

Crab Orchard Review is supported, in part,
by a grant from the Illinois Arts Council,

a state agency, in partnership with
the National Endowment for the Arts.



The Tenth Annual

Young Writers
Workshop

 at

Southern Illinois University

Carbondale

June 24 – June 28, 2008

SIUC will hold its tenth Young Writers Workshop for 
high school students, offering daily sessions in poetry 
and fiction writing. Some merit-based scholarships are 
available. For information contact:

 Young Writers Workshop
 Division of Continuing Education
 Mail Code 6705
 Southern Illinois University Carbondale
 Carbondale, IL 62901.

Allison Joseph, Young Writers Workshop Director
aljoseph@siu.edu
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Featuring the Winners of
our Fiction, Poetry,
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& the Charles Johnson
Student Fiction Award 

In this volume:

Betty Adcock
CB Anderson
William Archila
Dara Barnat
Reginald Dwayne Betts
Michelle Boisseau
Deb Everson Borofka
Bruce Bond
Tara Bray
Lowell Brower
Susan Streeter Carpenter
Wiley Cash
Jona Colson
Andrea England
Sharon Fain
Paul Gibbons
Heather Green
Jennifer Gresham
Michael Heffernan

Shelly Hubman
Al Hudgins
Amorak Huey
Kathryn Hunt
Bryan Tso Jones
Heather Kirn
Kateri Kosek
Anna Kushner
C.T. Lawrence
Moira Linehan
Susan Ludvigson
Richard Lyons
Christine Marshall
Lisa Maria Martin
Derick Mattern
Lynne Potts
Stanley Radhuber
Suzanne Rindell
Lauren Rooker
Joy Russell

Angela Rydell
Catherine Sasanov
Dana Schwartz
Cecilie Scott
Andrea Shaw
Robin Silbergleid
Taije Silverman
Natasha Singh
Whitney Steen
Sam Taylor
Bradford Tice
Jen Town
D.H. Tracy
Elizabeth Volpe
Eamonn Wall
Tana Jean Welch
Cori A. Winrock
Melora Wolff
Maya Jewell Zeller


