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Introduction

D A N G E R  F I G U R E S  P R O M I N E N T L Y  I N  O U R  L I V E S .  W E  

fear it; sometimes we embrace it. In this way we may discover 
something indefinable about ourselves, so that facing danger 
becomes a christening by fire. We glimpse ourselves at a base 
line, free from limits (both real and imagined), from social 
mores and convention. Yet for some danger exists as an everyday 
reality and their lives mirror simply an ability to survive. In all 
of its manifestations, danger forces us to live in the moment. Do 
we take flight? Do we stand and fight? Or do we succumb?

What seems to be a typical story of unrequited love, “The 
Fourth of Ju ly ” by Denise Duhamel, probes the mind of a 
woman who welcomes danger with open arms; she embraces it 
as a final repose, a place where she imagines freedom and bliss. 
Jean Valentine’s spare, haunting words echo the ineffable pas
sage of death and time in two poems, “Auschwitz” and “Read
ing the Mandelstams.” In an interview with critically acclaimed 
author Edwidge Danticat, we learn about the complexities of a 
writer’s life and the political dangers explored in her new novel, 
where the language people use is central to their political and 
ethnic identity— and ultimately, their fate. “Man Radios from 
the Grave” by Peter Brown is a darkly humorous story, culmi
nating in a life-death instant of suspense and hilarity.

The title “Courting Danger” must deliver on its implicit 
promise: more than a few spine-tinglers, lip-biters and edge-of- 
your-seat moments are to be found in this issue. The dangers 
addressed are sometimes physical, psychological, emotional, 
and political. Although some things in life come with warning 
labels— “Caution,” “Beware,” or ‘Watch Your Step,” not all dan
ger is so easily identified or avoided. For the most part, danger



exists beyond the realm of our immediate control. Perhaps it is a 
common desire that drives us to cross boundaries where our con
trol ends and the unknown begins; perhaps we need those iso
lated moments of epiphany and self-awareness to experience 
fully our individual humanity. Perhaps this is what makes 
courting danger inevitable.

D I A N A  E S T I G A R R I B I A ,  J I M I N  H A N ,  L A R O S E  P A R R I S

Issue Editors



Preface

G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W  # I O ,  “ C O U R T I N G  D A N G E R , ” 

takes as its premise that being conscious and mortal, all of us 
court danger daily. The topic attracted a lot of submissions, rein
forcing our belief that the experience of danger— either physical 
or psychological, or both— is central subject matter to contem
porary writing. In these pieces, perceived danger quite often 
gives way to anxiety, which is probably the hidden/alternative 
topic of the issue. Where our writers differed was in the situa
tions and relationships that provoked it.

We’re happy to publish the work of old friends and former con
tributors: Rebecca Seiferle’s meditation on the meaning of the 
corpse. Kimiko Hahn’s two very short almost obsessive narratives 
about women— one haunted by totems and the other by the 
exposed body. Peggy Garrison’s psychologically acute story about 
a girl who finds no room to be herself in her mother’s house. 
Denise Duhamel’s work, which reminds us of Muhammed A li’s 
motto: “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.” And Ricardo Pau- 
Llosa’s sensual and witty fictional world. We’re happy to have 
found so many interesting new contributors, too.

Our interview with Haitian-American writer Edwidge Danti- 
cat, by Natasha Singh, addresses the literary dangers of cultural 
hegemony, internal censorship, and reading culturally diverse 
subject matters reductively.. .i.e., only in terms of identity. And, 
of course, there’s much more— specific to Danticat's style, her 
works-in-progress, the “world” out of which she writes.

Finally, we’d like to remind our readers and writers that 
Global City Review actively solicits submissions from women, 
lesbian and gay, and racially diverse writers.

L I N S E Y  A B R A M S

Editor-in-Chief





Field
by Dana Levin

The antelope white against the charred hills 
eaten by fire,

the golden trees, the upstairs window, 
something

is running across the field, 
can you see it coming

through the yellow grass, can you see it coming 
from the windowpane,

as you closing the shutters, do you think it is rain?

The wind banging the shutters back, the antelope, 
the golden trees, the skirt of your dress

caught on the wire, the trampled grass, 
the barbed fence, something

is running over the field, 
do you think it is crows, do you think it is dust, 

are you huddled
under the window-frame, are your legs cold, 

are your eyes shut?

Something is running across the field—
The wind hurling the shutters back—

The antelope, the charred hills. The yellow trees, 
the parted field.

(31



Inflammation of 
the Large Intestine

by J i l l  Nelson

I.
I ’ V E  G O T  T H I S  S I C K  F E E L I N G  I N  M Y  G U T .  I T  F E E L S  

like junior high. That ugly feeling when you know something’s 
wrong and then some scum bag in the hallway tells you your 
boyfriend is kissing someone else. And duh you feel like such an 
idiot because the entire school knew this before you. But you 
have an American History exam and when the bell rings for 
third period you’re in your seat.

Lunch sucks, your ex-boyfriend sits with the popular kids and 
all their whispering and giggling is directed at you. Get another 
boyfriend. Graduate from high school, from college. Doesn’t 
matter. Ancient history. You hear about crap all the time. Peo
ple deal. Get on with living. Don’t look back.

I ’ve got this sick feeling in my gut. This time it ’s a whole 
nother deal. Major drama. This time I ’m not sure how to get on 
with living. How do you live when the doctor says you got a year 
to live, tops.

It’s not me, it’s my mom.
At first I felt all this rage boiling under my tongue. Now I 

can’t stop talking. For some reason I can’t stop thinking about 
my dog. She died the day after my knee surgery. She was a good 
dog, didn’t shed, small white mutt-half terrier, half poodle. 
Mom couldn’t take care of the dog anymore, urine on carpet, 
vomit under bed, lumps on its spine. Constant supervision. The

( 4  >



N E L S O N  • I N F L A M M A T I O N  O F  T H E  L A R G E  I N T E S T I N E

dog wobbled around the house, bumping into walls, randomly 
falling down. It was time. Dad brought her to the vet, put her 
out of her misery. I can accept that, it was for the best. I didn’t 

get to say goodbye.

ii.
I had a personal encounter with God in 19 8 1. It was a humid, 
hot Ju ly  at Sand H ill Lake Bible Camp. Pastor Nehemia Fury 
stood at the front of the chapel, sweat pouring off his face. No air 
conditioning. We passed notes to each other, stifled giggles and 
fidgeted on wooden benches.

Near the end of his sermon he tapped on the microphone Is 
Jesus knocking on your heart’s door tonight? I felt tapping, some
thing thumping inside of me. Then Pastor Fury pointed at me 
What i f  you die tonight? Have you made things right with the Lord? I f  
you think it's hot in here, you ain 't seen nothing yet! Unless you know 
the Lard as your Personal Savior you’ll  be cast into the lake offire, Eter
nal Damnation.

I wasn’t ready to die, I felt all this ugly sin pulsing in my gut, 
guilt raced like wild squirrels in my head. I knew God must 
have told Pastor Fury that I lied the night before.

It’s just that the cutest, most popular guy at camp liked me. 
His best friend told my best friend that he wanted to meet me at 
the softball field after chapel that night. So I went. By the time I 
got to the softball field on the other side of camp my shoes and 
socks were soaked with dew. It was dark and I was scared but 
when I heard Lenny whisper my name I felt safe. I followed his 
voice over to the bleachers. His mouth tasted like summer— full 
of grape soda, Coppertone, and bug dope. Mosquitoes. Constant 
buzzing, stinging, slapping thighs, neck, shoulders, ears,

1 5 >



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

throat. All the itchy red bumps would be the ultimate sacrifice 
for making out with the most wanted camper.

On the way back to camp we split up near the chapel, to be 
caught pairing off would’ve meant death. He took the long trail 
back to the dorms, I took the short cut. All the lights were out 
in the dorm. When I snuck into the room my counselor jumped 
up and shined her flashlight on me. Where have you been? In the 
bathroom. Security is looking for you, you’re in a lot of trouble. I had 
to go to the bathroom again. It was that stroganoff. Go to bed I ’m 
calling security

I crawled into bed with my best friend, my body heavy with 
the fear of getting caught. Fear of Death. Fear of God. Fear of 
Hell. Fear of Eternal Life. We held hands and prayed and fell 
asleep.

That sticky night when Pastor Fury looked at me, my face 
burned with shame. When my counselor squeezed my shoulder 
and whispered Do you want to go forward and pray, I had no choice 
but to go. Held her hand and went to the front of the chapel. 
Kneeled at the wooden platform. Kids crying all around me, 
praying to Jesus for forgiveness. I ’m scared I whispered. My coun
selor hugged me, said DearJesus, please comfort your child. Her eyes 
were pinched shut, mascara stained her cheeks. She prayed the 
Love of Jesus would Fill me, Forgive me, Cleanse me, Make me 
Whole. Then she squealed, waved her arms in the air and spoke 
some foreign language.

I knew her from my hometown, had always known her from 
my hometown and how she knew some exotic dialect baffled me. 
She yammered, wept with Joy  and when she stopped I quickly 
looked down. She pressed on my chin to look up, so close I could 
smell macaroni on her breath Are you Born Again? Yes. You believe

( 6 )



N E L S O N  • I N F L A M M A T I O N  O F  T H E  L A R G E  I N T E S T I N E

you’re Saved by the blood? Yes. You are a Child of God! Do you want 
to Speak in Tongues? Sure.

She clamped her hands on my shoulder I f  you have Faith God 
w ill give you the Precious G ift of Tongues. Then she closed her eyes 
and burst out speaking in tongues. She shouted gibberish, 
spurting hot air and spit as her tongue wildly struck the roof of 
her mouth, the back of her teeth. I waved my hands the way she 
did, thought about my dead dog and cried the way she did and 
shouted the way she did. When she heard me sputtering vowels, 
consonants, she yelled Hallelujah! Thank youJesus! Thank you for 
speaking to this child! Hallelujah!and \ knew I must’ve been doing 
something right.

ill.
When I was fifteen I signed up with an organization called Teen 
Missions so I could live in Italy for a summer, all expenses paid. I 
worked at an Italian bible camp with twenty- one teens, six team 
leaders. We did God’s work. Renovated a dorm. Put up sheet 
rock, pounded nails, painted, poured cement. Memorized scrip
ture, a verse a day, including where it was found, King James 
Version.

I met this boy. We became best friends and pairing off was not 
an option. They punished us. Forbade us to talk. Each day we 
exchanged notes, tightly folded into a sweaty palm, read alone 
with a flashlight in the sleeping bag.

One day I stepped on an old board and a rusty nail punctured 
my foot. Bedridden. My team took the day off and went to the 
beach. The boy sent me a note. Well I ’m really sorry for what hap
pened. Ya know you said you hurt when 1 hurt. Well 1 think you meant 
spiritually and mentally. Well I felt the same way. But I just found out

17)



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

when you hurt physically I hurt spiritually. Do you understand? When 
I found out you were hurt I got this unexplainable feeling. I couldn’t do 
anything at the time so I just prayed.

I don’t know i f  you do this but when I get physically hurt l  think it’s 
my fault for something l  d id  and God’s punishing me. I f  you feel this 
way you shouldn’t. My dad told me that it ’s not a punishment it's just 
an obstacle to test your strength and especially faith. So just ask God to 
help strengthen you and trust in him.

I ’m so glad I have you to listen to my dumb stories. I appreciate you so 
much! Hope you don’t hove to hobble around Paris. Ha H a! I know you 
won’t have to. I ’m still praying. Loveya lots! John P.S. Smile baby 
honey sweety darling!

IV.

As a kid mom had a pet chicken named Trixie. Her brother had 
one named Charlie. They played with Trixie and Charlie all 
summer. Fed them, chased them through the yard. One day her 
mother walked into the chicken coop with an ax. That sick feel
ing in the gut. Mom hid under the bed, plugged her ears. Could 
hear screaming in the yard. The blood.

What a feast they had. A table plump with summer’s bounty, 
green beans, rice pudding, hot rolls, mashed potatoes, and 
chicken. Mom couldn’t eat. Sick. Oh no, I bet she’s got that flu  her 
mother said and locked her in the room.

v.
Grandma clutches her glasses, wipes her eyes with a dingy hand
kerchief. I look at her fingers, bent and stiff from ninety-four 
years of scrubbing hardwood floors, of weeding gardens. Her 
eyes are swollen, sunk into pockets of flesh, red circles around



N E L S O N  • I N F L A M M A T I O N  O F  T H E  L A R G E  I N T E S T I N E

the whites of her blue eyes. She wishes she wouldn’t wake in the 
morning. She’s been saying this for years. Too much grieffor an old 
lady. Forty-one years ago it was her husband.

When we walk around the house, she points with her wooden 
cane at tall magenta flowers, red tubular florets. She tells me 
their names astilbe, delphinium, phlox, snow-on-the-mountain. She 
tells me the Latin names and quizzes me to see if  I remember. 
The yard is fragrant with flowers, cedar, and fresh cut grass.

In the living room she sits in her chair near the window. Says 
she can’t help the hardening of her arteries but that her spirit 
feels like she’s ten years (A&.Just wait t ill you’re old, you’l l  know 
what I mean. You can't move like you want to. But when I ask her to 
Charleston she’s all arms and legs flapping even though she’s 
seated. She tells me again of her date to the masquerade ball. The 
fabulous hat and silky dress she wore.

We avoid certain topics: religion, politics, abortion. Once I 
told her I was pro-choice. My brother told me she wept for three 
days. When I heard this I called her immediately and told her I 
was pro-life.

She calls her senator, her representative. Every week. They mail 
her flyers. She’s ready to debate her issues. National debt. Interest 
rate on the national debt. Welfare. Drunk drivers. AIDS. Drug 
dealers. We don’t talk about her favorite son, her baby fifty-one 
years old with rotten teeth who’s on welfare, eight DWIs, tracks 
up his arms, and the price she paid to get him out of jail.

VI.

I’ve got this sick feeling in my gut. We hold hands at the hospi
tal. I smooth your manicured fingernails. No you don’t have bed 
head, your hair looks great. Here’s your lipstick.

(9 )



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

It could have been growing five to ten years.
D id you know?
Liz and Nancy have spells of colitis. Just a nervous stomach. 

Nothing to worry about. Certainly no need to bother a doctor.
Shirley Larson busts into the room, says Ive  got a cure. Fly to 

Tijuana, get non toxic shots for twenty one days. I ’m telling you 
these shots work, Dave’s wife got them. I ’ll send you the infor
mation. Uncle Donny comes in the room hands you a brochure 
says Bob Olstein at church gave this to him, guarantees it will 
heal you. Collards for breakfast, beets for lunch, clams for din
ner. Jim m y Johnson comes in says the Lord is gonna heal you.

Shirley flips open her billfold shows you photos of her grand 
kids. Oh for cute, you say. She chit chats about her trip to 
Alaska. Uncle Donny asks about the fishing. She digs photos out 
her leather purse. There she is on the ocean, blue sky, holding a 
stringer of salmon. Jim m y and Uncle Donny are impressed. 
More photos are passed around between the three of them.

You pull the sheet to your chin and close your eyes. Finally 
they get the hint and get up to leave. Before they go they press 
their hands on your arms and legs, and Jim m y prays. You open 
your eyes during the prayer and smile at me.

When they leave I crawl into bed with you. We hold hands 
and nap. When we awake it’s time for me to go. We walk slowly 
down the corridor to the elevator. We embrace. A kiss on the lips. 
Alone in the elevator I taste the wax from your lipstick and I sink, 
dizzy from the weight of empty space, of pain when love dies.

( 1 0 }



Hammering the Mummy
by Cynthia Marshall

When I was eight, I watched The Return of the Mummy 
and was frightened into dropping my petals 
like a flower left with one stamen shivering.
I learned from the film that guns, 
even if I ’d had access to them, 
were futile against the stalking walk 
of attacking mummies. In that story,
British professors and reason prevailed 
where Egyptians and magic did not.
I went to bed that night with a hammer 
and my field hockey stick.
If  the mummy came to get me, I could batter him, 
crush those bandages with a heavy thwack, 
at least slow him down enough to get out.

The plan was a good one, brave,
and if the mummy had come,
very likely ineffective. I fight to keep
this girl-heart that holds fists,
arms her reason, ignores the fact that faith
in hammers is a shaky proposition to begin with;
that sometimes, unstoppable means unstoppable.

I i i )



What Things Seem
by Brian Christopher Hamilton

A T H E N A  P A R T R I D G E  T H I N K S  H E R  H U S B A N D  IS T R Y I N G  

to kill her. He’s not, of course, and she really has little or no basis 
for thinking so, but it’s the drama of the belief which attracts 
her to it. The excitement, like in the movies.

Over the phone, she tells me he was planning to smother her 
in her sleep last night.

“What stopped him?” I ask, attempting to be supportive 
without necessarily encouraging her delusion.

There is a brief pause on the line, then she says, “I got up and 
went to the bathroom just at the moment he was going to do it, 
and that must have surprised him, because he didn’t try again.”

“How do you know he didn’t?”
Another silence. “ I just do__But I ’ll bet he tries something

else tonight. Honest, Jeannie. I ’m in mortal danger over here. 
You can’t imagine what I’ve been through.”

That may or may not be true.
“Really, Athena, why haven’t you called the police?” I ask for 

the fourth day in a row.
“No. I told you, no police,” she whispers, as if  they might 

hear. “That’s just what he would expect me to do. And then 
they’d think I was crazy and lock me up, and he’d get control of 
my assets anyway.”

“Maybe you are crazy,” I say, half-disinterested, even slightly 
annoyed.

( 1 2 }



H A M I L T O N  • W H A T  T H I N G S  S E E M

“Oh, my God!” she blurts out much too loudly into my ear. 
“You really don’t believe me. Well, then, I guess Im  on my own. 
So much for us being best friends since birth.”

I open my mouth to speak, but the dial tone cuts me off.
As I set the phone back into its cradle on the kitchen wall, I 

turn her last statement over in my mind. Best friends since birth. It 
isn’t really accurate. Athena and I were born in the same hospital 
two days apart in May of 1968, but our mothers didn’t know each 
other, and we didn’t even meet until we were three years old, at a 
local daycare center— back before they called it daycare. And 
then we didn’t actually become friends until we were seven. 
Besides, we’re not as close as most best friends probably are. Once 
again, it’s the drama of saying “ .. .best friends since birth” which 
made her put it that way. This kind of thing is nothing new for 
Athena. She’s always been inclined to exaggeration and over-act
ing, even when we were younger. It ’s just that now, at twenty- 
eight, she seems to have dived headfirst into the deep end. And, 
figuratively speaking, I don’t think she knows how to swim.

Athena’s husband’s name is Gerald. They met on a tour bus in 
Hawaii when they were both on summer break from college 
nine years ago. It was the first and last time Athena ever left New 
England. When they got back, Gerald immediately transferred 
out to Boston College from the University of Nebraska, and 
then they got married two weeks after they graduated.

Athena’s degree is in teaching, same as mine. She taught grade 
school for a few years, but got laid off due to cutbacks, and now 
she works as an agent at Viva Travel, downtown. Gerald works as 
a graphic designer for an advertising agency. He’s a pretty good 
painter, actually, but, as he says, until someone starts collecting 
you, you have to make a living. I ’m actually still teaching,

U 3 )



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

myself. Middle school English. It ’s not my dream-come-true, 
but I’m still young, and I still have plenty of time for dreams.

The assets Athena mentioned, that she thinks Gerald is after, 
consist of her car— a silver ’93 Ford Taurus— and a piece of 
beach-front property her mother left her when she died. It ’s 
worth a fair amount of cash, but nothing anyone would be likely 
to kill her for, least of all Gerald.

I stand next to the phone for a while, assuming Athena will 
call right back, since that’s what she did yesterday. I apologized 
then, and told her I was very worried for her safety and to be 
careful. But later on I wondered if maybe I wasn’t just enabling 
her by going along with her little fantasy, or if the game might 
play itself out sooner if I didn’t try to fight her every step of the 
way— the whole reverse psychology thing. I took a couple of 
psych courses in college, but that made me even more confused 
than I was to begin with. There are so many conflicting opinions 
floating around, it’s hard to know what to do these days. It’s the 
same with raising children. Neither Athena or I have had to face 
those tough decisions yet, but we both hear the ticking.

My husband, Peter, wants two kids— a boy and a girl— as if 
we could just push a button or place an order. He has books 
about foods to eat, times of day, and lovemaking positions, all 
designed to determine the specific sex of the child. He keeps 
them prominently displayed on the bookshelf in our bedroom, 
for whenever I decide it’s time to toss the diaphragm back in the 
drawer and get down to business. And that’s exactly what it feels 
like to me with the books looming up there like monoliths, and 
him wanting the boy first, and then the girl precisely two years 
later. He has a book about the reasons for that, too.

With Athena, it ’s the other way around. She wants the
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babies— two girls— twins even, if she had any control over such 
things. Maybe she should ask Peter if he has a book. She’s wanted 
them ever since she lost her teaching job. But Gerald wants to 
wait, and refuses to copulate without a condom under any cir
cumstances. He tells her it’s because he wants to take her back to 
Hawaii sometime first, since they couldn’t afford to go anywhere 
on their honeymoon way back when, being just out of college 
and all. But I know that’s not the real reason.

The phone rings just as I ’m about to give up and go back to 
grading some of my students’ tests, which is what I was doing 
with my Saturday afternoon before Athena called. I pick up the 
receiver and say, “Hello.”

“Listen, Jeannie,” she says seriously. “ I can prove he’s plan
ning to kill me. If you’ll just come over here right now, I ’ll show 
you something, and then you’ll believe me for sure.”

This time the silence on the line is mine. I don’t want to go 
over there, but I can’t think of any good reason why I can’t. 
Besides, under the circumstances, I probably owe her that much.

“All right,” I say. “I’ll be over in ten minutes.” If  I have to go, 
I want to get it over with.

*

While I drive, I wonder just what she has found that will prove 
Gerald has it in for her. I can’t even imagine. When she first told 
me about her belief, five days ago, I was so shocked I couldn’t 
think clearly. She told me he’d tried to run her over with the car, 
backing out of the garage, and then, when he narrowly missed 
her, tried to pretend he hadn’t seen her there, which I told her I 
was sure must have been true. The next day, she claimed she’d 
found a receipt for rat poison in the trash can, and was sure he

( i 5 )
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was going to try to kill her by slipping it into her food or wine. I 
remembered that they’d had a rodent problem about six months 
back, and told her to look at the date on the receipt. It was 
almost exactly five months old. “You haven’t seen any mice 
around in the past few months, have you?” I asked, and she 
admitted that she hadn’t, so that took care of that one— sort of. 
The next two days brought two new stories, but they were more 
vague, like the smothering story today, which meant I couldn’t 
explain them away as easily.

Since her imagination has been overactive for so long, I ’ve 
always just shrugged it off. I ’ve known for years that she longed 
for more adventure in her life, and that she probably watched a 
few too many movies for her own good. She was often imagining 
covert activities for some of her clients at the travel agency— an 
undercover CIA agent here, an international terrorist there—  
and suspecting her neighbors of being serial killers and big-time 
drug dealers because they fit the profiles she saw outlined on 
television. But now her mind has found a more dangerous mys
tery right in her own home, and she is dragging me, more than 
unwillingly, into the middle of it.

When I pull into Athena’s driveway, the double garage door 
is open with only her Taurus inside, which is what I expected. 
Before I can even get out of my car, she rushes out the front door 
and hustles me into the house without a word. As she closes the 
door, she looks at me gravely and says: “We have to hurry, 
because Gerald could be home anytime.”

More drama. I instantly wish I hadn’t come, but if  what she 
says is true, I want to be done with this even sooner, so I can leave 
before he arrives.

“Fine,” I say nervously. “Show me, then.”
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She takes me by the hand, peeks quickly out the front win
dow, then leads me down the hall and into Geralds study. When 
we get behind his desk, I see that she has somehow pried her way 
into a locked drawer. It is open, and inside is a book that looks 
like it might be a journal or a diary of some kind. I feel a tight
ness enter my throat, and my hands begin to sweat.

“Here it is,” she says, pointing at the book proudly. “Proof.”
“ Ath— ” I start to say, but the tightness stops me.
She opens the book and flips quickly through the pages until 

she reaches the blank ones toward the back. Then she flips the 
other way slowly and stops at the most recent entry. Today’s date is 
written at the top, and the handwriting is unmistakably Gerald’s.

I stare at the page dumbly. I can’t believe he has kept a diary.
“Well,” she says. “Read it!”
I hunch closer, every muscle in my body tensing.
Dear Diary, it begins, but even this ridiculous fact does not 

ease my panic in the least. After carefully planning and working up 
the courage for the past five days, I almost did it last night. But I chick
ened out and lost my nerve. I know it's what I have to do, though. Maybe 
I I I  have the strength to do it tonight. Wish me luck.

I have finished reading, but I cannot speak or move.
“See,” Athena says. “See, I told you. Now do you believe me? 

You thought I was making it up.”
She closes the book in my face, and then puts it back in the 

drawer, using a metal nail file to work the latch back into its 
catch— something she saw in a movie, no doubt.

I force myself to stand up straight and ask the question which 
is pounding at my temples. “Have you read more of it than just 
that page?”

“No, I didn’t have time,” she says, grabbing my hand again
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and pulling me out of the room and into the hall. “I just called 
you, and then waited by the window in case Gerald came back 
before you got here.”

As we reach the living room, the door leading into the garage 
opens and Gerald walks in. He looks kind of nervous. He has 
obviously seen my car in the driveway.

“Hi, Jeannie,” he says quickly, staring at me for a little too 
long, then at Athena, and then deliberately away into the 
kitchen.

“Hi, Gerald,” I say out of sheer reflex.
“Jeannie came over to borrow a pair of my earrings,” Athena 

says. “She was just on her way out.” She moves me toward the 
front door. “Say hi to Peter for us.”

“I w ill,” I say absently as I open the door and walk out onto 
the front steps for what will probably be the last time.

Athena closes the door behind me before I even have a chance 
to say anything else.

I walk slowly to my car, get in, and drive toward home, think
ing about the passage in the diary, thinking about Gerald. I am 
glad I haven’t done anything so stupid as keeping a diary, and I 
can only hope Gerald hasn’t included too many intimate details. 
Maybe I don’t know him quite as well as I thought.

I have no idea what will happen next. I f  Athena confronts 
him, he’ll have to tell her the truth. If she doesn’t, and just con
tinues to feed off the intrigue, then who knows? But if Gerald 
does somehow work up the courage to tell her on his own 
tonight, then I guess all that will be left is for me to take a deep 
breath and find some courage, too.



The Number Line
by Allan M .Jalon

W H O  IS T H E R E ?  W H O  I S T H E R E  W H E N  I S I T  A T  M Y  

table alone at forty-two and think back? We are. The father, who 
climbs the stairs to the door and loosens his tie when he reaches 
the top. The mother, who walks between the kitchen and dining 
room, dishes in hand. And me, already tall and hesitant at 
twelve. Descending green stairs so plush I make no sound, I hear 
his flung briefcase thud onto the sofa. I stop. I hear glasses clink 
when he opens a cabinet that doubles as a bar. She sets down the 
last dishes. China drags softly across fine linen as she slides it 
into place.

Down to the bottom of the stairs, I step, into the foyer. He 
stands in the living room behind the sofa, sipping a drink and 
reading the mail. Shes in the dining room, bent over the table.

“Hello,” I say.
“Hello,” he says quickly, crossing in front of me to the dining 

room.
“Okay,” she says, “ lets begin.”
Without removing her apron, she sits. He continues reading 

a letter. She serves him, me, herself. “You could put that away,” 
she orders. He folds the letter and sets it by his plate.

“Everybody have a good day?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say.
“Fine, and you?” she asks.
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“I did well for you in the market today. Remember the stock I 
told you I bought for your account? Its up three points.”

“That’s nice,” she says, passing him the wooden salad bowl. 
“In the morning the market was weak. I went to lunch and 

when I came back it sprang to life. They announced some fourth 
quarter earnings. And there was talk the discount rate might go 
down.”

Looking at me, he asks, “Done your homework?”
“Yeah.”
“Sure?”
“I did.”
She asks, “When?”
“Before.”
“Before when?”
I say nothing. Then I say, “Before, when I came home.”
“You watched TV.”
“I turned it off. I turned it off and went upstairs.”
“Don’t lie,” she says.
“Don’t call me a liar,” I say.
He bangs his fork and knife into his plate so hard I think it’s 

shattering and yells, “Why do I come home to this every night? 
Don’t I work hard? Don’t I deserve some peace?”

I have nowhere to look but his small blue eyes, fixed on me 
from behind thick glasses. He has a square, reasonable face, but 
now its color flares, a red inner face lunging to the surface. He 
shouts: “Do you have any idea what it ’s like to come home 
as tired as I am to bickering over whether you did your home
work or didn’t do your homework? Don’t you have any sympa
thy for me?”

“Yes,” I say.
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“I ’ll bet you do.” He looks at me as if wondering whether to 
say more, but resumes eating. As he cuts the flesh off a chicken 
bone, I see veins bulging on the backs of his hands.

I try eating in the thick, quivering silence. Her long-fingered 
hands sweep constantly over the table. When he pours from the 
heirloom decanter she uses for wine or I move the salt shaker, she 
reaches to return them to their proper place. Her expression as 
she does this is stern.

Her dark hair is neatly coifed, the makeup discreet on the 
imperious oval of her face; just a touch of blue above full brown 
eyes, lipstick I barely notice and only enough powder to curb the 
fleshy prominence of her nose.

He finishes his first helping. She serves him again, a leg. He 
eats only dark meat. I ’m the same. With gilt tongs, she shakes 
juice off a leg and hoists it onto my plate. She goes to the 
kitchen.

“Well?” he asks in a harsh whisper, “Did you do it?”
“N o,” I murmur. He flinches as if  hit and looks back at his 

plate, puts a piece of meat in his mouth and slowly shakes his 
head as he chews. She reenters the dining room, more chicken 
on the platter.

“Did I miss something?” she asks.
“He didn’t do it,” he says, disgusted.
“There,” she says bravely. “You see what I ’m up against. He’s 

a liar. He lies. You blame me. I’m not strict. I ’m not tough.”
“Quiet!” he shouts, turning: “Why didn’t you do it?”
I move my lips but make no sound.
“What? Please speak up, boy. I can’t hear you if you don’t 

speak up.”
“I can’t do it.”

J A L O N  • T H E  N U M B E R  L I N E
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“What can’t you do?”
“The math. I don’t understand it.”
“You didn’t try,” she says.
“Shut up! Shut up for God’s sake!.. .What didn’t you under

stand?”
“Any of i t . . . ”
“You must have understood some of it. What was it?”
I don’t speak.
“Did you look at it?”
“Yes.”
“Well, what was it?”
I think back through the pages, chapters in a green and blue 

book with a hard cover warped by rainy days and snow-filled 
days.

“Minuses and minuses and pluses and pluses,” I say.
“What?” he asks.
“The number line.”
He looks uncertain.
“It’s a line with a zero in the middle. With plus signs on one 

side and minus signs on the other.”
“Go get it.”
“Yes, sir.”
Up the green stairs. Every stair green. With each step I lean 

heavily on the polished wood railing, hauling myself upward. 
They’re yelling about me. I don’t hear exactly what but all the 
way to my room I hear, even when I close the door. The book bag 
is by my bed. Inside, the books are densely covered with doo
dling; letters are filled in, drawn around. Everything slides out 
in a clotted mass. I take the book, open the door. Going down, I 
listen hard. It’s quiet.
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He has mostly finished dessert, cheesecake. At her place the 
pink tablecloth is clear, immaculate, as if she’d never been there. 
I know she has. She chose the paintings on the walls. She chose 
the round table, with its matching dark-grained chairs.

"Eat your dessert,” he says.
I eat, but my mouth is dry. The cake’s rich flavor seems to 

exist someplace else. “ I’m done,” I say, though I ’m not. He drops 
his napkin to the table. “Okay, let’s go to the living room.”

I follow. He sits in his big, red paisley chair. Then he stands 
and pulls a lamp closer. “Take that one,” he says, pointing to 
another chair, a narrow one whose back has a lace-like design in 
wood. I drag it over the green carpet and a fine Persian rug that 
has crossed generations and an ocean.

I open the book and turn pages, stopping at the long gray line 
flanked by small black numbers. “There,” I say. He picks up his 
glasses from the folded newspaper in his lap. He takes the book 
and reads. I look on, a white fog of incomprehension filling my 
mind. I grow warm beneath the bright lamp.

“Now, what don’t you understand?” he asks.
"This.” I point.
“Okay,” he says, in a tone that tries to be reasonable, “read the 

explanation.”
His breathing is the only sound. She sits nearby, on a slate- 

colored sofa. She sews a needlepoint of a rose. I know how she 
does it. She follows a pattern, weaves the threads, pink and red, 
with a slow, unchanging rhythm. I know she’s listening. He 
watches me. As I pretend to concentrate, all I am aware of is his 
looking and her listening.

“Okay,” he says, taking out a silver pen and pointing to the 
first problem. “What’s the answer?”

J A L O N  • T H E  N U M B E R  L I N E
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I stare at it. My heart pounds. A warm pressure at the tem
ples. I speak.

“N o,” he says, “try again.”
My eye goes up and down the number line, down through the 

long row of minus signs, back through the zero and numbers 
bordered by plus signs. I speak again.

“Nooooo,” he groans, the reasonable tone breaking. “You’re 
not trying.”

“I am,” I say. “I don’t understand.”
“What’s not to understand?”
“I don’t understand negative numbers. Why bother counting 

numbers you don’t have?”
“Don’t be an ass,” he shouts. “That’s nonsense. You ‘have’ 

them all. What do the rules say?”
While I read them to myself, he snaps, “Out loud. I want to 

hear them out loud.”
I start again.
“Louder!” he shouts, rapping the open page with his knuckle. 

From the sofa shoots a two-word phrase. “Lass doch,” she says. I 
understand enough German to know it means, “Let it be.” I look 
at her. She watches him with concern, me with... anger?

“Go ahead,” he urges, “read it to me.”
Carefully, voice shaking, I read: “The sum of two positive 

numbers is a positive number. The sum of two negative num
bers is a negative number. For the sum of a positive and a nega
tive number, take the difference of the two numbers and apply 
the sign of the larger number__”

“Stop. That’s enough,” he says. “What’s the answer to num
ber two?”

I get it wrong.

{ 2 4 }



“Again.”
I say another number.
“Nooooo,” he whines. Now, shouting, “Again!”
When I answer correctly, it no longer seems to matter. The 

pen’s tip moves on. I answer one right on the second try. Another 
I get stuck on. He writes in the answer. The more involved the 
negative part of it is, the less well I do. I stare at the elusive quan
tities. They poke through the surface of the page like the peaks 
of a shadow world that can be measured but does not exist. There 
are some moments when that almost makes sense, but they don’t 
last.

I finish two more problems and he abruptly faces her: “Er ist 
faul."

“Your mother’s right,” he sighs. “You’re lazy.”
I study the paisley swirls. I look inside one and try to find a 

way out. I taste salt. I ’m dizzy. My jaw moves slowly when I 
speak, “I try. I do.”

He takes an agitated breath. “Don’t you have to do the other 
page?”

“No,” I say, hoping he accepts the lie.
At a glance from her, he presses, “Sure?”
“Yes.”
“Well then,” he says, staring ahead an extra instant as unspo

ken thoughts drift off. He gives me the closed book, clipping 
his pen into his breast pocket. He stands, pushes his chair 
around to face the TV. He turns it on and sits down. The blue 
light washes through the room to where she sits, head bent, at 
work on her rose.

For a while, I wait, still as possible, the book in my lap. I 
stand, walk around his chair and kiss his cheek. As he kisses

J A L O N  • T H E  N U M B E R  L I N E
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mine, he grabs my wrist hard, looking back at the screen. On the 
sofa, she tilts her head to the side; I kiss her and say, “Good 
night.” I climb the stairs. Entering my room, I hurl the book 
into a corner. I kick the mottled mess of other books and papers 
beside the bed and they scatter in all directions. I undress to my 
underwear, turn off the light and pull the cool covers tight over 
my shoulder.

I push my face so close to the dark wall that the wallpaper’s 
rippled texture touches my nose and I smell the plaster. Listen
ing, I think I hear two faint voices, but can’t be sure. I wait until 
the quiet seeping through the house is dependable, and give in 
to words I know will lead to sleep:

“Who is here? Who is here? I am here, the son, all alone in a 
place where I am perfect.”
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Blankie
by Kimiko Hahn

I F  H E R  B O Y F R I E N D  K N E W  S H E  C A R R I E D  A R O U N D  H I S  

discarded matchbook cover from their first date— he probably 
wouldn’t see her again. That’s too weird, he’d say. Like a blankie or 
worse— like a body part.

She thought of that Japanese art film where the woman, in an 
S & M fit strangled her lover then cut off his penis and carried it 
around as a token (totem?). And it was true. Maybe the penis 
wrapped up in a scarf was like the bit of rag she had left of her 
own baby-blanket. She used to stow it in her handbag when she 
was on the road representing rock’n’roll superstars of whom now 
she just wrote biographies. If  she felt nauseous— that homesick
ness that could happen at any moment even at home— she could 
squeeze the blankie. Or place it against her cheek.

Her father, a parole officer, would tell stories at the dinner 
table if there were other men present otherwise they’d watch the 
news— he once told of a mammoth white kid .Joey broke parole by 
standing outside a g irl’s catholic school— father had winked at this 
point— so when I hauled his ass in he knew / was going to be mean. 
That’s my job— another wink. I don’t shout I just quietly tell them 
they’re fucked. He’d taken another huge bite of something mushy. 
Well, Joey came in chewing gum and looking bored— in other words, 
scared shitless. When l  started in he pulled out t w o  t e d d y  b e a r s , 

no particular color, no eyes, no fuzz— and held them against his cheeks. 
Shit. So what the fuck was I supposed to do!
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She had tried to imagine someone larger than her father— or 
to imagine her father with two bears. Her mother glared at the 
father’s mouth.

Not enough tittie, her father’s friend had laughed. The men all 
shook their heads.

Her mother had tried to take away the blanket when she 
stripped her bed because of lice. That night her mother had been 
crying because it was late and she’d have to go through three 
girls’ long hair, do extra laundry plus vacuum. Her father said 
he couldn’t see the nits. I can’t see the little shits, he’d say.

The blanket was not much more than a rag with a few cotton 
balls in one corner— so it couldn’t be washed and was bagged 
with her dolls and felt hat. But anxious she snuck it out and 
stuffed it inside her pillow case where she could get a grip.

Her mother never scolded but scowled at her, twisted her own 
hair and gazed out the kitchen window which faced a parking 
lot full of Triumphs, MGs and mangy dogs.
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by Kimiko Hahn

T H E  M O V E M E N T  O F  T H E  M E C H A N I C A L  C L A W  D I G G I N G  

up the pavement contained the same ferocity of a man jerking 
off on a park bench. She watched it as she approached the clutch
ing and heaving, but didn't stay for the entertainment like a few 
shopkeepers and babysitters with pleased boys. She hurried by 
and wondered about that activity— exposure— and why.

In high school she saw a man on a street fully exposed. When 
her friend was returning from catechism she sat next to a man on 
the bus who was jerking off but she thought the appendage was 
from a joke shop. When taking care of a niece at a petting zoo 
she noticed a man nonchalantly walk around with his cock out, 
as if ordinary as a nose. Then that park incident.

True, women dressed in clothing provocative to others and 
themselves but they didn’t walk around with a breast out or 
skirt hitched above their waist. And women didn’t finger them
selves on the street for all to witness. Anyway that would be dan
gerous and draw men rather than repel, rather than reward the 
woman.

She had just bought several transparent blouses: black, white, 
and a floral print. She bought a stark white bra to wear beneath 
it. Where w ill you wear that? her best friend asked. Who knows, 
she admitted. Some occasion w ill turn up. She thought later; Maybe 
I 'll go compete with the heavy machinery.



Advices
by Patricia Dunn

“ t h e  u m b r e l l a , w h e r e  i s  i t ? ” a m j e d  s c r e a m e d  

into the bedroom.
“We don’t have one!” I screamed back into the living room.
“What happened to the one I bought?”
“I guess I threw it out.”
“Again!”
I refused to pay homage to rain in LA. I didn’t believe in it, in 

a manner of speaking, though there were plenty of things I did 
give credence to. For example, I knew a higher power existed. I 
had felt its presence four times in the last two years, each time I 
was “right sized” (also known as “down sized,” “re-engineered,” 
“ laid off,” and “You’re out of here!”). Divine intervention 
was also stuck up my uterus, something I was convinced of 
because no matter what else my husband or the doctors put 
up there I still couldn't conceive. But back to rain— I didn’t 
relocate three thousand miles for it to rain. So, on a regular basis 
I ’d rid my apartment of all umbrellas. I also bought a 1968 
Volkswagen bug.

“A car made for the desert,” said the used car dealer. "Air 
cooled.. .no water needed to keep this baby from smoking,” he 
continued to say. I wasn’t sold. Until he clarified, “Desert.. .this 
whole city, desert. Sand. Palm trees not native, not a single.. .all 
brought in from.. .great deal, great deal, for a desert climate.” I
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thought, “So, LA’s a desert. $475 is a great deal for a car built for 
the desert.” And it was a great deal. Then it rained and the front 
seat flooded.

“Grab your car keys and two of the plastic trash bags. I want to 
get to my mother’s before sundown.. .Did you hear me? What’s 
taking you...M arie, are you okay?” Amjed bellowed into the 
bedroom.

I bellowed back that I was fine, but I knew if  he looked he 
could tell from my more-green-than-brown right eye that I 
wasn’t. To most my right eye looked identical to my left one, but 
to the very few I granted intimacy, all of my passion and pain 
radiated from my right pupil.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, now standing at the 
foot of the bed.

“You know we can’t take my car if it’s raining.”
If  I hadn’t met Amjed, I ’d still be taking the bus when it 

rained. Since the first day we met I wanted his climate control. 
That was Amjed’s “ I am trying to impress you” name for the 
buttons that regulated the heat and air-conditioning. My Bug 
had neither. My Bug didn’t even have color. It was beige. Amjed 
was my first car relationship. Before him I had only known sub
way relationships, but that was back in New York where a 
car meant caring about alternate-side-of-the-street parking. In 
LA a car meant power. That is when it worked.

“We’ll take mine,” he said.
“But it overheated twice yesterday,” I said.
“It will be fine. I just put more coolant in it,” he said.

(311
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The black line was in the red, but Amjed just kept on driving. 
Barry Manilow began to write the songs on the radio, and 
Amjed still just kept on driving. Not one, “Get this off or I ’ll 
kill myself,” his usual mantra every time some DJ played a song 
that offended his sensibilities. I never argued with his sensibili
ties. Before I met Amjed, all I owned was one Peter Frampton 
and three Beatles albums, and two scratched Kiss 4 5 ’s— all 
bought before my first period, and before my parents separated. 
Amjed bought me my first CD and brought music back into my 
life. I clicked off the radio.

Amjed finally pulled over to the freeway’s shoulder after my 
third chorus of “Stop the car I smell smoke!”

“It will be fine,” he said. The car was fine in the same way I 
was fine. The car was overheating, and I was overly fixated on the 
moment when she would open her apartment door, looking only 
at her son, her only son, her only child, her “Habebe” as she 
called him, and say, “What happened? I was so worried. You 
should have been here three minutes ago.” On any other day, I 
could have handled it as I usually did, smiling while in my mind 
I chanted my mantra, “I ’ll put her in a home. I ’ll put her in a 
home. I ’ll put her in a home.” But today I was fasting.

Three Ramadans had passed since I married Amjed, but it 
was the first time I was committed and determined to fast. I had 
offered before. The first year we were married, I even tried. I 
thought it was the wife thing to do. After all, Amjed had spent 
Christmas with my family in New York— five days in a two- 
bedroom apartment with six adults who didn’t believe in ther
apy of any kind and two who believed it was a sin. No food and 
water from sunrise to sundown for a month— I owed him that 
much.
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I lasted only two and half days. Sometime in the late morning 
of my third day of fasting after I asked “What happens if I swal
low some water when I'm brushing my teeth?” Amjed begged 
me to eat something.

For Amjed, faith wasn’t about rules and the consequences of 
breaking those rules; but for me, that’s all it had ever been. I still 
fasted like a Catholic. I needed to have all the rules laid out for 
me and the consequences of breaking them known: a few years 
in purgatory, eternal damnation in hell, or whatever. If  there 
were no consequences, then there would be no guilt, and though 
I found little use for most of the doctrine I was raised on, guilt I 
needed. Guilt was my mega vitamin, my energy bar. I took one 
bite and I was invincible.

Before this first rainy afternoon of the third Ramadan since 
my marriage, I had slipped in enough “What happens ifs” dur
ing otherwise “How was your day?” dinner conversations with 
Amjed to know that if I fasted, I at least would have the basics 
covered:
Rule number i. No water and no food from sunrise to sun
down— no problem. I ’d been cutting food out of my days since 
age eleven when my friend Carmelina took from her mother's 
handbag a supermarket check-stand book on celebrities who fast 
for fame and fortune (this was years before one of the cited 
celebrities died of anorexia).
Rule number 2. No sex (including tongue kissing) from sunrise 
to sundown— again, no problem. Amjed and I had already 
restricted our “relations,” as my fertility specialist called it, to 
the day before, on, and after ovulation. As the urologist 
explained to Amjed and me, “Sperm is like red wine, the longer 
you keep it bottled the more potent it gets.”
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But I no longer wanted to fast to be a good wife, I wanted to 
fast to be a good mother. I knew that it was actions that made 
one a decent partner in life, and what counted in relationships 
was the outside stuff: capping his toothpaste, laughing at his 
Steve Martin routines, and caressing his hair when he cried. But 
to be a good parent I needed a soul. This meant I had to go 
beyond the basics. And this would take more from me than 
keeping my orifices closed until dark.

Through the raised bird-crapped-on hood, I watched Amjed 
add more coolant. His outie belly button jiggled on his exposed 
olive colored belly, and I was reminded of what a good father he 
would make. That did it. My mind pressed its gas pedal: Okay, 
so the hysterosalpingogram and the postcoital test all showed 
that I was fine. I hadn’t received the results of the endometrial 
biopsy— fertility searching added a new word to my vocabulary 
almost on a daily basis— but there was no reason to believe that 
“we” weren’t pregnant because I was malfunctioning. Amjed 
wasn’t exactly bursting with sperm. He was in the normal range 
but law normal. I told him to stop spending hours drowning in 
the Web, but did he listen, NO! He insisted that there was “no 
conclusive evidence.. . ”

I couldn’t stop. My mind was somewhere between the gas and 
brake pedal. I wanted to stop blaming Amjed for what I thought 
I lacked. I wanted good thoughts, or better yet no thoughts. But 
mostly, I just wanted, on some level, to connect to what Amjed 
told me this time of year was all about. A time where we freed 
our minds and opened our hearts, our souls, to all that was 
around us. Again, I was back to what I lacked, a soul. I had no 
desire for a soul that was all thought and no substance. What I 
wanted was concrete. It was specific, like those stress-release
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balls, some thing I could squeeze tight in my hand when I 
needed strength or comfort.

I would have bought one if I could, and for years I even tried. 
I attended every “soul searching” seminar I could find. But 
whether it was a thirty dollar, two-hour, introductory session or 
a three hundred dollar weekend retreat, the solution given was 
always the same— “the path to your soul is through your self* or 
“find your self and you'll find your soul.” I didn’t disagree, but I 
knew that journey would have taken more time and money than 
I was willing to spend. I felt cheap and lazy. I rolled down my 
window. I knew I ’d feel better if I could talk to Amjed. He had 
this way of nodding in all the right places. “Amjed. . . ” He didn’t 
hear me. I reached over and rolled down the driver’s side win
dow, “A m jed ...” He still didn’t hear me. “A m jed ...” “Marie, 
start the car.” “A m jed ...” “Marie, start the car.” I banged my 
knee against the gear shift and screamed. “Are you O K ?” 
Amjed’s forehead dripping with rain was bending in the driver’s 
window. He was looking into my eye, both eyes. He had left his 
overheating engine just to see if I was okay. This was my chance 
to repent. My chance to confess that I didn't deserve him. If  I 
couldn’t keep my thoughts pure for only a few meager daylight 
hours, then I didn’t deserve him. “I ’m fine,” I said instead.

“Then can you please start the car?”
“Okay.”
“Marie! Easy! Go easy on the gas.”
The temperature gauge dropped, but we didn’t make it a half 

mile before it hit red again. Amjed got off the freeway and 
pulled into the “Have A Nice Day Supermarket.” I hated Glen
dale. I hated how it was twenty minutes, when your car wasn’t 
overheating, to the other side, my side, of the world. Hollywood
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I loved. Hollywood was real; its supermarket cashiers made you 
do your own price checks. Glendale was suburbia. Its supermar
ket cashiers told you to have a nice day, and they meant it. “No, 
you have a nice day!” “No you have a nice day!” I knew who my 
thoughts were bantering with— my mother-in-law. She only 
lived about five minutes, in a working car, from here. I was now 
glad we had taken Amjed's car; maybe it wouldn't cool down, 
and we could leave it in this parking lot and take the bus home. 
I no longer cared that in LA a twenty minute car trip took forty 
days and nights by bus. On an empty stomach, traveling was 
now a religious experience.

“Marie, its just not cooling down.. .wait here.. .I ’m going to 
find a phone and call my parents.” Amjed took off into the maze 
of shopping carts.

I was thirsty. I was hungry. I'd forgotten my watch on the 
bathroom sink, the dashboard clock had stopped working weeks 
ago, and with the rain, I couldn't even estimate the time the way 
Amjed taught me on our camping trip at Yosemite last year. 
Amjed's parents wanted their son to become a “real” American 
as fast as possible. The first month they immigrated to Glendale 
from Cairo, they enrolled Amjed in the Boy Scouts. Only all the 
other kids in his troop had just immigrated from Pakistan. Still, 
they did teach him several Scout things like telling time by the 
sun, and he learned the Boy Scouts' motto in Urdu. The noise in 
my stomach told me that the sun had to be setting soon.

I watched a shopper, a woman with two kids putting her gro
cery bags, plastic over paper, in her car. I judged her for her envi
ronmental unconsciousness. Then I wondered what she fed her 
kids: Twinkies, French bread pizza, Cocoa Puffs.. .sprouts, 
humus.. .my mother-in-law. There she was again. I couldn’t get
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her out of my mind; I couldn’t get her head out of the grocery 
bags, plastic over paper. I had to do something. I had made it all 
day without one bad thought. Okay maybe one, but the thought 
I felt coming on was going to be really bad. I rolled down 
the window. I thought the wet air would wake me out of it, 
but as the rain blew into the car I squinted at the shoppers 
revolving through the supermarket’s automatic doors until all I 
could see was rotting refrigerator magnets— apples, apricots, 
bananas, blackberries, blueberries, cantaloupes, cherries, kiwis, 
peaches, pears, pineapples, plums, pomegranates, tomatoes, 
watermelons...

I didn’t want to go there, not again. I had relived that first 
meeting so many times in my head, my journal, my nightmares, 
to my therapist, to friends and friends of friends, to acquain
tances of acquaintances, but how was I supposed to know at the 
time she only collected fruit refrigerator magnets? Her son 
didn’t tell me.

Amjed had insisted that I didn’t have to bring anything to his 
mother’s, but I knew if his mother was anything like my mother, 
I ’d get some nasty look if  I showed up without something in 
hand. Amjed's mother didn't drink alcohol, and I still hadn't 
been able to find one decent Italian bakery in all of LA, some
thing to do with hard water. No wine and no pastry— I was des
perate. Then after a few non-verbal threats Amjed told me his 
mother collected refrigerator magnets. What he forgot to men
tion, and only remembered when it was much too late to do any
thing about it, was that the refrigerator magnet had to be a fruit 
refrigerator magnet.

My mother-in-law didn’t just collect refrigerator magnets, 
she collected fruit refrigerator magnets. She didn’t just place
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them on the refrigerator door, she organized and systematized 
and categorized each one of them on the refrigerator door. Each 
refrigerator fruit magnet was alphabetized by the first letter of 
its name in its “ in” season. For example, the apple was placed 
first in the fall season section which could be found at the top of 
the refrigerator door, while the watermelon was placed last in 
the summer season section near the automatic ice maker.

I knew Amjed’s mother had a pet parrot called Samit, Arabic 
for “one who is silent.” Samit hadn’t always been called Samit. 
After she said her first words, “Hello Sarnia,” Sarnia, Amjed's 
mother, shrilled with such pride that the parrot fell off her perch 
and banged her head on the edge of their new big screen TV with 
surround sound stereo. Amjed told me that the vet helped the 
parrot out of a coma, but that she’s never said another word. 
Before the accident Amjed’s mother was going to get rid of her 
because of the mess she made, but now her parrot needed her. 
She kept her and changed her name to Samit.

“What could be a better refrigerator magnet than a parrot 
refrigerator magnet,” I had smiled. I was happy with myself. My 
only worry was what if Amjed’s mother already had one?

“It’s very nice to meet you,” I ’d said.
“Please excuse the way I ’m dressed,” Amjed’s mother said 

accented with authority.
I could excuse it, but I didn’t expect it. Amjed had told me 

his mother was a religious woman. I didn’t think that meant she 
would have everything but her eyes covered in black. Okay, at 
first I did, but then I went to the library. I ’d wanted to know as 
much as I could about the mother of the man who was the only 
guy that ever made me feel marriage might be a good thing.
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I learned a lot. I learned that there was as much diversity 
among Muslim women as there was among the Catholic women 
I knew, probably more. Some covered their heads; others didn’t. 
Some covered their heads because daddy said so; others covered 
their heads in spite of daddy saying not to. Some were house
wives, others were heads of state.. .But with all that I read, noth
ing prepared me for a burning bush in a white short-skirted ten
nis outfit. I had never seen hair so red and so strong as Amjed’s 
mother’s. I found out later the red was the result of her home
made henna mix.

“Please excuse the way I ’m dressed. I played doubles today 
and the game went a bit over.”

“Here’s a little something I thought you would like,” I offered 
looking up at her. She was almost as tall as her son, and he was 
six two.

“You shouldn’t have. Thank you,” she accepted.
I was so puffed up by my perfect parrot magnet, I didn’t see 

that the smile on Am jed's mother's face was the polite smile you 
give when you really meant “you shouldn't have.” I was usually 
good at sensing a person’s displeasure, especially when it was 
directed at me. Actually I often assumed it, but I was so sure of 
my parrot that confidence took over decorum. I grabbed the par
rot refrigerator magnet from Amjed’s mother’s hands and said, 
’’Let’s see how it looks on your fridge.” Before Amjed’s mother 
or Amjed could stop me, I had found the refrigerator door. I had 
also moved many of the fall fruits into the spring line, dropped 
the watermelon from summer to winter, and the kiwis from 
whatever season they came on to the floor. Then I took a few 
steps back to admire the placement of my parrot, and when the 
pupil in my more-green-than-brown right eye began to ran
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domly flicker at all the chaotic fruit, I asked, “Did I mess some
thing up?” That was when Amjed’s mother responded, “Please, 
don’t trouble yourself with it .” But from the way her strictly 
brown left eye strained to stop its pupil from dilating, I knew 
what she was thinking. It wasn’t pleasant.

At dinner that night she made fish, my favorite— only she 
didn’t debone it completely. I silently chewed each sliver of 
bone, and when that didn’t work, I gulped my water and swal
lowed. I thought I had caused enough trouble for my first visit.

“Open the hood!” Amjed was finally back, but he wasn’t alone. 
There was Henna Red wearing a blue denim cap with a huge 
plastic sunflower stuck to its front. And of course Henna Red 
had not just one umbrella, but two— one for herself and one for 
her Amjed, her only son, her only child, her “Habebe” as she 
called him every time she squeezed his cheeks. Am jeds father, 
Baba he called him, stood umbrellaless wearing the Yankee 
baseball cap I had brought back from my last trip to the Bronx. 
As he maneuvered around his wife and son trying to get at the 
engine, I struggled into the driver seat, again banging my knee, 
and stuck my head out the window to say hello. Even if  my 
thoughts were bad, I could still be polite.

“Why are you out in this weather without an umbrella? A 
plastic bag on your head! What, you don’t have a home? You live 
on the street?” she said to her only child.

“Mamma, I ’m fine,” he said to her.
“You’re going to get sick.”
“Mamma, why don’t you wait in the car with Marie while 

Baba and I try to fix this?”
“Use the umbrella I brought you.”
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I wanted to floor it, but I unlocked the passenger door instead.
“ Its  a mess out there...Don’t you and Amjed own an 

umbrella?”
“Hello, Sarnia.”
“You should have more than one. You can keep the extra one I 

brought,” she said as she said everything, accented with author
ity.

“Thank you,” I said. First your son and now your umbrella, how 
w ill I ever repay you?

“My sister, the one who lives in Amman, lost twenty pounds 
eating apples. Only apples.” I knew this was her way of letting 
me know that the ten pounds I ’d gained since I lost my job 
showed, but I was so grateful that she’d stopped talking about 
umbrellas, I didn’t care.

“She looks great. I have a picture she sent me on the refrigera
tor. Her cheeks are all rosy, just like an apple,” she laughed. “You 
could have rosy cheeks too. I should give you her picture for an 
inspiration. You know apples have no calories.. .they have some 
calories, but it takes so much energy to eat them ...you burn 
them right off. Just like eating nothing. Lots of fiber too.”

“I ’m allergic,” I made the mistake of responding.
“Allergic. That’s because you shop in that store by your house. 

Poison. It’s all poisons there,” she said, her accent stronger than 
ever. “Amjed took me there once. Never again. I had to skin 
them all. Every piece. What a shame. The skin is the most 
healthiest part. I almost cried...You should shop here. The 
fruits are very respectable, though, of course, not as good as back 
home. We don’t need to call things organic. It ’s just that way. 
But I ’m sure it’s different now— to make America happy they'll 
use poisons. It’s guava season. You can't get a guava so juicy... ”

{ 4 1 )



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

“Hows your fasting going?” I interrupted, unable to swallow 
one more piece of her fruit.

“I have my period... Amjed did tell you that it's haram to fast 
when you have your period, didn't he?”

“I think so,” I lied, hoping she wouldn't notice my right 
pupil spasm. It was another rule he'd chosen to ignore.

“You can make up the days at the end,” she said. I cringed. I 
was horrible about making up things. Every “F” I ever got in 
college was because of incompletes.

“It’s nice for Amjed to have you fast, but it must be hard for 
you. In your religion, you only go without meat on Fridays.”

I had tried to tell her once that I no longer was Catholic, but 
she gave me this whole lecture about how it's okay for Muslims 
to marry Christians or Jew s, that they all believed in the one 
God, and I didn't have to change my religion for Amjed. I was 
going to tell her that it had nothing to do with Amjed, but if  
she'd ask what it did have to do with, I wouldn't have an answer. 
It was like with the music. I didn't know why, maybe the reason 
was an obvious one like my parents' break-up, but one day I just 
stopped buying it. Sure I kept a few souvenirs: a paper back bible 
with my Nonna's lipsticked lips imprinted on it (she’d make me 
kiss its cover every time she came to visit and then she'd kiss it 
too) and a chipped plastic statue of baby Jesus that was given to 
me when I made my communion, by whom I don’t remember. 
Still, I had stopped calling myself Catholic years before I met 
Amjed.

“How are you?” she asked, her fingers squeezing my colorless 
cheeks.

“Fine.” I mumbled. She'd never touched me before, certainly 
not in that way. The way she touched her son.
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“Really?”
“Really,” I said.
“Amjed tells me you still haven’t found work.” She’d set me 

up. The squeeze was just a decoy.
“Have you tried temp agencies? They're usually a good way 

to get your foot.”
“I ’m registered with two, but they’re slow this time of year.”
“You should register with more.. .all of them.”
“I ’ll try that.” I lied again, this time closing my right eye.
“You want me to blow on it?”
“Just a piece of dust,” I said. “It’s okay now.”
“That test stuff, must be taking all your time. I just don’t 

know.. .it makes no sense.. .you have a baby or you don’t. What 
are they looking for anyway?”

“ I’m just.. . ” I started to respond, but she gave me one of her 
looks that I now knew all too well. The look that told me I was 
doing something inappropriate. My mother-in-law was the 
queen of the rhetorical question. Only it was never clear by the 
tone in her voice whether or not she wanted me to respond. The 
brown-eyed glare was my only clue. I shut up, clenched the 
steering wheel, and pushed out a smile.

“Marie! Start the car!” Amjed’s voice rescued me.
“Don’t go so heavy on the gas. You have to go lightly, tap.” 

She said demonstrating the movement of the pedal with her 
hand.

I hit the gas pedal harder than I ’ve ever hit anything in my 
life.

“Enough!” Amjed screamed through the emissions.
“I ’m sorry,” I yelled as I took my foot off the pedal.
“Do you want me to do it?” she asked. I didn’t answer.
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“Marie, do you want me to press the gas?“ she asked again.
“I think I can handle it.”
“Its just I ’ve been driving for so many more years... ”
“I ’m .. . just f i n e , ” I snapped.

“Do not drive yourself home.. .skin may sw ell.. .vomiting may 
occur... ” Amjed had read out loud with his news anchor voice, 
the one he used when he read the newspaper while on the toilet, 
and our first argument over fertility had begun.

“Amjed that’s the third time you’ve read that thing.”
“Why do you want to do this?” Amjed said as he grabbed my 

hand and on its way to taking a Pop Tart from the toaster oven.
“I told you I want to make sure that everything’s okay,” I ’d 

said squeezing his hand, trying to sound reasonable instead of 
annoyed.

“We’ve barely even tried,” he said flaring the nostrils of his 
lion nose.

“It’s been over six months.”
“But Marie,” he paused for emphasis. “Sticking blue dye up 

there does not sound like a good thing to me.” Amjed had this 
way of making the scientific sound absurd.

“It’s only so the doctor can get an x-ray.”
“S till...”
“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” I interrupted, 

knowing he was about to launch into his speech about the limi
tations of doctors and corrupt morals, that put the dollar before 
the patient, of the American Medical Association. It wasn't that 
I disagreed with him. But I had already made the appointment 
for the procedure.

“Marie, we agreed to give it a year before we put ourselves
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through all of this,” he said holding my hand against his chest.
“A ll of what? A ll you have to do is jack off into a cup.. .you 

can even do it at home, and then bring it into the doctor’s office. 
Im  the one who’s poked and snipped, in public, yeah, why don’t 
you read about that test, where they cut a piece of me to do a 
biopsy, isn’t that a lovely word.” I pulled my hand away, and 
then banged and burned it against the inside of the toaster oven.

“Oh, God , let me get the aloe.” Amjed ran out of the kitchen 
and was back before I had time to feel the burn.

“Give me your hand.” He gently patted aloe on the top sur
face of my hand.

“Thank you,” I said stretching my neck back and looking up 
to meet his eyes. Amjed’s gentleness and child’s enthusiasm for 
life often caused me to forget how much taller, and wider, he was 
than me.

“I ’m sorry,” he said softly blowing on my hand. Now, I felt 
guilty. Here I was making him suffer from worrying about me.

“Amjed, I ’m sorry too. I ’ve just been feeling, not too great 
lately.”

“I just want to help,” he said. Amjed always got in trouble 
with me when he tried to help. I could never get him to under
stand that it was when he was just himself, not trying at all, that 
he helped me the most. When he’d tell a joke more for his own 
amusement than mine, or when he'd put on a new CD. I'd feel 
better just watching his pleasure.

“I was laid off yesterday,” I blurted out.
“Is this what this is all about?” The “ I understand now” 

smugness in the look he had on his face made me lose all of the 
sympathy I had just had for him. I no longer felt guilt. Now I 
was pissed.
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“You don’t have any idea what anything is about,” I growled 
and walked out of the room.

“Marie,” he said following me through the kitchen, the liv
ing room, the bedroom and into the bathroom, “I just mean that 
maybe your putting too much stress on yourself right now. ”

“Do you mind? I have to pee.” I pushed him out of the bath
room and locked the door.

“Marie, why do you always look for things to be wrong?” he 
asked through the door. “Why can’t you just have a little 
faith.. .Marie, are you listening? Marie.. .I’m sorry.. .How about 
I ejaculate at the doctor’s office, in front of his whole staff.. .Okay, 
bad joke.. .at least yell at me or something... M arie!.. .Are you 
okay?” He asked now pounding on the bathroom door.

“I ’m just.. .fine!” I ’d snapped.

“It will be all right.” My mother-in-law had her right hand on 
my arm, the arm that was unconsciously pulling the seat han
dle, bringing me as close as possible to the steering wheel. “It 
will be all right,” she said again. Her touch and her voice were 
warm, and not the warmth that I ’d seen her give to her son. It 
was the kind of warmth that one gave to a friend, maybe not a 
friend, but to someone you could relate to.

“I know it w ill.” I lied yet again. I didn’t know things would 
be all right. I wasn’t even sure what was wrong. I knew I was out 
of work and so far unable to conceive, and there was this lost soul 
stuff, but it was not any of that, or it was much more than that.

“Marie, I ’m not one to give advices... ” Now I was afraid. I 
knew my mother-in-law only said advices because of the lan
guage thing, but the idea of getting it in the plural made me 
nervous.
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“But this time I must make an exception,” she continued.” I 
want you to know that I don’t lie. I don’t always say what's in 
my mind, but I don’t lie. You see, because my son, my only son 
and child, loves you, I love you too.

My right eye began to sting. My impulse was to say I love you 
too, but I didn’t, and I knew even without looking into my eye 
she knew that. I started to speak, but she gave me the look; so, 
relieved, I just listened.

“ I know that you don't love me now,” she said releasing her 
hand from my arm. “You barely know me, and I know that 
knowing someone before love is an important thing to people 
here. For me I can love because it is right to love, and it ’s right 
for me to love who my son loves. Now, do I like you? Do you like 
me? Marie, they're going to fall o ff.. . ” She said looking at my 
fingers clenching the steering wheel.

“The delivery with Amjed was very hard,” she continued as 
she watched her son through the windshield. “They wanted to 
cut me open. His head was too big. I said ‘N o!’ She banged the 
dash board with her fist. Then inhaling a deep breath, she 
opened both fists to the sky, exhaled a few words, of which I only 
understood Allah, and briskly rubbed her palms over her face. 
“Excuse me. It’s not right to act in such a way on a holy day, even 
with your period,” she said with a shocking modesty that 
inspired me to talk.

1 m sorry.
“What did you d o .. .sorry.. .what is left to say when you do 

do something wrong?” she asked, I assumed rhetorically.
“It must have been a hard time for you,” I said uninspired.
“More than two whole days of screaming, and not me— the 

doctors, my husband, even my mother, all screaming at me.
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Telling me to let them cut. But I took all the pain. I did what I 
wanted. There he is,” she said pointing at her son. “All right. He 
came out right, and he’s stayed that w ay... Why do you want to 
have a baby?”

This time I knew she expected an answer, but I wanted to give 
the right one, and I wasn't sure what that was.

“Why do I want a baby?” I repeated.
“Is this a game show, or am I not speaking English as good as 

I think?”
“It’s time.”
“For what?”
“Amjed and I talked about it and we agreed that it would be 

better to have children before we got too old. . . ”
“Everyone thinks because it was so hard for me with him was 

the reason why I didn’t have another child, but.. . ”
“ I think we got it !” Amjed interrupted. “Give it some gas, 

Marie.”
“Enough advices. I ’ll see you at home,” my mother-in-law 

said as she opened the passenger door and got out of the car.
“What advices?" I thought, “I should eat apples and die 

before I let them give me a cesarean?” I lightly pressed the gas 
pedal.

“Okay, that's enough.” Amjed shouted.
As I slowly released the gas pedal, Am jed’s mother opened the 

passenger door and got back in the car.
“I almost forgot, take this.” She handed me a plastic bag with 

four dates. “It will be time to break fast before you get to our 
home. Turn around. Give me your back.” I obeyed.

“Lift your hair,” she said as she clasped around my neck a sil
ver chain dangling a tiny blue ceramic bead. “Back home we
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believe the blue will protect you from any harms someone may 
try and do to you, especially from the envious.”

“My grandmother used to wear a gold horn to protect her 
from the Evil Eye,” I said.

“Good. You know about the Evil Eye. Make sure you wear it 
on job interviews. And if  its  G ods will, a baby will happen. 
Inshallah!”

“Thank you.”
“You don’t thank me, I ’m your mother-in-law. You don’t need 

to thank fam ily.. .You know that Amjed doesn’t believe in such 
things. He says they’re just superstitions, but in this world we 
can use some extra help, and I don’t think God minds at all.” 

“Sarnia,” I called to her as she opened the passenger door, 
“why didn't you have another child?”

“God’s will. And it’s bad for your stomach to do what you don’t 
want,” she said and got out of the car for the last time that day.

I listened to the swishing of the wipers, and I thought about 
all the blue in this world. The sky, the sea, the dye injected into 
my uterus so that the doctor could see why I bled so heavy and 
why I couldn’t conceive— all blue. But somehow the blue I now 
cared about the most was the blue around my neck, on one tiny 
ceramic bead. I knew that it wouldn’t store all of my unneces
sary guilt, or even get guilt out of the driver’s seat. It wouldn't 
find me a job or make me fertile. And it definitely wouldn’t help 
me see that perhaps I didn’t want a child, not yet anyway. But 
maybe one night during a hard sleep it would be this blue that 
would prevent its chain, tangled around my neck, from choking 
me. Maybe, with God’s help, this blue would protect me, or at 
the very least make me feel that way. I figured faith had to start 
somewhere, even somewhere as small as a tiny blue bead.
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For the first time that day I wished I was at my mother-in- 
law’s.

“I think it'll work,” Amjed said as he got into the passenger 
seat, peas of sweat rolling down his nose. “But it's time to break 
fast,” I said. I tried to hand him the plastic bag with the four 
brown dates his mother had given me, but he cupped his hand 
over mine and said, “First we tell God why we fasted— God for 
you we have fasted and on your blessings we break our fast.” I 
opened my hand exposing the four dates now all stuck into one, 
and Amjed gently put his tongue in my mouth. On our kiss we 
broke fast.
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Ticking
by Anne-Marie Brumm

In an inner harness 
of silence
a well marrowed secret 
contentedly waits 
propelled toward the palaver 
of foreign guests.
The flicker throbs quickly about 
but the mind tattooed 
from remote designs 
feels fleshless.

I pour libations 
on the Ara Pacis, 
a golden dolphin glides 
toward an unsuspecting sub. 
Closer...
The ambassador pledges a toast! 
chortling at the yellowed words, 
a maw gapes
as a fiery burst flails the room, 
a starched apparition spatters 
into a dark cinerous hell.



The Unknown Corpse
by Rebecca Seiferle

“an unknown corpse—
Greek characters appearing in brilliance. ”

— Pier  Paolo  Pa s o l in i

T H E  D A Y  I F I N I S H E D  R E A D I N G  E N Z O  S I C I L I A N O ’ S 

biography Pasolini, I was haunted by the book’s opening account 
of how Pasolini, the innovative film-maker, poet, homosexual 
provocateur, was beaten to death. That evening, the local news 
in the small southwestern town where I lived announced that 
another body had been found, beaten to death, somewhere on 
the outskirts of the city. It was the fifth body in as many days, 
and like Pasolini’s, the unknown man’s body had been discov
ered by a stranger who had, initially, mistaken it for garbage.

Belief in coincidence may be as mistaken as any other ego
tism— these various events and perceptions are related only in 
us, Ju n g ’s idea of synchronicity depends upon a self that views 
itself as the intersection of apparently unrelated events— but 
this coincidence made me think how archetypal the “unknown 
corpse’’ has become in our time, in our social conscience, in our 
art. The account begins and ends with the body— whether the 
account is the artful biography of a celebrity’s life, or an obscure 
news item— for “the story” is no more than the discovery of that 
body. Everything else— the corpse’s identity, personal history—  
is prelude or afterthought to the visual and dramatic shots of the 
body itself, a white sheet falling away to reveal the scuffed sole
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of one naked foot before the corpse is carried away. So those who 
survive and mourn the death of a person complain of our indif
ference to everything but the discovery of the unknown corpse, 
as if  they were victimized, first by the act itself, than in the 
telling.

Do the accounts merely "recount” the violence or do they 
replicate it, in a sense by "accounting” for it? Does our telling 
and retelling extend the violence by providing a context for it, a 
fictional home? The most modern genres, the mystery and hor
ror story, both traditionally begin with the discovery of a corpse. 
One of the oldest Western works, The Iliad , ends with a corpse; 
Hector is dragged around the walls of Troy until he becomes a 
body devoid of human features— a thing, a warning, a sign. The 
body reduced to a corpse is the hero’s counterpart, is the hero 
defeated. In the epigraph to this piece, taken from his poetry, 
Pasolini recognizes the identity between the “unknown corpse” 
and “Greek characters appearing in brilliance.” The exceptional 
and the marginal are alike because both are “outside” culture—  
as the body of Hector is dragged around outside a city’s walls. 
The hero is “above” ordinary terms and considerations, the 
corpse is “below,” but both are “beyond” the realm of the ordi
nary. The Ilia d  develops the differences in the personalities of 
Hector and Achilles, with the odd consequence that the acts of 
violence on each side are seen to be more and more similar. Loyal 
son defending his city or pouting prince avenging a slight; 
finally, each mirrors the other’s violence; each act is followed by 
another act of violence that both mirrors and intensifies in an 
attempt to end the narrative. The end of the narrative is death. 
Both Hector and Achilles try to end the long terrible narrative 
of the siege of Troy by killing one another. Their attempts can
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only extend the narrative. Homer’s poem doesn’t so much con
clude, as it stops, “a disappointing ending” most of my students 
complain, expecting something like the exploding building 
that ends most summer blockbusters. But, in a sense, they are 
right, this most heroic of poems, ends with “uncontrollable 
g rie f’ a grief remarkably located in the enemy’s city, felt from 
the viewpoint of the “other.” Homer’s final image and comment 
is that war, glory, and heroism is a funeral... “And so the Trojans 
buried Hector breaker of horses.”

Years distant from Greek gods and mythologies, we still res
onate with their view. What is noteworthy about that point of 
view is the ease with which the Greeks blamed the victim and 
believed in violence as transformation. In any modern court of 
law, Oedipus would have been guilty of nothing: he killed his 
father in self-defense and married his mother, all unknowingly. 
This is a distinction that we have come to make— inherited 
from the other branch of our heritage— for in the Christian view, 
sin is defined as committing evil, knowingly. But in the Greek 
view, Oedipus is guilty of everything, of whatever misfortune 
has befallen his situation. Only violence can transform the situa
tion, can transform his guilt into penance, lift the curse from 
Thebes. To read a story in the Greek sense means to read narra
tive as character. In the Greek view, death is a consequence of 
character.

A few years ago, the mayor of the town where I live men
tioned in a council meeting that something should be done 
about the garbage on the street because it was discouraging 
tourism. The “garbage” he was referring to were human beings, 
the homeless, mostly Native Americans— many of them Navajo 
from a nearby reservation— alcoholics passed out in the park or
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stumbling clown Main Street. These people were usually the 
ones discovered frozen to death in an alley or knifed behind a bar 
or crushed in a dumpster or drowned in an irrigation ditch. 
Alive, they were anonymous and marginal. Dead, they were the 
unknown corpse or victim, often identified by no more than the 
manner of their death: “frostbite victim ,” “knifing victim ,” 
“drowning victim.”

I f  death is a consequence of character, then when a man is 
found knifed behind a local bar, we read his death as the outcome 
of his own character. Citizens, on the other hand, are found dead 
in their beds or in their chairs, bent over their shoelaces, or in 
their own bathtubs and are found by friends, family. The bodies 
of the marginal are found by strangers, in locales that belong to 
no one— the vacant lots where the order of the city breaks down 
between houses or neighborhoods, the parks where a cultivated 
wilderness of human appetite is equated with nature, “transi
tion zones” between one area of definition and another. The story 
of the body’s discovery is also told very differently. When an 
uncle is found dead in bed, his niece or nephew is interviewed 
weeping or stunned; the body is related to us, given a familial 
context. But among the marginal, where “a human being has 
been reduced to the status of a thing,” as Simone Weil wrote, 
defining the nature of affliction, what is found are “remains, a 
corpse, a body.” The heap of rags sleeping in the dumpster, the 
body prone in the park, are already viewed as refuse to be cleaned 
up or carted away. Death, in the tragic view, confirms the mar
ginal in their marginality; those who are anonymous become 
finally an “it.” The people who discover the body, the police and 
officials investigating, the reporter relating the story— all these 
are named— but the person who died violently is as transitory as
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an X  marked on the ground, the white hollow outline chalked 
on the sidewalk, empty of story and name.

“If  the young people and children of the Roman subprole
tariat. . .are now human refuse, it means that then too, they were 
potentially so.” In this statement, Pasolini inverts the tragic 
view of life; nothing has to occur for the person to be trans
formed into a thing; he or she is already a thing; only the recog
nition of thingness is left. In this view, it would be as if from the 
beginning Hector were the warning dragged around the gates. 
The body mistaken for garbage in the weeds of a vacant lot— as 
Pasolini himself, savagely beaten to death, was found in a vacant 
lot by a woman and her son who lived nearby— has always been, 
at least potentially, refuse. What Pasolini refuses is any moment 
of transformation. In Western tragedy, it is violence that trans
forms, the scene when Oedipus puts out his eyes, the moment 
when Hector is dragged around the walls of Troy— each of these 
scenes, momentous and awful, transforms not only the person 
but the narrative itself, by bringing it to an end. Pasolini does 
not so much refuse violence as refuse to give it meaning. From 
the beginning, the brilliant characters and the unknown corpse 
are one; their common ground is the “refuse” of the body.

How often do we deny the body even when we are fascinated 
by it? It could be argued that much of contemporary writing 
that supposedly “celebrates” the body, in its fluids and aches and 
sexuality, is just another attempt to colonize it. The mind appro
priates the flesh that it previously denied— a change in meth
ods, but the same master. The outline of the body sketched at a 
crime scene is like a figure in which we try and read the narrative 
of its demise. Death tells us nothing of the one dying. In its 
silence, it is like birth. In the delivery room, we can name the
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parents, discern their social statue, the relationship between 
them, identify the doctor, the nurses, the midwife, everything is 
apparent except for the still hidden child. And when the child is 
born, what is often first noticed is the body— the perfect toes, 
the sex, the color of the hair and eyes, the resemblances of this 
newborn body to others that preceded it. What is unknown is 
the identity of the child for that must unfold organically.

Similarly, in accounts of death, we are told of the wounds, the 
body’s condition, in all its lurid detail. Because death, like birth, 
is a moment in which being becomes synonymous with its 
processes, all the questions one asks are of the body. And yet how 
indifferent and callous those questions can be, preceding from 
an assumption that regards the body as a thing, an object. These 
questions are most difficult for the survivors of violent crimes, 
who feel themselves again reduced to the status of a thing by the 
very structure of the narratives of the police and courts. I f  the 
criminal believes in the transforming power of violence, the 
interrogator believes that the victim has been transformed. Both 
share the same assumption. No wonder, then, if survivors feel 
that authorities might have preferred them dead. For dead, the 
body is readable as evidence, becomes as legible as any other 
clue. The crime scene is the figure the body makes on the 
ground, from which, like detectives, we deduce the narrative 
and character of the victim.

Because we view death tragically— which is to say because we 
view violence as transforming, as an event that “means” or illu
minates something, even if it is nothing but the absence of 
meaning— we often accuse the victim of his or her own death. 
Siciliano discusses how some speculated that Pasolini’s being 
beaten to death was an act of unconscious suicide, that by fre
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quenting the underpasses and vacant lots where he engaged in 
sex with strange boys, toughs of the local neighborhood, he 
courted his own death. Many of us wish to make the body into a 
story or parable, to consign it to the same place that the excep
tional and the marginal inhabit— the edge of the city. The 
neighbor woman who found the body of Pasolini said at first 
that she thought it was garbage, and she said to her son, “But 
just look at these sons of bitches who come and throw garbage in 
front of the house. I went over to see how I could clear the place 
up and I saw it was a man’s body.” Notice how her narrative 
inverts the narrative. She begins with a preconception of 
garbage and ends with the perception of the body. Her narrative 
was interrupted by the stammer of perception. Instead of the 
neat closure with its preconceived invective against her neigh
bors, she had to end, and begin again, with the body. It was 
afterwards, in the police reports, in the news, in the social com
mentary, as the culture questioned the sense of Pasolini s death 
in order to appropriate that death into its own meaning, that the 
body was again turned back into garbage, the it of its death.

It s clear that the marginal know the ease with which they can 
be transformed into refuse. For several years, I worked at a motel 
in the housekeeping department. Many of the women I worked 
with— most of them Navajo and Hispanic— had blue tatoos on 
their hands and arms, usually hearts, adding the initials of 
boyfriends to their own, sometimes a crooked cross. But the blue 
tatoos on Nellie s arms were different— a clearly delineated 
series of numbers. Fd read, of course, about the prisoners tatooed 
in Nazi concentration camps, the Indians branded with red hot 
irons during the conquest, but this was another form of wound
ing. For whatever reason, Nellie herself had written the num

( 58 }



S E I F E R L E  • T H E  U N K N O W N  C O R P S E

bers into her own flesh with cactus quills or safety pens, the ink 
from broken cartridges staining permanently the innumerable 
perforations. It was another stream of history that ran through 
that cinderblock room, where Nellie and I folded sheets 
together, our arms spread, snapping them open like a billowing 
sail then snapping the edges shut, moving towards one another, 
then moving back. Her movements were so practiced, so full of 
ease, that learning to keep up with her was like learning to 
dance, though there was strange fury in the speed with which 
we jerked the fabric into its final folded shape, moving against 
the strength in each others arms. I had to learn how to grip the 
hem strongly, my arms extended, sideways, out in the air, while 
being able to relinquish it easily, in the next instant. It took 
years for me to know her well enough to ask about the tatoos; it 
took years for her to tell me the story. One weekend, home from 
boarding school, she and several friends had decided to tatoo 
themselves, like everyone else, with hearts, crosses, initials. The 
symbols were common, cliches transposed onto the body, but 
something in the process, perhaps the deliberate act of wound
ing oneself to join a common body, perhaps the singular nature 
of pain, brought Nellie to another perception. That summer, her 
uncle had disappeared. For three months, no one had been able 
to find him. They didn’t know he’d already been found floating 
in an irrigation ditch, his face eroded by the water. When they 
went to identify the body, a cousin remembered that his uncle 
had a birth mark on his left leg. The family had buried him, 
though Nellie was never sure that they’d buried her uncle. So 
she’d tatooed the numbers into her arms, trying to stamp her 
flesh with some unique indication of who she was, where she 
came from. She pointed them out to me— her census number on
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the fold of skin near her thumb, her social security number on 
her wrist, and then,repeated, in the soft flesh of her underarm 
near the elbow. That way, if she died where no one knew her, or 
if her face were ruined beyond recognition, people could find out 
who she was by reading the numbers on her arm. Nellie was six
teen when she scratched the numbers into her skin; she must 
have been in her mid-fifties when she told me the story, but her 
deepest fear was, still, of becoming an unknown corpse.
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Auschwitz
by Jean Valentine

The concrete 
stairs
down into the gas room 
into the oven room 
under the earth.
You hear the dead step 
down



Reading the Mandelstams
by Jean Valentine

Snow falling the sixth night 
on the stone house full of silence 
Why can’t they drive you both now, tonight 
up to the house, light up the house

Lines of ice
in the night window
notes
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When the Social Worker 
Ladies Came Again

by Peggy Garrison

F I N A L L Y ,  T H E  S O C I A L - W O R K E R  L A D I E S  W H O  M O T H E R  

used to work with during the first three years of her marriage 
were coming again. The first time Mother invited them I was 
three. There were four of them: Ivy, Naomi, Margaret, and 
Cordie, their supervisor, who later became a judge. Mother often 
talked proudly about those years before she got pregnant and 
when Dad was starting out in the scrap iron business, operating 
the small scrap yard on Mitchell Street. At the time the ladies 
first visited, we lived in a duplex on 5 ist Street on Milwaukee’s 
West Side. I didn’t remember the actual details of that evening, 
but Mother did, and for the next seven years she wouldn’t let me 
forget them.

“You talked all the time,” she’d scold, “you never stopped 
talking. First you quoted your whole Coralie Crothers book, then 
the first part of the Mark Antony speech about the noble Brutus 
that your father taught you. Then you carried on about how I 
wouldn’t let you wear braids. It was so embarrassing. Naomi 
said your ability to talk was extraordinary and asked if  it was 
normal for a three year old to talk so much.”

Every time she reminded me my stomach would turn mushy 
and I ’d want to hide. I prayed over and over for another chance, a 
chance to show those ladies I’d changed, that now I was shy and 
polite. I’d rehearse in my mind how I was going to sit on one of
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the green upholstered chairs in the new living room (when I was 
seven we moved to an East Side three story Georgian style house) 
with my hands folded in my lap, silent almost to the point where 
they might think I was one of those children who couldn’t learn 
to talk. If only I could do it over again, this time I ’d get it right. 
I’d erase that big spot of embarrassment for Mother and myself.

Mother let me know the ladies were coming several days 
before. When I told her how much it meant to me for them to 
see that now at eleven I was different, she agreed that I could 
come into the living room just to say a few words and then go 
upstairs to do my homework. She said instead of my usual jeans 
and flannel shirt, she wanted me to wear my black and yellow 
wool plaid dress, the one with the black buttons down the front 
that she and Dad brought back for me from Dad’s last business 
trip to London and Paris, one of the few business trips he’d let 
her join him on. It was pretty on the hanger, but itched terribly 
when I wore it, especially on my arms and neck. For the past year 
I’d had eczema inside both arms and that dress irritated it more. 
The cream Mother bought at the Whitefish Bay Pharmacy 
didn’t seem to do any good.

It was January and turned dark early. By six-thirty I noticed 
from the hall window that the two elms on the front lawn had 
already blurred. The house was usually drafty but in winter it 
was worse. Even in my wool dress I felt cold. Something was 
always going wrong with the boiler. The warmest room was the 
pink and yellow kitchen where we ate only on Sundays, Beulah, 
the housekeeper’s day off. I missed the little white kitchen on 
5 ist Street where I could look out the window while I ate.

“My gals,” as Mother always called the ladies, were due at 
seven for dessert and coffee. I was ready early in my itchy dress. I
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walked into the dining room to look at mother’s display. The 
drop-leaf French provincial table was covered with an ivory- 
color tablecloth. Mother’s company plates with their buttercup 
design were stacked to one side along with matching cups and 
ornate silver spoons. In the center were a pyramid of miniature 
pink frosted cupcakes and two platters of thin vanilla cookies 
with delicate brown edges, the only two things that Mother 
knew how to bake and they were always delicious. I hoped she’d 
let me eat a few of those cupcakes and cookies later. She’d 
recently told me that she and Dad thought I was starting to get 
pudgy so she was keeping me away from sweets.

I liked how the gray walled room where Dad presided over our 
serious family dinners had suddenly become warm and cheery. 
This was Mother’s evening. In fact Dad wasn’t even there. He’d 
said he was going downtown to bowl at Jack Crevelli’s.

It was a few minutes before seven. Mother joined me in the 
dining room, dressed for company. She wore a black wool dress 
with a small diamond flower at the neck and her long chestnut 
hair was combed into an upsweep. She stood in front of the table 
looking over her arrangement. After several moments she 
pushed the cups and saucers back further and moved the cup
cake centerpiece forward. Then she stepped back, shook her 
head and put them where they’d been before. I told her how 
wonderful the cupcakes looked hoping she’d let me eat one, but 
all she did was smile. Then she looked at me in the same careful 
way she’d looked at the table. “Something isn’t right,” she said 
more to herself than to me. “ Is it these white socks?” I asked. I’d 
been worried they might look too thick inside my patent leather 
shoes. “N o,” she answered, “ the socks are fine.” She examined 
me a moment longer and then told me to unbutton the top but
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ton of my dress. “There, that’s better,” she said cheerfully, “now 
you look more natural,” and right after with no warning her 
voice turned strict, scary strict, like Mrs. Van Tilden’s, my math 
teachers, as she said, “You know I ’m counting on you.”

The doorbell rang. I scurried back upstairs and as we’d 
planned, waited for Mother to call me. Instead of waiting in my 
room I stood in the hall at the railing across from the stairs— my 
lookout spot— sometimes late at night I ’d be awakened by the 
loud voices of guests leaving one of my parents’ catered dinner 
parties. I ’d tiptoe out of my room and stand at that spot. I could 
look down and see the end portion of the long hall table with the 
small blue lamp on top, watch the guests leave and listen to 
what they were saying without their ever knowing I was there. 
Usually I didn’t hear anything important, but once I heard 
Loretta Davidson, the bleached blond “hubba hubba” girl, as 
Mother used to call her, say with concern, “I hope things will get 
better for Wendy.”

I was stunned. I ’d had no idea Mother thought something bad 
enough to talk to Loretta Davidson about was wrong with me. I 
always made the honor roll; I behaved well in school; I read a lot 
of hard books like Jane Eyre and M ill on the Floss. I ’d wanted to 
collapse into tears and spent the rest of the night awake trying 
to figure out what I ’d done. When I asked Mother about it the 
next morning she said I ’d heard it incorrectly, that Loretta was 
talking about her own daughter, Nancy. I ’d felt somewhat 
relieved, and concluded she was probably right. I ’d heard it 
wrong because I was so tired.

I looked down and saw two women in dark winter coats; one 
woman was heavy, had short dark brown hair and a full bosom. 
“Ivy, let me take your coat,” I heard Mother say, “and Margaret,
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your coat too, dear.” Margaret had short graying brown hair, was 
slim and wore no makeup. She had on a skirt and cardigan 
sweater that were the same drab color as her hair. She looked like 
a nun without her habit. Mother had told me Margaret was a 
very devout Catholic.

My view was cut offby the staircase so although I couldn’t see 
Mother in the front hall, I could hear her hanging the coats in 
the front closet. What made that front hall area special for me 
was the mezuzah hanging like a little silver secret beside the top 
of the door. It had an opening in it where black Hebrew letters 
showed through. Mother told me it was a religious emblem to 
help protect the house. Dad and Mother could read those letters 
but I couldn’t. Now they belonged to Temple Tel Aviv which 
was “reform” so I didn’t learn Hebrew in Sabbath school.

I heard Ivy say, “Evelyn, what an elegant house,” and then, 
“where’s Wendy?” So she still hadn’t forgotten the little three 
year old clown I said to myself, and then thought about how 
proud of me they were all about to be.

Naomi and Cordie (her real name was Cordelia) came 
together. Naomi had on a three quarter length mouton coat like 
my best friend Sandy’s mother always wore, with a matching 
round hat. She was stocky and wore weird metal Ben Franklin 
glasses. Mother told me that Naomi was a Socialist. I knew it 
was something political but I wasn’t sure what. Cordie was 
unusually tall (Mother said tall women had trouble finding hus
bands) and had dark hair pulled back into a knot like my old 
kindergarten teacher, Miss Miller. Under her plain black coat 
was a tailored navy blue gabardine dress— Miss Miller had 
always worn dresses like that under her smock. I reflected that 
not one of the four of them looked what Mother would refer to as
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“stylish.” O f all of them she was the prettiest and the best 
dressed.

Both Cordie and Naomi started oohing and ashing. I hated 
when people carried on about the house. Sometimes Mother 
would even take guests on tours including upstairs and the base
ment. Naomi said, “What wonderfully thick carpeting.” Cordie 
commented on the big antique mirror over the hall table. “And 
this little ballerina painting,” said Cordie with amazement, “ is 
it a genuine Degas?”

“Yes it is,” I heard Mother answer proudly. “We bought it 
from an art dealer in Paris.”

They all disappeared from my view and their voices became 
muffled as they walked into the dining room but Cordie s loud 
gasp told me she’d just discovered the Lautrec lithograph hang
ing over the breakfront. It showed an overweight French busi
nessman in a black suit seated at a restaurant table and beside 
him was a pretty, smiling girl in a bright red dress; her arms 
were around his neck and her bare legs were lying across his lap. 
Dad brought it back from France last spring and insisted on 
hanging it in the dining room. Mother was very upset and 
begged him to hang it in his study on the third floor, or even in 
their bedroom—  “I say it stays in the dining room!” he’d 
shouted.

I ’d never heard them argue in front of me before. I was worried 
about Mother. She seemed so unhappy. For a week she hardly ate 
any dinner. Finally I talked to Sandy about it. We were best 
friends and so were our mothers. I guess Sandy told Pearl, her 
mother, and Pearl told Mother. Mother was firrious with me. 
“You’ve betrayed your family,” she scolded. “You always talk so 
much. How dare you air our family business in public?!”
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Every time Mother looked at me she’d turn the corners of her 
mouth down and roll her eyes in disgust. I felt ugly and so 
mushy in my stomach. More than anything I missed our nightly 
chats in her bathroom when she was undoing her hair. She even 
stopped coming downstairs in the morning to wish me a happy 
day just before I left to catch the school bus. It went on like that 
for three days. I felt like she didn’t even want me living in the 
house.

I knew that helping people was very important to her. She was 
secretary of her charity group, the Women’s Assistance 
Alliance— so to try and make things right again I went to visit 
our dentist, Dr. Lieberman’s wife, Betsy, who was wasting away 
with brain cancer. The Liebermans lived on Bridge Lane, about 
a mile away. Betsy had gotten so thin and her once beautiful face 
had become haggard. She wore a white kerchief over her head 
and I could see a cut-line on the upper part of her forehead. We 
stood outside on the front steps next to a long white box of gera
niums. I ’d felt so awkward. She had trouble remembering 
things and there were long silences because I couldn’t think of 
anything to say. That night Dr. Lieberman called to tell Mother 
how grateful Betsy had been for my visit and how lucky Mother 
was to have such a thoughtful daughter. I ’d felt so relieved that 
he’d called. It was much better that she’d heard it from him, 
first, rather than me. Mother told me how proud of me she was. 
Not only did she resume our chats, she even made me a home
made hot fudge sundae.

Leaning over the railing, I couldn’t make out the words, but I 
could hear Mother’s voice become nervous. That meant she was 
talking to Cordie about the lithograph. I remembered how non
chalant she’d tried to act when pita Nussbaurn, the Women’s
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Alliance’s vice president had said, “How can you live with that 
picture in your dining room?” She said she’d have killed her hus
band, Milton, if he’d even dared to bring it in the house. Mother 
had tried to chuckle and said, “Oh it’s nothing.” I ’d felt so bad 
for Mother because Dad wouldn’t let her move that picture. 
(Both Mother and I always acted like it wasn’t there.) Sometimes 
he’d try and tease her by saying, “Come on Evelyn, admit it; it’s 
starting to grow on you.”

I hated that picture and tried not to look at it, though once I 
woke up very confused because I ’d dreamed that instead of the 
French girl / was the one smiling with my bare legs lying across 
the businessman’s lap.

Walking down the stairs to meet the ladies I could feel my 
heart thumping in my throat. It did that whenever I got ner
vous. Sometimes I was afraid I might have a heart attack— all of 
a sudden— like Sandy’s father had at their kitchen table.

The moment I walked into the living room the ladies 
abruptly stopped talking. Mother came over and stood next to 
me. I felt uncomfortable having them all focused on me so 
intently. Cordie shifted her legs. I noticed she was wearing old 
lady shoes, the kind with laces and square heels. She asked what 
grade I was in. I said, “Sixth.” Then Naomi, squinting through 
her little glasses, said her favorite subject was American History 
and asked what mine was. A ll I said was, “English.” She asked 
me to tell her what I was studying in English. I sensed she 
wanted me to go into detail but I caught a strained look in 
Mother’s eye so I just said, “Poetry.” In the meantime the wool 
dress was making my eczema itch, but I knew how annoyed 
Mother would get if  she saw me scratching.

Ivy, who looked very bosomy in her black blouse, took a bite
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of her pink cupcake and swallowed quickly. I noticed that she 
still had two more on her little flowered plate. I think she saw 
me looking because she held out the plate and asked if  I wanted 
one. They looked really good and my stomach was gurgling, but 
I ’d learned it wasn’t polite to take food off someone else’s plate 
so I said, “No, thank you.” Besides Mother didn’t want me eat
ing sweets. Then she asked who my favorite poets were. She said 
two of her favorites were Walt Whitman and Christina Rossetti.

I had lots of favorites I thought to myself. I liked Christina 
Rossetti too, “Who Has Seen the W ind?” I liked Longfellow’s 
“Day is Done,” especially the part about the Arabs’ tents. I liked 
Vachel Lindsay’s “Johnny Appleseed,” a long poem that our class 
performed in chapel. I loved Henry Wotton’s “Twins.” I’d mem
orized it in Fifth Grade. I loved Walter De La Mare’s poem, “Sil
ver;” how quiet all those esses made it, and Eleanor Wylie’s “Vel
vet Shoes.” It all started bubbling up in me. Mother must have 
sensed it because she gave me a disturbed look so I swallowed 
hard and just smiled. Actually I’d wanted to answer because Ivy 
seemed really interested in poetry. There was a long silence. Ivy 
was waiting. The other ladies seemed uneasy, but Mother’s face 
was relaxed. That meant things were going well.

“Do you remember when the four of us came to visit your 
mother on 5 xst Street?” Margaret asked. Politely I said, “No, I 
don’t.” Her sweater, face, hair, — everything about her looked so 
pale. Then she asked me whatever happened to my pretty long 
red curls. She made me remember how much I ’d loved my long 
hair and how Mother and Russell, her handsome hairdresser, had 
told me Russell was going to trim my hair, just a little, but by 
the time he finished cutting, what was left was a fuzzy bob. From 
then on, even though I begged and begged (even Dad tried to
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defend me one morning at breakfast), she insisted that I keep it 
short. I hated my pudgy stomach and my freckles, but my fuzzy 
short hair was the thing about myself I hated most.

There was another awkward silence. The prickling inside my 
arms was becoming unbearable and now my neck was starting 
to itch. My heart beat hard and I felt like I was going to yell. I 
blurted, “I don’t know,” and right after realized I’d made a terri
ble mistake. Mother came to the rescue. “Wendy loves having 
short hair because it’s so much easier to manage,” she said using 
her cheerful voice. Margaret must have sensed something was 
wrong because she quickly added, “I love having short hair too,” 
as she patted the side of her head. Then Mother nodded to me 
and said, “Now it’s time to get back to your homework.” Naomi 
said she wished I could stay longer. I felt dizzy and so scared. I 
knew I had to think of something quick, to cover. “ It’s been so 
nice seeing all of you again,” I said, imitating the very polite way 
my classmate, Christine, always used whenever she talked to 
adults. Then like her, I made a slight curtsy. All the mothers at 
school loved Christine. Mother smiled at me. She seemed 
impressed.

I hurried back up the stairs praying that everything had gone 
all right. I counted all the words I ’d said and they totaled only 
twenty one. At the end Mother seemed pleased with me but I 
was still worried about “the hair.” In my mind I kept going over 
the whole thing again and again— the class, favorite subject, 
favorite poets, the hair.

It was a relief to be in my bedroom with all the things I liked, 
my big wall map of the United States, my white night table 
with the little cactus plant on top, my bed with the soft green 
blanket and my pink rosebud wallpaper; Mother’d let me pick it
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out myself. Rosebuds were my favorite; when we'd lived on 51st 
Street, I'd had a comforter with pink rosebuds all over it that I'd 
loved. Taking off the dress, I noticed that my arms were even 
more irritated than usual. The areas that were normally pale 
pink were turning red. I quick put on my long-sleeve beige paja
mas so I wouldn't have to look at those scaly patches and to help 
me keep from scratching.

For homework I still had a chapter to read titled “Life on the 
Manor.” We were studying the Middle Ages in history. I wished 
I could read it in bed but Mother said it made studying more 
official if I sat at my desk.

It was hard to concentrate. I was still worried over that part 
about “the hair.” Finally I figured I could finish the chapter in 
the morning when I woke up. I flipped through the book look
ing ahead for what I considered its most fascinating picture, the 
one I’d always sneak peeks at when we were doing silent reading 
in class. It was of peasants storming the Bastille. It showed the 
huge stone prison with tiny people around it carrying tiny clubs 
and tiny hatchets. I could hardly believe it; those people were 
the size of mosquitoes yet they’d torn that whole building down.

I was surprised when Mother pushed my door open and came 
in with two little cupcakes, two cookies and a big glass of milk 
on a round silver tray. She set it on the corner of my desk and 
motioned me to eat. I was surprised because unless we were sick, 
no one was allowed to bring food above the first floor, not even 
Dad. She sat down on the white upholstered chair across from 
my bed. I turned my desk chair toward her. I loved when Mother 
came to my room to visit. It felt so cozy. Usually I was the one 
who went to hers.

She was still wearing her black dress and looked as well put
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together as she had before the ladies arrived, even her lipstick 
was bright, but I noticed that her eyes looked tired and I saw 
tiny wrinkles underneath them. I figured she was pleased with 
me, but still I held my breath.

“They thought you were darling, though Naomi was a trifle 
worried about how quiet you were.” We both gave out little 
forced laughs. I was so relieved. I felt like I ’d just gotten back a 
six-week history test with an A. I could tell Mother was happy 
about the evening and proud of me all at the same time.

She told me Cordie had just been appointed to a federal 
judgeship. I asked if  that meant people would call her “Your 
Honor,” and she said, “Yes.” Then she told me that Cordie had 
come into the kitchen when Mother was refilling the cookie 
platters, and she’d confided to Mother that she’d give up her 
whole career in a minute, for a lovely family life like Mother had.

And poor Ivy Baldwin had gotten divorced. She and her son, 
Peter, had had to move out of that lovely big house with the 
music room, on Lake Drive. Her husband had run off to Brussels 
with another woman. Ivy got no support or alimony and now she 
and Peter had to live in a small two bedroom apartment on 
Prospect Avenue.

Margaret had completed her PhD in sociology at Marquette 
and succeeded Cordie as overall director and now Naomi was in 
charge of the foster-care unit. Ivy had been appointed director of 
the counseling division for families at risk— of course that 
involved mostly the ghetto— what blood curdling stories! Then 
Mother reflected wistfully that if she’d stayed on, she’d probably 
have been promoted too. I loved listening to Mother go on and 
on. These moments with her were so special. I never wanted 
them to end. It felt like the room was getting cozier and the
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rosebuds were moving in closer. The light from the lamp on my 
desk made even the air seem soft.

Mother looked at her watch, the gold one with the little ruby 
winder that Dad gave her for her birthday several months ago. 
She said it was getting late and for a moment her face looked 
worried. Then she tried to look happy again as she tucked me in 
bed and turned off my lamp.

I lay in bed, smelling the faint traces of Arpege that she’d left 
behind. I felt so thankful to have had another chance. Usually if 
I felt awful about something like telling Sandy about the pic
ture, I ’d never get a chance to undo it, but this time I got to do 
something over again, and I made it right.

Hours later I was awakened by the downstairs door opening 
and then I heard creaking on the stairs. It was Dad coming back 
from bowling. My lighted clock-radio on the night table said 
4 :15 . Like I ’d done a couple of weeks ago, I tiptoed out of my 
bedroom to meet him at the top of the stairs. Like before, he was 
still wearing his heavy tweed overcoat and quietly dialing the 
phone on the end table at the landing. Like before, when he saw 
me, he brought his finger to his lips and then motioned me back 
to my room. But before, after he’d hung up, he’d come into my 
room to kiss me good night. I lay in bed waiting and waiting but 
this time I guess he forgot or maybe he was annoyed. It took me 
a long time to fall asleep. The insides of my arms started prick
ling but I forced myself not to scratch.

In the morning the first thing I did when I woke up was to go 
to my desk and open my heavy green textbook. When I looked 
down I couldn’t understand what had happened. The sleeves of 
my beige pajamas were streaked with blood.
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In My Absence
by Mark McBeth

1

Dear All of You,

Please excuse my absence. I am 
somewhere trying to put two words 
together. It makes no sense to write a 
letter if you're present. I was going to 
write my boyfriend a letter as he 
hasn’t come home in two nights, but 
it doesn’t matter i f  he won’t be 
present. Absence. I always relate 
absence to loss. The show where 
three-year old Siamese twins are 
separated— one lost to two. The one's 
horrible arm flailing where her sister 
used to be. Can you imagine the 
separation anxiety— sentience am
putated from your body? No present 
those girls were given. I know nothing 
about loss— only losing and absence. 
Absence is different from loss— so is 
losing. Loss is nominal a horrible, 
flailing presence —  an unwanted 
present unreturnable. Losing is 
action and if it never finishes there is 
never loss. Absence is really the 
removal of a sentience. I am absent.
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because

*

Millions of letters are lost. 
Dead letters. I could be 
dead right now

in the present 
in my absence 
in this letter.
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i i i

Dear Lost,
Take JF K  to BQE query 

sound rolling round detour bearing right 
spot of example a marvelous hat 

a Cheshire cat a chiaroscuro 
you cannot resolve. 

At the gate you will name your poison 
a heuristics to transgress.

Just call collect if you get lost 
The potholes are a mess.

Intimate or immigrate you’ll find 
a way to prose. Three lights, two left, one yellow woods 

diverge and take a right Express your bald 
simplicity— patterns to outgrow.

IRT and Metro NorthNew York Paris Rome.
If  highways 

were your lover Taxis
were you home. The bridge is burnt, the gears are stripped 
the overpass destroyed avoid your passions hold your breath 

sins are distant signs
All aboard The Flight of the Bumblebee 

Sixteenths 
in a quarter mile 

hitherto the path 
so dim
a hairpin turn, a cloverleaf, a rest stop on the 

pike.
Legends cannot unfold the map 
routes increased signals crossed
the signified smelling foul. What time is it?
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Fall in love with me? Do you know
the way?
Count redlights on opposing thumbs mumble

backwards 
on the train, follow signposts 

you know are wrong never lose your way 
Colonies are not lepers; names are not rules.
You’ve arrived here incidentally— an accident uninsured 
an ace of God, a wild goosechase, a migratory 
word. The moment arrives, you rubber
neck intersections lock.

Tourist wanders up 
the landmark's stairs 
stares at a mark of land.

How shall I live? Is it time to move on? Do you have a light?

I know this place— a deja vu? -a  big mistake? -a  postcard 
from my mom?

Wish you were here. The hotel’s booked? Mnemonics for
the heart:

Coliseum, grand canals, tulips in the snow.

Honey can you stop the car? We’ve got twenty miles to go. 
Passing through you tag the spot and say

that it’s your own.

iv.

Disarmed, our feet dangle at the edge of word.
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Broken Mania
by Ross Gay

This is not a joke
when I wrap my hand tight
around your drunken throat,
you who scream and heave your girlfriend
around the Chevy, while she begs
no and please and the pubs other drunk men
will not be bothered because the Flyers play
the Blackhawks in game 2 for the cup.
This, drunk man, is not a joke, and when
I left my pals house for some hot tea
at 7 - 1 1 , 1 did not know we would meet,
but meet we did, intimates we have become, I would say,
what with that gurgling noise slurping
about in your throat for my
ears only like a sink’s garbage disposal, drunk
man. And girlfriend clutches my
forearm, wide-eyed and sad, not sure for whom
she roots, but she knows her duty, where
she sleeps. This is not a joke,
drunk man, if the time and place
were right, you would have been dead, your tongue
yanked out and nailed to your forehead, but the time
was not right, bouncers tore us apart,
and I was wearing bear slippers, big, furry,
with soft, fake claws. Tough guy. Maybe
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I was too self-conscious to finish the job.
Maybe it was my friend at my side,
just released from a funny farm for a psychotic
episode, whispering and quaking, “That’s
enough. That’s enough.” You did not
know this about me, or my friend, did not
know the previous day my friend’s hand dug
hard into my shoulder from the car’s back seat
seat as we approached another hospital, pleading,
“Please, please don’t
let them do this to me. Don’t
do this to me.” That he hasn’t
slept in 5 days and is wired, told me
things I can’t repeat for fear of my tongue
turning black rot and infecting my brain,
that it has nothing to do with good deeds, the girl
or humanity. This, drunk man, is about me,
about me shrinking your universe around
your throat like a noose, showing you that to you,
at this second, I am god, and until my
friend’s mania is broke, my arm
melts rocks and is a machine
for murder.
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The Red Ribboned Journey:
An Interview with Edwidge Danticat 

by Natasha Singh
Edited by LaRose Parris and Jirnin Han

Edwidge Danticat is the critically acclaimed author of the novel, 
Breath, Eyes, Memory and KrikPKrak!, a short story collec
tion which was a finalist for the National Book Award in 1995. 
That same year, Danticat was also awarded a Pushcart Short 
Story Prize. A t the age of twelve, Danticat came to the United 
States from her native H aiti and two years later published her 
first stories in English. She holds an undergraduate degree in 
French Literature from Barnard College and an MFA from 
Brown University. Danticat's second novel and newest work is 
entitled The Farming of Bones.

W E  W E R E  W A L K I N G  D O W N  C O N G E S T E D  L E X I N G T O N  

Avenue in Manhattan one day in March 1998, when we heard 
someone say, “You’re the writer Edwidge Danticat, aren’t you? 
You came to my school.” Edwidge Danticat turned and nodded, 
“Yes,” and before the young woman could walk away, Danticat 
added, “Wait, what’s your name?” A few minutes later, when we 
crossed the street, continuing on our way, she joked, “ I paid her 
to do that. That never happens.” Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t. 
But in either case, it was a moment in which much of Danticat s 
spirit was revealed. Really, I could never have asked for a more 
humble and gentle writer to spend the afternoon with. And later 
when we found a table upstairs in a quiet bookstore, she talked 
candidly in a soft voice about her work, her family, honesty, and 
the challenges of the writing life. What follows is an excerpt of 
our conversation.
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There is so little representation of the Haitian American experience. Do 
you feel a sense of responsibility, knowing that your work is going to be 
viewed as a representation of Haitians whether you like it or not?

Well, 1 11 give you an example. The other day I saw a most excel
lent book, by a Haitian woman surgeon, called Never Question the 
Miracle. Her name is Rose-Marie Toussaint. I got the book and I 
was so excited. I was so happy the book existed. And it suddenly 
occurred to me what it means to see yourself reflected. There are 
a lot of Haitian writers who write in French and many who write 
in English who are coming up. But I think of the excitement 
that I had over this one book. I think the burden falls on both 
the writer and the reader. If  youTe a writer from a minority 
group, people expect you to represent the group completely. But 
I always say weTe not homogenous by any stretch of the imagi
nation. What I ’m saying might ring true for some people who 
are Haitian and it might not for others. The notion of wanting 
people to be representatives is unfair. Being an artist is about 
presenting an interpretation. I always say that what I write is 
like a Haitian “N aif” painting— its not a production or replica
tion— it's just an interpretation.

D id you feel a concern when you were writing Breath, Eyes, Memory 
that people would view a ll Haitian men as rapists, as sexually deviant?

Oh, yeah. There was great concern. But I think that people who 
need to do that, group people together like that— rob you of 
your individuality and rob the characters of theirs. Your great
est, or first, responsibility is to the story and the characters. The 
idea of representation is crippling. Its  very tricky. I think its 
something that most writers face. However, women writers of
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color face that the most. People often accuse them of male bash
ing. Sometimes the harshest criticism comes from people within 
our own cultures. They say why did you have to write that? 
Everybody is going to think this...

Have you gotten this kind of response from Haitian Americans?

Eve gotten some of that. People will say: If  this is true I would 
have known it. There were things in my books that I know in 
my deepest of hearts is true. But people would say: But I never 
heard of this, you’re making this up. I think, its  when you’re 
looking from inside your culture that you’re reading more for a 
mirror rather than to learn something new, to see something 
that reflects yourself. If  it reflects badly, then we have a conflict 
with the writer about it.

/ know of a ivriter who is struggling with issues of representation. She is so 
afraid of perpetuating stereotypes that she feels she can't write certain 
things. Would you call this self-censorship or being politically responsible?

I think it ’s dangerous to censor yourself because then you risk 
not being true to yourself. However you write the work, it ’s 
going to be challenged. However you do it, it’s going to be ques
tioned. So you might as well base it in the truest of truths for 
you, you know. One group is going to say: I know this, I feel it. 
Another group will be mad. I think the question is who are you 
writing for? It’s important to have a sense of responsibility and I 
do have a sense of responsibility. I always say to myself: God, 
please let me do no harm. I think that’s where responsibility 
comes from. But also I have to be true to what I want to say. I 
think you have to find a middle ground between social responsi
bility and artistic truth.
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1 think you’re right. It has to be a balance. You said you have to be true 
to what you want to say. "Who do you want to say it to? Edwidge, who 
are you uniting for?

First, I will say, I am writing for the girl 1 was when I came to 
this country— that person w'ho was looking for mirrors of her
self and who was always seeing stereotypes. I was always seeing a 
voodoo person doing black magic and being misunderstood. A 
people’s sacred religion made sensational. I was seeing all these 
strange distortions of who we were so I wanted to write for that 
girl. I wanted to write something that is not all cheery—  where 
everyone’s in a nice dress and working in the prairie— but dealt 
a lot with some of my experience. I was naive when I began 
because I didn’t really know that there would be, in some cases, 
hell to pay with some people. I.think I just wanted to tell a story, 
and I assumed that everyone would know that it is a specific 
story about specific characters living specific lives. I was really, 
literally, writing it for me.

Do you ever long for that place again, where you were just writing for 
yourself?

I always tell people— and it’s weird saying it to students because 
they don’t quite believe me— cherish that time of innocence of 
your writing, when you’re writing it just for you. It was the hap
piest time for me— the best time when I was writing. Before col
lege, when I began writing in the beginning and even in the first 
two years of college, I didn’t take writing classes because I was 
too scared. I was just writing because 1 couldn’t stop. I would 
tell people to cherish that time, but they think: Now you can say 
that because you’re published. I meet so many people who spend
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a lot of time making connections and are more into that than 
writing. Theres nothing wrong with that, but in the beginning 
that kind of innocence was very helpful to me because if  I had 
known about making connections, the whole thing, I just never 
would have done it. Even now I still write for me. But it will 
never be the way it was in the beginning. Now there are more 
faces in my head when I write.

Do people assume your work is autobiographical?

They do and it ’s not always an incorrect assumption. I think 
most people early on draw on their life, and I did draw on my life 
so I don’t have trouble with that. I don’t like that assumption 
made for writers who are further along than I am. I don’t like it 
when people read something and assume that the writer is still 
mining their autobiography. I think we also have to allow peo
ple the possibility of imagination. Even if you write an autobio
graphical-like work, it still requires some effort and imagina
tion. I don’t like to see that taken away from people, who are 
obviously drawing on their imagination.

Do you think the writer's race has anything to do with those assump
tions ofautobiography?

Sometimes. A paper quoted a bit from my story “New York Day 
Women,” about a man who drives a cab and a woman who plays 
the lottery. The people at [our family} church called my mother 
and said they heard that my mother played the lottery. They 
assumed that since my father drives a cab then the other half 
[about my mother playing the lottery] was true. That’s a thin 
line. Oh if one part is true then the other must be true too. There 
are people who want to know all the different juicy things.
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But do you find that you ’re asked questions that a white writer wouldn ’t 
be? Often white writers are asked about their craft, technique, or their 
literary views whereas writers of color are usually asked questions about 
content or their personal lives? Have you found this to be true in your 
experience?

The other night I went to a talk on Dominican writers writing 
in English at City College, and that came up in the discussion. 
It was very political: responsibility, power. And one young 
woman said nobody asked about craft and nobody asked about 
the words. Writers of color are asked questions that are the 
equivalent of: How did you get here? It gets to that. It’s more so 
with white writers that they have a right to be here. I don’t know 
if  it ’s that bad, but we’re asked to trace our journeys— to the 
place where we are. In a way that others are not. [W ith white 
writers] it’s their craft but with us it’s the boat that carried us, 
our personal stories. We get more of that.

Does that bother you?

You know, few things bother me. I try to understand what’s 
behind what’s happening. Sometimes I question it, but I ’m not 
bothered. Naturally, people are interested. It ’s not malicious. 
They want to know about your whole life. I think it’s a curiosity 
about things people aren’t familiar with.

In Breath, Eyes, Memory, you’re working with a mother-daughter 
relationship, connection between women. And earlier you said you 
were writing for the g irl who first came here. What is the impulse for 
you in your work? Is there something you’re trying to work through in 
your psyche?
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To get a better grasp of my own history, I think. Especially when 
you step out and you’re living in another culture. I ’m trying to 
understand what I ’m doing in this new world and what it means 
to the future. I ’m trying to understand my mother and father 
who worked so hard. Revisiting the experiences of my life. 
When I write I try to understand things better because I think 
you can get inside the experience. You can look at it in such a 
way that you come away with a greater understanding of it. I 
write for my own education. To place it in a context, perhaps, of 
the world I live in now. And see that everything that is impor
tant to me is still with me.

Do your stories come from the immediate world around you or do you find  
that your stories are a ll inside of you waiting to be written?

I think, its a combination. Sometimes something will happen to 
trigger a story. For example, I was not long ago the victim of a 
con game. This woman was pregnant and saying she had to get 
medication, asking me for $ 10 0 . So I wrote a story about it 
because this woman, who was a West Indian black woman, 
evoked a feeling of sisterhood in me. I didn’t want this woman to 
die because of the possibility of her robbing me. I just met her on 
the street. I thought of a family member who was drug-addicted 
who would come to our house and say there’s a guy out there 
who’ll shoot me if I don’t give him some money. So then you feel 
like you don’t want someone to die for $20— so just in case it was 
true you give it to him. And of course, he uses it for drugs. So 
things like that shock me. I try to make a story out of it in a way 
that makes sense to me. I react in that way. It’s a very primary way 
to react, to write something, whether it’s painful or happy. I once 
read these dairies of Anai's Nin. She said when she writes some-
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thing down it feels like it really happened, because otherwise it’s 
kind of in the air but once its down you feel like it really hap
pened, so I have that sense about writing in relation to things. 
But it’s both— if I never went outside again I still could write.

What is writing a short story for you versus writing a novel?

It depends. I like short stories because they end faster. I like that 
you can see the end more quickly. I guess it ’s the difference 
between a date and a marriage. Sometimes with a novel you’re 
with the story for a long long time. When I ’m writing a longer 
work I take time off to do a short story just to have a sense of fin
ishing. I like short stories, but I like the feeling of finishing 
something much longer. That’s good too.

How long did it take you to write your first novel?

It took about five years. But I didn’t realize I was writing a novel, 
you know. It started out as a short story and it just kind of 
stretched. But I was doing other things. I was going to school, I 
was working. The novel was a progression. The younger voice—  
went from 18 to 25— because I worked on it at different points 
in my life. At different moments, things kind of jumped into it 
from my life. But I can also see the differences in the voice 
because it took so long to write— I think I might have been 
intimidated by the whole idea of novel writing if I ’d known 
from the beginning that it was a novel.

When a writer comes out with a collection of short stories -it 's  almost 
seen as not the real thing— until you've written the novel. But you did it 
the other way around. Krik?Krak! came out after Breath, Eyes, 
Memory.
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I ’m glad I did it that way because sometimes just after short sto
ries, it’s so hard to write a novel because people are waiting for it 
to live up to the previous work. But I was working on both at the 
same time. The most important thing about novel writing is to 
just enjoy the journey. It is tortuous, but I love it. I keep a journal 
of how many hours I work. I do it so when I try again I don’t forget 
the process. There’s a tendency to forget how difficult the labor is.

How many hours a day do you write?

It depends. When I ’m in the first draft stage I go for a pretty 
long time. Usually four hours. As many as eight, but I try to do 
a minimum of four hours. There are other things to do.. .staying
in touch with people, teach, etc__ trying to find a balance.
There’s a big fear— fear of the story. All these things that come 
into it in addition to your “not having time” to write. I make my 
time at night because I ’m a night person— and I developed it 
because I was living in a 2-bedroom apartment and there were 
six of us. So even with my school work I had do it at night after 
my brothers were asleep. So I started writing at night.

So what do you do in those moments when you're afraid? How do you 
pull yourself out of it?

I read work by other people. I read work I really love. I read 
Haitian writers Marie Chauvet, Jacques Roumain, Jacques 
Stephen Alexis, Paulette Poujol, Lyonel Trouillot, J . J .  
Dominique. I read Sandra Cisneros, Denise Chavez, Junot Diaz, 
Ju lia Alvarez, Maryse Conde, Patrick Chamoiseau, Emile Zola, 
Victor Hugo, Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, Sonia Sanchez, 
Langston Hughes, James Baldwin, Walter Mosley, Gloria Nay
lor, Veronica Chambers, Danzy Senna, Ntozake Shange, Shay



Youngblood, Gloria Naylor. I read like its  cake. Sometimes you 
need to step away from your work. To let it rest for a while. 
Sometimes you have to go back. That’s why I keep my journals 
— for the times I am afraid. There are moments when you 
believe it can’t truly form, but if  you have your drafts and you 
can see that this didn’t really make any sense at first but once you 
worked at it it started coming together— and see that it took a 
lot of work. It ’s natural that work should take a lot o f effort. I 
never used to keep my drafts, but now I keep them just to see 
how far along the work goes— that I ’ve worked hard at it. Peo
ple are so rushed. I have to finish, I have to finish.

That’s intense pressure. What do you fe e l *fam e” has done to your spirit?

“Fame” to me is a movie star term. It would be awful i f  writers 
were like movie stars because I think you need a kind of peace to 
write. I live the same life I ’ve always led. I hold on to the people 
who are dear in my life and love them even more for putting up 
with my sometimes very long silences.

You sa id  you live the same life you always led. That makes me think o f  
the talk I went to last night w ith Anna Deavere Smith and Toni Mor
rison. Smith sa id  that people often look to writers to tell the truth which 
implies that writers are different from  everyone else; that they can impart 
a special wisdom. And Morrison replied, “l  don’t  have the truth but I ’m 
w illing to look in its direction without blinking. ” What do you think o f  
that? What direction do you fe e l  you ’re looking in w ith your w riting?

That’s a great quote. I think, you have to try to have some kind 
of courage. There is some pain involved. Honesty. Trying to be 
honest with both yourself and your work. Ultimately, I ’ll try to 
do the best work that I can and in that may lie its own truth.
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Are there places that you're afraid to look, or fearful of writing about?

From the beginning I decided that what I would try to do is 
write the most honest thing I can and deal with the conse
quences later. I’m afraid of writing about other peoples spaces. I 
don’t want to hurt anybody. Especially in the writing that’s not 
fiction. I feel like it’s okay to take risks with myself but not with 
other people’s lives. For example, when I write about my father 
and how he grew up. He was pretty poor and grew up in a rural 
area. I had to ask him at some point, Is that something you’re 
okay with me saying? And he was fine with it, but I felt that I 
had to ask even the most basic questions because it was his life 
and not mine. The writing of non-fiction is a little trickier in 
how you deal with those issues. Because even if I write about an 
event that involves my brothers, they always remember it differ
ently than I do.

Do you check in with them? Does your family read your work?

I pick these bad moments.. .with my brothers, for example, I ’ll 
write about their dating preferences and they’ll get really mad 
because that’s how I saw it. But they feel that’s not how it was. 
Even with things that happened when we were kids, they 
remember things very differently than I do. We used to live in 
this building and there was a fire there. A woman left her kids at 
home and the kids started the fire. They lived across the hall 
from us and they died. I was twelve and I was watching soap 
operas; I didn’t even smell the smoke until the firemen came 
because I was absorbed in the soap operas. I had blocked it all 
out of my head, when I was writing about the event, that those 
kids had died. I had to ask my mother if they were even home.



All I knew was that after the fire I never saw them again. Some
times there are things we protect ourselves from— and all that 
comes into the truth of whats not fiction. But within fiction, 
you use a story to tell a greater truth. Fiction can be a veil 
through which you can be more honest.

What is it that you want your readers to take away from your work?

I think, primarily when I started writing I wanted to write 
about people like my family, people who lived in poverty. We 
lived under a dictatorship, but we had individual lives. I wanted 
to write about people like that, people who fell in love and had 
dreams. I felt that when you’re from a place that has a lot of 
political conflict, people overlook the individual. They overlook 
the fact that a little girl might have a beautiful red ribbon in her 
hair with a stain on it. They just see that she has a big belly. And 
so I was trying to write about the stain and the other things that 
people don’t see. The same thing happens with South African 
writers. I read an article which asked: What would they write 
about now after the end of apartheid? Or after the fall of com
munism in Russia, what will they write about now? And I 
think: people handling individual lives. That’s what I want peo
ple to come away with. Even in our uniqueness we also share a 
lot with other people. People cling really hard to what they 
think they know about a group of people. That’s why I’m excited 
to see different kinds of Haitian-American writers and poets and 
playwrights developing in all our different communities.

Edwidge, how do you deal with the issue of translation?

Translation is necessary. It is very necessary. Thank God for 
translation, the antidote of Babel. It gives us all literary ances
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tors from all over the world. I try to do translation that’s not 
really translation. It’s a self-translation from one culture to 
another, one language to another.

In your work, how do you deal with language specifically?

The language thing is very tricky for me because what I ’m writ
ing is not happening in that language really— it’s happening in 
another language. The first step in my translation is what I do 
for myself, and then there’s the other translation that’s really 
done for other people. I see translation as an opportunity to take 
something further, open up a world to another group of readers.

A re there other bilingual authors whose work you admire?

I told Junot Diaz that one of the things that struck me in his 
book was that there weren’t any italics. I loved that. I thought 
that was really great.

Have you tried that method yourself?

I ’m copying him. With this book I’m working on, I didn’t want 
italics. But they said this one is insane because I ’ve used Latin 
words and Creole words, and French words and Spanish words. I 
was trying to create a Patois, which the people have, but there are 
moments of self-criticism in it because I struggle so much with 
this whole writing of English thing. In my book people are speak
ing Spanish, they’re speaking Kreyol, they’re speaking French, 
but they’re not speaking English. And the Americans are invad
ing them and the use of English surrounds the occupation. 
There’s this one scene about the massacre of cane workers in the 
Dominican Republic, based on a true incident. An older woman 
is retelling it. There’s a moment in which people are asked to tell
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the justices of the peace what happened. This woman’s whole 
struggle is the telling. So someone else is asked to tell and they 
say to her, “you’re going to tell it and they’ll print it in a language 
you won’t even understand.” I was thinking of the French, but in 
a way it’s like what I ’m doing. It’s very weird (laugh). It’s such a 
struggle that I had, especially with this book. Because people 
were killed. They were asked to say a word, asked to say “parsley”, 
for example— and if  they said it a certain way people could tell 
whether they were Haitian or Dominican. So language was liter
ally the way you could tell who belonged to what side. It was 
really important when I was trying to create a Patois. I don’t know 
how it will come off. That was a big struggle that was parallel 
with my own struggle with language: how best to tell the story.

How does the struggle w ith language manifest i t s e l f  in your w ritin g 
process?

There’s a Haitian anthropologist, Jean-Price Mars, who said that 
language is interchangeable; that it’s really symbols. I feel that’s 
what’s happening for me. I f  I had lived in Spain I probably 
would be writing in Spanish. It ’s a consequence of my life, o f 
where I ended up. But I think I ’m always asked to justify my 
choices, whether it’s with a translation inside a line or whether 
it’s people asking why writers use foreign words when they’re 
writing in English. So you have the whole range of the rainbow 
in terms of how people feel about it.

Do fee l a need to label orframe your use o f  language?

I haven’t framed it, but I know that I ’ve had to struggle to jus
tify it. I ’ve tried in different ways to justify why I write in Eng
lish. Finally, I had to turn to other people who had done this
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before and say its okay, it’s been done before. But I think it’s still 
a struggle, and I don’t call it anything because when people ask 
the question, I feel like I don’t have an answer.

What do you feel the source is for your creativity? Do you feel your writ
ing conies from something much deeper, much larger, than yourself?

I feel a sense of connection to different things. I remember read
ing an interview with Amy Tan in which she said that she had 
written things and then found out that they were true in her 
family. I ’ve had experiences like that, where I leaned towards 
things and then found out that it was a very important part of 
my history of my family. So I don’t know if these are things that 
I heard in my childhood but packed away and then had them 
resurface. But I do feel a sense that definitely the story is choos
ing me, and not that I ’m always choosing it. Even as I write I 
question myself, even regarding language. I always ask myself: 
Am I the person who is telling the story or somehow do some 
things come in a way that I didn’t know I knew? I don’t want to 
make it seem hokey. But, I think there is a larger connection and 
I always feel like I ’m visiting a place when I’m writing. I feel like 
I ’m there. And sometimes when I actually go there, it ’s exactly 
like I imagined— which is weird. Other times it’s not at all like 
I imagined. But I think there is a connection to something 
greater, something larger than just one person sitting at a desk. 
I think that’s true for most writers.

What do you hold on to for strength?

My mother. The older my parents have become, the more I ’ve 
come to really really adore them because I feel that they turned 
water into wine for us. My brothers and I sit and talk about it



sometimes and realize how much they’ve accomplished. How did 
they get by? Everyday? My mother and father are concerned with 
the very fundamental things in life. Their judgment of people is 
very basic. They say: Is that a good person? Is that a kind person? 
They’re both in their early sixties and they’ve both been sick in a 
way that they’ve seemed so vulnerable to us. Some of life’s great
est lessons I’ve learned from watching them. When things started 
happening with my book, my father said to me: You know you 
should always tell people where we came from because it might 
inspire somebody else. He’s always saying we came far and he 
means we came out of deep poverty, and that centers me. Every
thing else seems so unimportant in their presence.

That's so wonderful that you have that. It's important. Sometimes too 
much attention is dangerous. It can distort one's relationship to oneself or 
one's writing. I'm glad you can stay centered.

I really treasure the people who are dear in my life because it’s 
very important to me not to be defined by my book or the things 
I ’ve written. In a way writing a book is a strange miracle that 
might not happen again and if you suddenly define your whole 
identity by this then you have a miserable life. You’ll always be 
running around chasing it. I think part of who I am is a person 
who writes, but I don’t want that to define my whole life. I think 
that could be really empty in a way. Even though I focus too 
mucyh on hiding away sometimes to write and sometimes 
neglect my friends when I’m really deep in my work, I feel that 
it would be extremely sad to end with something I can hold in 
my hand and say, “this is my book” but I have no other life, no 
friends, no deep and true human relationship. That’s why it’s 
important to have a greater balance.
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Do you fe e l like there are models out there fo r  that? Or do you fe e l you're 
on your own?

There are models. I ’ve been very lucky in terms of the people in 
writing who have come into my life, like Paule Marshall. It’s a 
great honor to know her. I was teaching with her at N Y U  and 
we’d have dinner now and then. She was just wonderful. When I 
meet writers with children, I feel they have this other life. 
Young women writers, if  they have children, have this whole 
other thing, you know: “I have to go home to my child.”

Do you have lessons you've learned as someone who is young and clearly 
dealing with certain pressures, lessons that you might want to share with 
others?

It’s important to remember that it’s about the work. That’s very 
important. I think it’s important to enjoy the journey. Protect 
yourself, protect your soul, because there are going to be good 
people who are going to come into your life and there are going 
to be people who are not so kind. There are people who are so 
Judas-like, hypocritical, they’ll smile in your face and then take 
you apart behind your back. Protect your soul. I had to really learn 
to shield myself from people’s unkindness, not to let it affect me 
so much, but also not to be so closed off that I can’t receive kind
ness. .. .1 always tell people just to go and do your work. Enjoy 
the process. A funny story: when I was a kid and my father was in 
the States and I was in Haiti, I wrote my father and said I wanted 
a typewriter. So he sent me a typewriter. But the typewriter was 
such a big deal in my house that it just sat on a nice table, and 
occasionally I was asked to write a formal letter on it for some
one. It was like a big jewel that I could never touch except, you
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know, on rare occasions. So that was my first typewriter. But 
when I was fourteen, he brought me another typewriter. And I 
remember writing a short romance novel one summer on it. I 
used a red ribbon because I loved the way the words got carved 
on the page, almost like the stains on a satin red ribbon in a little 
girl’s hair. See how things come full circle not only in writing but 
also in life.
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The Fourth of July
by Denise Duhamel

I T R I E D  T O  C O M M I T  S U I C I D E  O N  T H E  F O U R T H  O F  J U L Y  

which had nothing to do with that holiday in the patriotic sense 
but instead it was because I ’d miss out on the potato salad the 
new baby K yles sister-in-law just had the hula hoops the 
Patsy Cline tapes the dancing out in Revere where there was a 
beach even though it was a trashy one where dog shit was all over 
the sidewalk where there were high heels and big hair-dos and 
glitter shirts over bathing suits and / (red heart shape) EV ER Y
TH IN G  IT A LIA N  bumper stickers on the backs of cars I 
couldn't go anymore since Kyle took my invitation away 
because he was gay and we had officially broken up and he 
wanted me away from him I resented all the Christmases and 
weddings I went to just to be his “beard” I was learning the 
vocabulary of fags and fag hags from a girl I knew in college she 
wore a lavender raincoat and white ballet slippers she was as fat 
as old women sometimes get but she had a pretty freckled face 
and long silky hair she wore in a braid or a bun she wore a pink 
circle of blush on each of her cheeks that she didn't even try to 
blend in she laughed demonstratively like a clown

the fag hag was in P-town with a gay couple she knew who had a 
condo there all my roommates had plans and suddenly I had no 
friends or rather all the friends I had would be in Revere eating
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ham sandwiches and drinking beer from cans they got from the 
Styrofoam cooler and Betty the new baby would be in the shade 
under the tree in her car seat and I wouldn’t even be able to hold 
her or ever be someone she thought of as an aunt and I never felt 
this bad before I wasn’t eating then but drinking vodka was 
my favorite because it was as invisible as a liquid soul and hotter 
than the devil’s palms when he’s up to no good so I made myself 
screwdrivers until the orange juice ran out and then I mixed 
vodka with water which was harder to swallow and I thought 
about Russia how if  I were there I could drink this vodka in 
peace because the Fourth of Ju ly  wasn’t a holiday there so no one 
had to feel uninvited or left out

I begged Kyle to let me come and hold baby Betty his new niece 
I ’d bought her a sun-hat with the Boston Red Sox’s logo that I 
would never be able to give her since Kyle was gay now and said 
things like even if he wasn’t gay we’d have to break up because 
look how clingy and pathetic I was that no I couldn’t come to 
the party that I’d have to find something else to do like go to the 
Esplanade and listen to the Boston Pops by myself which 
seemed unbearable since I knew there would be couples 
smooching on blankets and little kids running around every
where I suppose you’re bringing your new boyfriend I said even 
though that was impossible since no one in Kyle’s family knew 
about his being homosexual I was angry and my voice was both 
slurred and high pitched and this was about the fifth call I ’d 
made to him it was getting ridiculous and I knew it but each 
time we hung up the silence was full of shadows I didn’t recog
nize and heart beats that didn’t sound like my own and I started 
putting on records that made me even more depressed like the
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first album of Janis Ian and Kyle said you’re doing this to yourself l  
take no responsibility

then I hung up and went to the bathroom I was looking for 
razors at first I found only Lady Schick since all my roommates 
were women I twisted the pink cylinder because that was the 
way newer sharper razors clicked into place I cut my fingers to 
test each one but none of them could cut well enough they only 
gave me paper cuts until the last one which gave me a deep jolt 
just like in Sylvia Plath’s poem about slicing her finger instead 
of the onion I used to think how gross how depressing poor Sylvia 
but now I understood because when your hands are tingly with 
vodka and depression nothing really hurts that much or it hurts 
the way a pinch from someone you love hurts or that first hurt of 
intercourse which is hot and stays with you after he has pulled 
out the only one I ’d had that feeling with was Kyle who was so 
naive the first time he wanted to use a white athletic sock as a 
condom he hated buying them because he grew so embarrassed 
you get the condoms he used to beg me standing outside of the drug 
store and inching his way towards the Busy Bee Luncheonette 
where he pretended to read the menu there was blood on the 
floor and I started to laugh because the blood was so pretty like 
rubies or tiny cherries or maybe even the original cherry mine 
or Eve’s dropping on the tiled bathroom floor in a honeymoon 
suite in the Garden of Eden then I found Dan’s package of 
razors he was a boyfriend of one o f my roommates they were 
black and silver like old-fashioned rulers and they scared me a 
little because I knew these razors meant busines

I carried them in my palm like they were precious and rare 
embalmed bugs that would win me a prestigious science award

( 1 0 2  )



I had another drink and tripped and the razors scattered and I 
stepped on one and cut my foot and I was making bloody foot
prints all over the kitchen floor from the counter to the sink and 
I was laughing then crying because I couldn’t really feel any
thing but an ache in my chest where I imagined my heart was 
and I thought maybe this is what a heart attack feels like except 
that I was still breathing and it wasn’t hard to breath

I was half asleep and half passed out when the phone rang and it 
was Kyle and he just wanted to tell me how mad he still was that 
I had no right to keep calling him so why didn’t I just leave him 
alone this happened a lot this insanity of phone calls and I was 
confused so I said did you call me or did l  call you and then I was 
whispering listen you don't have to worry anymore I'm killing myself I 
have razors with me I can do it I'm not scared and suddenly I was no 
longer angry at Kyle or at myself or at my mother or at God or at 
anyone else and I said something to the effect / forgive you it's not 
even your fault I just want to die now bye and I hung up the phone 
but the receiver missed the cradle and that awful beep beep beep 
kept sounding like it was a national emergency like those radio 
spots that end this is only a test had this been a real emergency you 
would have been informed

and then I was dead or at least that’s what it felt like I was float
ing over Boston then Cape Cod and my legs and arms were gone 
I had wings and a mermaid’s tale I was swimming and flying at 
the same time because the air was water and the sun shone 
through everything like a giant gentle needle sewing through 
layers of wet airy gauze
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I was surprised to see the police in heaven one was trying to sit 
me up shaking my shoulders and another was picking up the 
razor blades from the floor you gave someone a scare little lady we got 
a call from Revere didn't you hear us knocking the door to the apart
ment was off its hinges and lying in the hallway I said / don't feel 
very well and started to throw up but nothing would come out 
and I wanted to grab my heart out of my throat with my fist even 
though I knew that it was the brain not the heart that controls 
feelings but still thats where all the pain for me was the police 
said that if  I was all right they’d leave although it was up to me 
to get the door fixed and they gave me a business card of a lock
smith who works on holidays and I had to get it done before my 
roommates came home and somehow I had to wash away the 
bloody foot prints even though when I bent over my head felt as 
big as a medicine ball and the floor started to spin as fast as a toy 
top and whoever he is he's not worth it one cop said just like my pro
fessor who spoke to me after class because he was worried that I 
wasn’t myself and I didn’t know if  that was a cliche or a sign 
some divine message I was supposed to heed I sat on the edge 
of my bed the blood had gotten in the dry cracks of my bare feet 
my soles looked like the desert ground in New Mexico promise 
us you'll get some help one cop was saying check at your college see i f  
you can get a counselor

I took a shower and the water opened the cuts on my hands and 
the water ran pink and pretty and swirled into the drain and then 
there were red blotches on my towel that I ’d have to explain I 
found the Band Aids and put them over my cuts when I came 
out Kyle and his sister-in-law and his brother who was holding 
the new baby were at the door frame since the door was gone and
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I had on only a bathrobe which made me feel pathetic and stupid 
and my lips were chalky white and the skin under my eyes was a 
dark charcoal gray I knew I was ugly from the bathroom mir
ror the sister-in-law was first to give me a hug she was crying a 
little and then Kyle was washing the blood from the floor and 
pouring what was left of the vodka down the sink I sat on the 
living room couch and the brother let me hold Betty the baby 
who was tiny and warm with a red white and blue jumper on and 
I gave him instructions where to find the Red Sox sun-hat in my 
room and Betty slept through everything and Kyle wouldn’t 
look at me even when we all cooed and laughed because the hat 
was too big for Betty’s head and the brim covered her eyes

I ’ll  make you dinner I said desperate to have them stay I was pre
tending that nothing that bad had happened and they were 
pretty much doing the same we have to get back to the party the 
sister-in-law said because everyone’s there and she started to 
name the guests and the party was in her yard and it was her bar
becue and her cooler of beer K yle ’s brother said to Kyle you 
should stay with her and Kyle looked at me with such disdain that 
I said don’t worry I ’ll  be OK and then the apartment was clean and 
the locksmith was there and Kyle was writing a check and giv
ing it to him they left and the three of them fought in the hall
way Kyle’s brother asking Kyle how can you be so cold and Kyle 
saying don’t you see she just wants attention and then they disap
peared onto the street and into a taxi and there was just me the 
rest of the apartment building was completely empty

all night the fireworks boomed— bullets into the sky’s brave 
open mouth

D U H A M E L  • T H E  F O U R T H  O F  J U L Y
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Painkilling
by KymJones

I knew it would kill me, and that’s what I wanted: 
it doesn’t matter that I was five years old, 
in Sunday School they told me about heaven, 
and I wanted to go there (this was before 
they told me if you kill yourself to get 
to heaven God puts you in hell for your troubles), 
so I ate the bottle of baby aspirin, I chewed 
handfuls of sugary orange tablets (I loved that taste, 
still do), then I hid in the bathroom and waited.
My mother found me too soon, forced shampoo 
down my throat, made me swallow, made me puke, 
she cried, why d id  you do this, why d id  you do this, 
you know he hates it when you get sick, and he did hate it, 
but he drove me to the hospital just the same, and after 
the doctor had pumped liquid tar up my nose 
and I expelled the last of the dream from my stomach, 
he took me home and I didn’t see the sun for a week; 
kept thinking it would have worked if  I ’d chewed 
better, swallowed faster, locked the bathroom door, anything, 

anything, but soon, lying in my bed, rolling from side to side 
to avoid the welts healing on my back (heel to neck), I began 
a new plan: a bus, a fast bus.
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Wild
by Natasha Singh

W E  A R E  O N  O U R  W A Y  T O  G O P I S H W A R  R O A D ,  F A S T E R  

and fa ster we go ...  Ma, te ll me where were you really go ing when your 
hands clutched that steering wheel, holding on almost as though some
how we were m agica lly going to get there. D id you rea lly believe that 
back then, Ma? D id you believe it as much as 1 d id?

“Ma, whats wrong?”
“Nothing, beti.”
Ma is leaning her head against the side car window staring 

out, and I have my coloring book with me. Papa is inside sleep
ing and Ma says I since I am making too much noise, that we 
need to get out of the house. So we are sitting in the car. But Ma 
can not drive.

“Ma, where are we going to go today?”
Ma stays silent for a long time. And then she looks at me and 

smiles.“Okay, today we are going to the House of Chat for dinner.” 
“Ma, where is House of Chat?”
“House of Chat is on Gopishwar Road in Delhi. It is where 

my Uncle used to take us kids to eat when we visited him. It was 
the best chat house in all of UP. It was like a palace inside, 
Reena! Not like the restaurants they have in Canada, of course, 
but still.. .They had the roundest gol guppa and the best pani.
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Not too sweet, not too spicy. Just perfect. Here, taste one.” Me 
and Ma both fill our cheeks with air and chew. But soon I poke 
Mas cheek and she begins to laugh.

“Let’s go there, then,” I say. Ma smiles and puts her hands on 
the steering wheel. “Chulao! Chulao!”
And away we go.

“Ma, I’m cold.”
“Yes.”
I hate it when Ma says yes to everything I say when I know 

that really, she is not listening. “Ma,” I say again, “I’m cold.” Ma 
looks at me as though I just suddenly appeared inside the car and 
I want to laugh at the O of her mouth. Sometimes when Papa 
sneaks up on her to scare her, she looks the same way, and then 
everyone laughs. Even Dadi Ma. Ma looks at her watch.

“I’m sorry, beti, we can go in now. Come.”

“Who put all this foolishness into your head about driving 
lessons? Do you want to be like those loose angrezi women here? 
Chee!” Dadi Ma is looking at Ma out of the corner of her eye. It 
is morning, and Ma is preparing chai for herself and Dadi Ma. 
The kitchen has filled with the smell of cardamom and cloves. 
“My son married you so you could be a good wife and mother.” 
Dadi Ma sniffs and shakes her head.

“Ammaji, please. Let me take lessons. Then I will be able to 
do more things. Maybe if I learned to drive, I could save time.” 
Ma says this quietly.

“Save time. Time for what? Already you are acting like you 
are not a decent woman. Don’t think I haven’t seen you leave the 
house without your head covered.”
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Ma freezes, her hands outstretched in the air as she reaches for 
cups. Dadi Ma hisses, “I am a good mother-in-law. It is my duty 
to keep my eye on you.”

“Ammaji, it is warm outside, that is why I don’t cover my 
head.”

“Warm. Hah! You think India isn’t warm? All women must 
cover their heads! You want to be naked in front of all these 
angrezi men?”

Ma pulls her arms back down from where they are reaching in 
the air, and taking her pilao, very carefully, she covers her head.

“Reena!”
“Ma?” It is black outside, and slowly I get up. Ma wants to 

take me out again. Papa is fast asleep. Dadi Ma can be heard 
snoring through her door. They have to be sleeping - only then 
would Ma dare to sneak me out. Ma says that our nights in the 
car are our special secret. Ma and I get into the car and we sit 
there under the gray blanket she has brought to keep us warm.

“Where are we going now?” I whisper.
“I ’m driving you to your Auntie Lila’s house.”
“But she lives so far away.”
“That’s okay, hang on!”

And away we go.
“See that temple, Reena. This is where your grandfather and I 

used to go to pray. And see that school beside it. That is where I 
used to teach before I got married to your Papa, and came to live 
here.”

“M a...”
“Did I ever tell you about how you got your name, Reena?
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When I first started teaching, my favorite student— her name 
was Reena. I thought it was so beautiful that I promised myself 
that when I had a daughter, that is what I would name her. But I 
really had to fight with Dadi Ma because she wanted to name 
you something else.” Ma shakes her head and says softly, “Her 
and your Papa, too much the same. The same/’

“But Ma, don’t you lo— ”
“I never wanted to get married, you know. I was happy teach

ing. I was a good teacher, Reena.” Ma is quiet for a moment and 
then she says, “I used to run away.”

I am impressed. “You used to run away?”
Ma laughs. “Every time I would hear that there was a man 

coming to see me, I would run away from the house. I would go 
and hide at your Auntie Lila’s house.”

“Really?” I am now Ma’s biggest fan. I can picture her with a 
satchel on her back just like Bugs Bunny when he goes on an 
adventure. “Then what?”

Ma laughs again. “Then nothing! I would come back home. 
Nobody would speak to me. They all said I was ruining my life.” 

“But then how did Papa find you?”
“Well. I was tricked.” Ma smiles but the smile does not reach 

her eyes and we both snuggle deeper under the blanket. Ma, you 
made it sound like such an adventure. “You see, your Papa came with 
Dadi Ma to our house one day. I thought they were just old 
friends of your grandfather. Well at least, that is what my 
brother told me. So I stayed at home to greet them and after they 
had left, my Uncle and my brother told me that Papa was the 
man I was going to marry.”

“Why didn’t you run away again?”
“Where could I go? Your Auntie Lila couldn’t support me.
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She was going to be married herself. Besides my brother or 
Uncle would have found me and...where could I have gone, 
Reena?” / don’t know, Ma. Where could you have gone? Where?

“But now you have me and Papa, right?” Ma looks at me for a 
long time but she says nothing. Ma, i f  you were running away 
again, would you take me with you?

“Come, Reena, your Auntie Lila is waiting for u s ...” Ma 
places both hands on the steering wheel and leans back. She 
closes her eyes so tight— but not tight enough because I see one 
lone tear slip out and travel down her cheek. I reach out but it 
falls into the blanket and vanishes before I can catch it.

“Nonsense!” Dadi Ma is muttering to herself as Ma leans over 
the stove, flipping rotis on the tava. Ma says, without looking 
up, “I think it is a good idea. Soon, Reena will be needing to go 
to school, things will need to be picked up.” Dadi Ma purses her 
lips together, much like Papa does. This is the most I have ever 
heard Ma talk back to Dadi Ma.

“Besides, Ammaji. I am so tired. You know I have to baby-sit 
six children every day. Plus I must clean the house, look after my 
own child, clean three other houses each week. It is getting hard 
to manage...”

“Enough!” Dadi Ma is holding up her hand as she comes into 
the kitchen. “No more car business. You just want to cause trou
ble in this house. I will tell you something,” Dadi Ma says as she 
pushes Ma out of the way, and begins to flip the rotis herself. “ I 
had even more to do than you do, in my day. And I managed all 
by myself. You are simply doing your duty. That is all. So why 
do you want to act like a man, like some crazy angrezi woman 
and begin driving lessons? What will people say?”
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“But A m m aji...” Ma has begun to chop onions and fill the 
dough with it, so we can eat onion kulcha. “Who is going to say 
anything? We don’t know anyone here. You had help from fam
ily, from friends, from servants, I have no one here. No one.” You 
have me, Ma. You have me. Ma’s eyes begin to tear but I do not 
know if it is from the onions or not. Dadi Ma does not say any
thing. And just when Ma is about to open her mouth again, 
Dadi Ma says through tight lips, “Wait for your husband to 
come home. We will see.”

Ma, the night that you asked Papa i f  you could drive, you thought you 
had me. You thought you did. Ma, l  don’t know i f  / sensed the w ild then, 
I don’t know i f  that’s what made me do it. Forgive me.

Dadi Ma is shaking her head from side to side. And Papa is look
ing thoughtful. “What kind of a wife have you married?” Dadi 
Ma says. And then to Ma, “What kind of woman drives? It is 
indecent! Do you see me driving? Did your own Ma drive? Chee, 
chee, shame on you!” Dadi Ma smoothes out her sari and gets up 
from the chair she has been sitting on. Papa has not even had a 
chance to take off his workboots. His face looks tired, but he is 
looking at Ma with the strangest expression in his eyes.

Ma says again to Papa, “J i ,  it would be so much of a help to 
me. This way I could go anywhere I want.” Anywhere.

And before Papa can say anything, I start to scream. “No, no, 
no, don’t let her take lessons, no, no, don’t let her! Say no! Papa, 
say no!”

Ma w ill tell me years from now that l  screamed and screamed until l  
had no voice left. That Dadi Ma was so distraught, that Papa called
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Uncle Doctor in Edmonton because he was worried l  would harm my 
own throat. Ma w ill say, I don't know what got into you back then, 
Reena. I just don't know. Don't you, M a?

Well that decides it then, Papa said afterwards. “Your own beti 
doesn’t want her mother driving. She wants you to stay with her. 
Enough of this kind of talk. You have caused enough trouble for 
one night.”

And now Ma is leaving the house. Without me. She is taking 
chances. Ma. I can not sleep through the night anymore and 
Dadi Ma says, a keera has infected my brain.

“Where is your Ma, Reena?”
“I don't know Dadi Ma.” Dadi Ma and Papa have finished eat

ing their food. Ma just slipped out the kitchen door. Again.
“This is crazy,” Dadi Ma is saying. “What kind of a woman is 

she? Acting like she has loose morals! Too much like the angrezi 
women here! She just slips out when no one is looking. 
Humph!”

“She can’t have gone far,” Papa says. He is looking at a picture 
of Lord Krishna, and is shaking his head. To Dadi Ma, he says, 
“It is a small town. It is safe here, Amma.”

“Safe?” Dadi Ma shouts. “How many murders do you read 
about everyday in that paper of yours? How many rapes? And 
you tell me your wife is safe! Dadi Ma stands up and goes to the 
window. The dishes are left on the table. For Ma, when she 
comes home.

Papa doesn’t say anything. He rubs his hands over his face and 
closes his eyes. To me, he says, “Come.” Papa takes the car keys 
and heads towards the car. Behind us I can see Dadi Ma still star
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ing out the window and I am scared for Ma. “Get in the front,” 
Papa says gruffly. He starts the car and we are off, looking for Ma. 
Papa looks at me and says, quietly, “Where do you think you 
think she is, Reena?" I think she may have driven away somewhere 
Papa, to Gopishwar road. To Delhi. She is eating in the chat house. She 
is at Auntie Lila's house, she is a teacher again, she is praying in a tem
ple with Poopaji, she is...

“ I don’t know Papa.”
Papa circles each block, past the park and past the grocery store. 
Around and around we go. Ma where are you?

“Your mother is a crazy woman, sometimes, Reena.” Papa has 
circled the park now three times. You are the crazy one, Papa. “She 
thinks that she can just go off anywhere, anytime, she wants. She 
acts like she is not even a mother. Papa laughs and his laugh 
scares me. He shakes his head. “Why did her family say yes to 
me, then? That woman needs to be taught a lesson. W ild ani
mal, she is behaving like a wild animal. And don’t you ever be 
like her, Reena. Ever.”

It is darker now, and the street lights have been turned on. Ma 
is still nowhere in sight. “Okay, I give up,” Papa says. “Maybe 
she is inside shopping. Maybe she is already home.” There is 
quiet between us, and Papa says after a while, “You know, some 
days I just can’t stand the talking.” He grips the wheel for a 
moment and I can see his knuckles tense. We are in front of the 
house now. Papa turns off the engine and we sit in the dark of 
the night, inside the car. We are both quiet, and for a moment I 
am reminded of Ma and myself, quiet in the car. “Papa?”

But Papa is already opening the door and then slamming it 
shut. I open the door on my side, and watch as he walks briskly 
into the house. The lights are on inside and I can hear Dadi Ma
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shouting. For a moment I want to close the door of the car and 
stay inside. With Ma. I know she is in here. Hiding behind me 
on the floor of the car. Underneath the gray blanket. I know, 
because I saw her through the side-view mirror, when we were 
driving. I know because I was holding my breath and so was she. 
I know because I looked into her eyes and saw that Papa was 
right. A wild animal was hiding behind her eyes. And I was too 
scared to see it.
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Bang
by Elena Georgiou

You were American in Amsterdam 
exchanging your wedding ring 
for 8 hours of balancing with me 
on a single mattress we connected 
sex to god transforming 
orgasms into answered prayers

The next day we took a reprieve 
visiting Anne Frank s house 
too distracted by ourselves 
to go beyond meditating on its smallness

Continuing as reluctant tourists
we took a boat ride where
an Ethiopian street-seller
m a d e  his hands i nto a g u n ,  s a y i ng  b a n g

one of the few words of English
he knew to describe New York

You flew back home hurt 
the symbol of your city was a gun 
in the minds of people who had 
only visited through a TV screen
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You ran your fingers ragged 
writing me 283 letters in a year 
to convince me your home had 
more to offer than guns

Using the pile of blue air-mail 
envelopes as evidence of love 
I flew to New York to be won

The first day of my new job 
you sat outside for 3'/ hours 
because you didn’t know 
what time I ’d finish and 
you just wanted to be there

It took a month before 
you removed your lenses 
allowing me to see you in glasses 
one of the few signs of weakness 
shooting past the surface of your skin

Staring, now, at the dent in the wall
I see you hurling plates
and me ducking, watching the gash
you planned for my body
slice my desk instead
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My desk— the only part 
of the apartment belonging to me 
squeezed into the wooden corner 
of a bedroom where our balancing act 
now belonged to a silent circus 
that had long moved out

I looked for connections between
the you that was and the you that changed
her name and became the hand
coming for me
snatching my vest
pulling me away from the window

It wasn’t till the next day
when I saw red marks left on my body
I understood why I felt beaten

You took away my knife and fork 
Eat with your hands, you said,
It s Kwanzaa and this is how 
they eat in Africa

Afraid to ask which country you chose 
to represent the continent this evening 
I remembered eating pureed Ethiopian food 
and attempted to roll a pork chop 
into a mound I could throw 
in my mouth with my fingers
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The food dropped and I dared to say,
A chop is not appropriate for rolling 
I rose to get a fork and you said,
Pick up that fork and I’ll take away your keys

You took my keys and I took my passport to work 
thinking it was the only thing I needed 
to escape the whisper I ’d become—  
a person, so stunned, I didn’t know how 
to suck out the bullet that was you
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My student gives a speech 
on the care and feeding 
of the tarantula

by Lonnie H ull DuPont

The tarantula crawls up my students arm, 
so furry I'd like to pet it. Then 
it bites the arm, and my student is shocked. 
Why the surprise? I wonder.
Isn’t that what a tarantula does?

Then I remember you, 
how you tried to apologize 
for another ugly evening 
by telling me a story:
A horse swims across the river 
with a snake on his back.
Before they reach shore,
the snake bites the horse, who says,
Why did you do that? Now we'll both drown. 
And the snake says, Because it's my nature.

For many years since 
I travel to your grave.
Used to lie right down on it
and whisper into the lime-green grass:
You warned me. You did.
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Dear Sister, Unborn
by Laura Shovati

At eight months, your elbows 
were protrusions, your heartbeat 
a murmur. I was two.
Resting my head on our mother’s belly 
I could not picture the shape of you.

I cannot picture my own child.
He is all backbone, his heart 
a tiny red balloon.
I fear that it might burst.

Knowing you, Sister, I see blood.
I look for signs of it on my underthings, 
for pink swirls in the toilet.
It is easier to imagine great clots
running down my thighs
than the sound of a baby
crying for me in the night,
than the sucking of a small mouth
at my breasts (which already hurt me).

Sister, that elbow in my face said,
“I am feverish to be free,” 
not of her uterus 
but of her, of us all,

( 1 2 1  )



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

weary of life before you were bom.
Our parents mourned.
Even I, two years old, 
felt the imprint of your loss.

Sister suicide, my child is yet invisible. 
How could I hold him if  he tried to escape? 
I slice my palm in the kitchen 
and know that he could rush out, 
laughing, on the waves of my pulse.
Sister, 1 cannot force him to stay.
I can do nothing.
Not even make my heart stop beating, 
like you.
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Landmarks
An excerpt from the novella Big Run 

by Carol Zoref

O N  S A T U R D A Y S  I N S T E A D  O F  L E S S O N S  W E  H A D  A F R E E  

swim. Angie, the swimming coach for junior-high kids, would 
let us go as far as the buoys outside the roped-off zone as long as 
we buddied up. My grandparents were hopeful that swimming 
would somehow lessen my deepening penchant for “moping 
around,”— for going to sleep after dinner so I wouldn’t have to 
talk, for waking up in the dark so I could read.

Some kids were already swimming laps when I got there, oth
ers were canon-balling off the dock. Angie was scrubbing down 
the inside of a small motor boat, flushing it out with buckets of 
water she scooped up from the lake. My team mate Jenny was 
sitting nearby on the dock. It was another hot day and I couldn’t 
tell from the way her skin was shimmering if  Jenny was sweat
ing or already wet from having been in. There were spots of 
water all over her, catching the sunlight, making her legs and 
arms glisten.

Angie wasn’t pretty like Jenny, not even in the way that col
lege girls were in films or magazines. I never heard anyone talk 
about her looks, only about her swimming and the medals she’d 
won for Penn State. She wore her dirty-blond hair cut short, kept 
it covered by a blue Nittany Lions baseball cap except when in 
the water. Her skin, even tanned, had a way of looking wan. And 
her face wasn’t the kind that helped you know what she was
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thinking. Even so, all summer I kept wanting to see her, though 
around her I never felt easy. I didn't know then about wanting 
someone precisely because of the ways in which they don’t make 
us feel safe.

I walked over to Jenny. “You feel like going out?" I lifted my 
chin towards the raft. I was warm and anxious to get in. We 
could swim there together, I thought. Jenny could practice div
ing like she was always wanting to do and I could go off on a long 
swim, find out just how far I could get on my own. We got to the 
raft quickly because Jenny, the strongest swimmer in our group, 
was setting the pace. I was working to keep up the whole time, 
surprised that I was able to, my shoulders always just a few 
inches behind hers. The lessons with Angie were helping.

Jenny climbed onto the raft but I stayed in, one hand grip
ping a rung of the rotting wooden ladder. The wood was soft in 
my fingers, was covered in a thin, green slime that made me not 
want to hang on for very long. I could see the hairs of algae and 
pond scum waving back and forth in the current.

“I ’m going out to the green buoy,” I told Jenny and let go. If I 
could swim at my own pace I could swim longer.

“W ho’ll spot me?" Jenny looked at me impatiently. She 
wanted to dive.

I hadn’t thought about that, that she’d probably figured I ’d 
be stopping there too at the raft. I understood that leaving her 
to fend for herself wouldn’t be fair.

“Okay but then we swim," I insisted. “To the red buoy." That 
was twice as far as the green one and absolutely beyond where 
we were permitted to go. The red buoy was a marker for the 
motor boats that raced back and forth over the lake. I looked 
across the water, uncertain if it was the red buoy I was pointing
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to or a glimmering of something else off the lake. I f  we swam 
out to it Angie would be angry. But then she’d also have to say 
something about my swimming, about how strong I was get
ting too. I was surprised when Jenny agreed to swim with me. 
Maybe she thought she was being fair in return.

I climbed up on the raft to wait. I let my legs hang over the 
edge, kept cool by stretching my ankles into the water. Jenny 
plunged again, and again, each dive in succession getting 
cleaner, each entry creating a more consonant sound. It had 
something to do, I imagined, with her warming up to it. But it 
also made me restless to sit there watching her, to witness her 
doing it so well. I decided I would ask her before the end of the 
summer to show me how, when we knew each other better and 
I ’d feel less foolish for not knowing about diving at all. For the 
moment though, all I could do was watch her plunge into the 
lake, climb back up the slippery ladder, curl her toes at the edge 
of the raft, extend her arms, dive again.

“Let’s go,” I reminded her after a time, when it seemed she’d 
forgotten all about the red buoy. I looked at my watch; there 
were less than two hours to go before we had to be back at the 
dock.

Jenny and I practiced every stroke we’d been working on with 
Angie. The butterfly, which I ’d gotten much better at. The 
backstroke. The crawl. I thought about watching Angie prac
tice each day after we kids finished our free swim. Angie swam 
as if all that mattered was swimming, as if she didn’t need to be 
thinking about anything else at all. I wanted that too. I wanted 
to move from one thing to the next without feeling grief or 
desire or anything else, as if all that mattered for me as well was 
the water and air.
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I was tired when we reached the first buoy but still wanting 
to swim on. Jenny wasn’t convinced.

“We’re far enough, don’t you think?” she suggested. I sup
pose she was tired too from all her diving, from all the lake water 
splashing into her face.

“ It ’s the only way we’ll ever build up stamina,” I insisted. 
This wasn’t true. We could have swam an equal distance inside 
the ropes near the dock. But there’d be no adventure in that. 
“Don’t we need to?”

We started for the red buoy. We swam a few feet apart, but 
close enough to keep company. I was tired but still swimming 
easy enough to wonder when Angie would notice what we were 
doing, would be impressed. Maybe then I could tell her about 
seeing her boyfriend Joel alone in the park that day with Mrs. 
Drummond from the drugstore, although I still wasn’t certain 
that I would. I wouldn’t be the one to tell her something awful, 
I decided, before I ’d somehow earned a moment of her respect.

I continued pulling my arms through the water the way 
Angie taught us, cupping my hands and pushing down until my 
arms were at my sides, dragging them up the length of my torso, 
lifting them out of the water, plunging them down again. I tried 
to keep my mind on my breathing as I rolled smoothly from side 
to side. For a while I managed it better. Always, I was conscious 
of Jenny swimming nearby, of how graceful she was next to me 
in the water. I thought as well about seeing Angie and her 
boyfriend Joel at the lake on Sundays, their day off, and watch
ing the unhurried way they swam together, as if it didn’t matter 
when any of us were watching. How did they hold the idea of the 
other, I wondered, when Joel was behind the counter at Drum
monds’ Drugstore, when Angie was instructing us on the proper
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way to cup our hands? What I wanted to know, I understand 
now, was if anyone thought mostly of me.

Like most landmarks, the red buoy looked closer than it really 
was. We were still a distance away. Jenny was a strong swimmer, 
much stronger than me, but after a time we both were feeling 
the fatigue. No matter how deep my concentration, I started 
swallowing water instead of air. It burned going down. And now 
Jenny was stopping at shorter and shorter intervals, as if  there 
was an increase in the number of speed boats she needed to look 
out for.

“We’d better rest.” Jenny stopped and was treading water, 
appeared to be struggling. “We should float,” she urged. She was 
breaking her rhythm with every few strokes to lift her chin up 
away from the lake.

I looked at my watch. When did we leave the raft? More than 
90 minutes ago. We’d be expected back soon. Angie might even 
be wondering by now where we were. Wouldn’t she? My hands 
were pale, the skin at my fingertips puckered.

“It’s too far to swim back,” I told her.
“What do you mean?” Jenny was treading hard, splashing 

water when she shouldn’t have. Her voice was sounding thinner.
“The other shore is closer.” I pointed a shriveled finger to the 

other side and hoped that this was true. “We can walk the trail 
around the lake-front back to the dock.” Or, I hoped to myself, 
Angie would be alarmed by our absence, would come out in the 
motor boat and find us. She might not be impressed by how far 
we’d gone but at least, in some way that was true for the 
moment, she would save us.

Jenny agreed to swim to the far side.
We flipped onto our backs to rest first like she’d suggested,
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closing our eyes against the sunlight that seemed brighter out 
on the water. The air further out smelled cooler than it did near 
the shore and dryer than the thicker, humid air back on land. 
Jenny and I acted as if our plan had put our panic in the past. We 
floated for some time, taking turns at being look-out for the 
speed boats racing the lake. The water was peaceful for a while, 
almost gentle.

Then another group of boats brought more waves, including 
ones tall enough to break above our heads, I couldn't help but 
swallow them, the water shooting up my nose and making the 
back of my throat burn. Jenny shook her head back to get the 
hair away from her eyes, pressed her fingers against her nostrils 
as if it were possible to squeeze the water out of them.

“This was dumb, Laura, really stupid," Jenny said. Her voice 
was accusing. “Next time we listen to me."

We pushed into a side stroke, were swimming face to face. 
Jenny was looking at me while she swam; I tried looking down 
into the water. The water was darker than it was back at the 
dock, as if refusing to be anything familiar.

“No one said you had to come," I reminded her. The water was 
colder too; I could hear it trembling my voice.

“Why did you act like you knew what you were doing when 
you don't?"

“Shut up, Jenny. Just shut up."
I didn't really want her to keep quiet. I was getting sleepy, 

tired from the cold and so much swimming. If  she kept talking 
she would keep me awake. I needed to stay awake. Except 
that you can't speak at all when you're swimming in a serious 
way. And I knew, we both knew by then, that our situation 
was serious.
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My getting angry was all it took then to make Jenny cry. It 
was impossible to watch, made me cry too. Yet somehow it made 
me more brave. What else could I do? I looked at my watch 
again; 15  more minutes had passed. All I could think of was me 
pacing Jenny, of Jenny pacing me, of our swimming what was 
left of our way across the lake.

‘Tm  sorry.” I swallowed more water, was coughing. I spit out 
something hot to clear my throat. I hated it. “I ’m sorry I yelled.”

Another 20 minutes. I imagined Angies hand was holding me 
up now at the abdomen the way she’d done the morning before 
class. I remembered how she’d spread her hand across my rib cage 
to steady me, to slow me down so I could work on my breathing. 
The pressure from her fingers had made me shiver even more 
than the lake water, which was always cool. Then it had sent 
something warm below my stomach, made me tighten my legs.

Jenny and I were half-way between the red buoy and the far 
shore, swimming in silence, when we spotted a small motor boat 
speeding directly at us. We each started splashing fast at angles 
away from it, then heard someone calling. It was Angie. She 
approached us and circled to a stop. I could hear the engine gear
ing down as she shifted into neutral.

The motor idled, the boat began rocking inside its own wake. 
I swam towards it numbly, my arms and legs cold and fatigued. 
I was embarrassed by Jenny’s anxious splashing, her eagerness to 
climb in.

Angie dropped two ropes over the side. At the end of each was 
a hard, white life ring. “Let the boat stop rocking and I ’ll pull 
you in.”

Angie was standing now, watching Jenny and me drape our
selves over the rings. Angie’s face was shaded by her blue base
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ball cap, her sunglasses. It was impossible, as it would always 
be, to see what she was thinking.

I paddled closer to the boat, tried to pull myself in.
“Don’t!” shouted Angie. She struggled to keep her balance. “I 

said wait.”
I dropped my arms back through the life ring, let my face fall 

on it too. The cold lake water washed against my lips.
“Jenny first,” Angie ordered. “Hold on to the life ring.”
Why Jenny before me if  she was stronger? Maybe I ’d made 

Angie angry by not wanting her to touch me, by trying to pull 
myself in. Maybe it wasn’t that at all. It’s another thing about 
Angie I still don’t know. I held my life ring while Angie kneeled 
over the side of the boat. She slowly lifted Jenny until her 
stomach was over the edge and she could shimmy the rest of her 
way in.

I was angry now too after Angie shouted, was tired of not 
knowing when around her what to do. Angie took me by the 
forearms, dragged me in. I could feel the boat pressing each of 
my ribs until I was high enough to swing a leg over. I balanced 
upright on the boat’s edge, one leg in, the other dangling on the 
water.

“It was my idea,” I confessed. “Not Jenny’s.”
“Get in,” Angie demanded.
Jenny moved aside, climbed into the passenger seat next to 

Angie’s. I slipped onto the bench seat behind Jenny and now we 
were seated at the front of the boat as if  points in a small, right 
triangle.

“ I ’m surprised at you,” Angie said to Jenny, handing her a 
towel. “Good swimmers aren’t reckless. They’re smart, not care
less and unthinking.”
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Jenny wiped her head with the towel, pressed it against her 
face so we wouldn’t see her crying. If  we’d been alone I would 
have cried too. But not with Angie there watching.

“And you.” Angie threw a towel to me overhand, perhaps so 
the breeze wouldn’t pitch it overboard. I don’t know. I held it 
where it landed on my lap, let the water keep running from my 
hair into my eyes. “What were you thinking?” she demanded. 
“You’re just beginning to swim strongly; you both could have 
died.”

What could I say? That yes, I ’d gotten stronger, but needed 
to impress her by doing something dangerous in order to prove I 
mattered too? And what if  I said this crazy thing out loud? 
What then?

Angie put the boat back into gear, steered with one hand. 
With the other she reached behind Jenny and grabbed my arm. 
I couldn’t feel a thing except my wrist where her fingers were 
holding me, where it began stinging from her gripping it 
so hard.

“What were you thinking?” she asked again, shouting barely 
loud enough for me to hear her over the motor. She shook my 
arm, dropped it, pulled her hand back closer to her side. “Proba
bly nothing about me getting fired.” She turned her back to me 
and looked straight toward the dock to where she was piloting 
the boat. “That I have a life too.”

The boat make a breeze as we sped back to shore. My skin 
became covered in goose bumps. Next thing, I was gripping the 
edge of the boat with one hand and holding my forehead with 
the other. I leaned over like that until I ’d vomited most of the 
lake water which I ’d swallowed. Except now the water coming 
out of me was stringy and hot instead of large and cold. When
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nothing else would come, I dragged my hand across the lake that 
was flashing beneath us. I cupped my fingers and rinsed my 
mouth, splashed my eyes from which tears were now running.

“I w ant.. . ” My throat was burning, maybe from vomiting, 
maybe from something else. My voice sounded raw and like a 
whisper. I paused, waited for Angie to urge me on. She didn’t 
which is how I understood that she hadn’t been wanting or really 
waiting for an answer; that she hadn’t heard me trying to speak 
over the noise of the motor boat or even known when I was 
throwing up.

I leaned forward in my seat to see if  she was listening at all, 
but could barely see her face from where I was sitting, only the 
brim of her blue cap, the frame of her sunglasses. I could tell 
from the way Jenny’s back was throbbing that she still had her 
face in her towel, was still crying. What had I the right to as for 
and from whom?

“I want to go home,” I declared, certain neither one of them 
even noticed I was speaking.

That was all I could say.

That night I threw up some more, a combination of the 
spaghetti and meatballs we ate for dinner and, in all likelihood, 
more lake water. I ’m certain I hadn’t swallowed as much as I 
imagined, only more than anyone should. By then it was hard to 
tell what was really coming out of me and I was feeling too awful 
to look closely. Down on my knees in the bathroom, waiting for 
the next convulsion, I thought about throwing up in the lake, 
about Angie’s boat speeding away from the mess. Except now I 
was reaching to flush the toilet after each new wave of vomit 
before I was able to smell it too. My grandmother must have
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been woken by the noise because then she was upstairs in the 
bathroom beside me wiping my face with a damp washcloth, 
helping me into fresh pajamas after the spasms finally subsided.

“Did you eat anything today that might have made you sick?” 
she wanted to know. “Did you buy a lot of that candy down at 
Drummond’s?”

Hearing her say the name Drummond made my stomach 
twist again. Maybe because of seeing Joel’s hands touching Mrs. 
Drummond, which was still on my mind. Or maybe because if 
my grandmother learned somehow about my stopping at the 
drugstore to buy candy without my saying so, she’d also find out 
about me and Jenny and our swim across the lake.

“ I swallowed a lot of water today at swimming,” I offered, 
relieved that there was nothing left in me to throw up. My 
grandmother didn’t ask me anything else. Instead, she reached 
for my forehead, touched it with the cool soft skin of her open 
palm, sat down on the edge of the bed. I could feel her stroking 
the blanket as she smoothed it again, again. After a time it 
seemed her rhythm became fatigued. I was falling back asleep.

I dreamed that night about water. In my dream— and I 
dreamed it many times— I was standing alone on a narrow strip 
of sandy beach. Behind me was a cinder-block wall, much taller 
than me, that stretched indefinitely to the left and the right. The 
sky was low and gray. The water was calm until a wave 
approached, this time a single tidal wave, so large it was all I 
could see. As it crested over me, all white, I tried to take a deep 
breath, but the motion of the wave had created a vacuum in its 
curl. A pain rose in my chest as I struggled for air, an ache that 
woke me only for a moment. Then the dream began again.

My pajamas were damp in the morning from fever and sweat,
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with this sense I had of being overwhelmed. I didn’t refuse when 
my grandmother offered to change my pajamas again. I stayed 
the day in bed, dozing and waking as she checked me from time 
to time, bringing a slice of toast when she thought I was ready, a 
plain baked potato for dinner.

I wasn’t tired at my usual bedtime, having slept so much that 
day through the unending heat. It was a clear night and my 
grandmother had me sit with them for a while on the outside 
porch, gave me a Coke without ice to settle my stomach. I like 
to imagine she stroked my head too or that my grandfather 
somehow recognized my sadness, had been watching out for me 
furtively.

There was a pink-orange glow from the streetlights like a 
halo over the town and occasional flashes of heat lightening that 
brightened the sky as large and as solemn as the lake. The stars 
and planets had moved along in the usual way they do in the 
length of a summer. But as I looked around in the night, I could 
find every single one o f them still there. The Big Dipper and 
Lyra were still above me, but slightly further to the east. And 
Venus, boldly there for the naked eye, was still rising. I under
stand now that, when you want them to or need them to be, any
thing can be connected to something else. Random stars can be 
shaped into constellations and people, without their knowing 
it, become part of the story of your life.
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The Information 
Superhighway Ain’t No 
Yellow Brick Road

by Diana Estigarribia

Competition: an event in which there are more losers than 
winners. A society based on competition is, therefore, primarily 
a society of losers.

— J o h n  R a l s t o n  S a u l

W I T H  T H E  O V E R - H Y P E D  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M  D U E  T O  

arrive soon, we’re still waiting for the Information Age to make 
good on its promises to make our children smarter, our jobs eas
ier and more satisfying, and society a utopian techno-paradise. 
But technology is splitting society into two camps— the Tech- 
Haves and the Tech-Nots. What is truly frightening about tech
nology is how its use comfortably fits into a role of capitalist 
privilege. Technology is dangerous— not in itself, but in the 
social and political ramifications for those people outside of the 
technological oligarchy. It is especially dangerous because we 
have attached so much importance to its uses: our dependence 
on it for information, jobs, self-worth. We believe that technol
ogy will play a role in expanding our democratic freedoms; that 
it will level the playing field for our minorities and poor, with 
“better jobs and higher wages.” Instead, it is merely acting as a 
magnifying glass exposing the inequalities in our stratified soci
ety, especially our overburdened and undersupported educa
tional system.
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University of California economist Michael Perelman labels 
it “class warfare in the information age.” Many things about our 
technological past and present point to the current situation 
getting worse. A society so gung-ho about technology is not 
doing enough to prepare people to live and work in an informa
tion economy. Most of the jobs being created are not high-wage 
information-based positions but low-wage service sector jobs: 
the occupations expected to grow are, in descending order, 
cashiers; janitors and cleaners, including maids and housekeep
ing cleaners; retails sales persons; and waiters and waitresses. 
Most importantly, technology is not being applied to improv
ing quality of life, but making information processes— the cogs 
of capitalism— work more efficiently. I f  we were truly thinking 
of creating a technological society which would benefit as many 
people as possible, we would be seriously thinking about these 
issues, putting real muscle and thought into shoring up our edu
cational system.

Politicians think this means wiring the schools. Some sound 
like misguided echoes of past democratic campaign promises. 
Rather than a “chicken in every pot,” politicians propose “com
puters in every classroom.” This only brings more complex 
problems come to light. Schools in poor areas need much more 
fundamental aid than a connection to the World Wide Web. 
They need teachers, new books and supplies, and nurturing, safe 
environments. The very buildings our children inhabit every 
day are overcrowded, falling apart, dangerous, or unhealthy.

We have anointed technology as the panacea for all our learn
ing ills. However, if schools were at or near equal levels of safety, 
with well-trained teachers who had the necessary materials and 
training, then we could put the power of technology to real use.

G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W
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But funding is needed to accomplish this goal to supply the 
right and most up-to-date equipment, and train teachers and 
other personnel to use these tools so that they can benefit our 
kids. Now that we’ve decided that computers equal better learn
ing (and money equals computers), it’s easy to follow the equa
tion: only those schools already in a position to take advantage 
can gain. The Tech-Haves have grown up and live in an atmos
phere of constant learning. Because they are comfortable with 
technology, using it at work and at home, it is easy to pick up 
the new skills that such a lightning fast world demands. All 
around them are the software, hardware, and people from whom 
they can observe and learn. This environment is what is missing 
from the lives of the technologically excluded.

In our rush to technologize the world, we’ve missed the real 
point: that technology misused is just another way of impeding 
progress and keeping the class structure in this country exactly 
where it is. The capitalist class wishes to create more workers, 
and not necessarily thinking workers. When the "technological 
revolution" hit, it was touted as the Great Equalizer, bringing 
joy, happiness (and corporate profit) to all the boys and girls like 
some robotic, electronic Santa Claus. But so far technology has 
only benefited the members-only TechnoClub (the capitalists 
who use technology to speed up processes that speed up profits). 
Like the Industrial Revolution before it, the real winners are 
management; things for the workers haven’t improved, but got
ten worse.

For minorities and the working poor, access to technology is 
limited. In a recent study conducted by the journal Science, it was 
found that in households with annual incomes below $40,000, 
whites were six times as likely as blacks to have Internet access.
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Even lower-income white families were twice as likely to have a 
computer at home. The Un-Wired grow larger every day. The 
technologically disadvantaged is the same group cited on 
evening newscasts as those with low reading scores and high 
dropout rates, the group that the educational system today has 
failed. They have reduced choices when looking for a job, or,
a »»a career.

Technology is now cited as an most important factor in deter
mining whether a person enters the workforce prepared to sup
port herself and “make a good living,” or if  she spends life as a 
cashier in a supermarket. The rule used to be, you gotta have the 
high school degree. Then you had to have the college degree. 
After that, it was the M .B.A. Now it ’s tech sawiness. Yet in 
every industry, corporations complain about the lack of avail
able skilled workers who can understand today’s software and 
networked computers. There are hundreds of thousands of peo
ple who are unemployed or struggling in menial, physical jobs 
because they have neither the education or the training to keep 
up with society’s unstoppable technological advancement. Why 
haven’t we educated them? Why do we make it so difficult for 
all children to get the skills— basic or technological— to direct 
their futures? Why does the white male-controlled, corporate, 
capitalist culture practice exclusion?

Like a giant ostrich with its head in the sand, corporate Amer
ica thinks only of the bottom line, ironically ignoring its own 
complicity in market conditions that affect profits. Companies 
lament the current worldwide skills shortage in Information 
Technology but yet do nothing about it. The Financial Times 
reported that “US universities’ output of scientists and engi
neers has dropped from 100,000 to 50,000 in two years.” Com
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panies then look to Europe and Asia to fill these empty posi
tions, which affects the morale of our workforce. Recently, we 
have seen a dramatic increase in work visas for information 
workers. By adapting to electronic commerce and networked 
applications so widely, companies have created a demand for 
resources (i.e., educated people) that American society is in no 
shape to provide. The companies themselves, by admittedly not 
spending the money to train their own staffs, have turned their 
corporate backs on the very people who could one day be the 
resources they need to meet their financial targets. For a capital
ist society so indoctrinated in the myth of working our way up 
from the bottom (line), it sure misses the point that the future 
requires a strong foundation. The gardeners of this capitalist 
garden have neglected to water the plants.

And who are society’s foundation? Kids. O f course, technol
ogy’s influence is most insidious in children’s lives: if a child is 
lucky enough to be well-off, she goes to a good school, has par
ents who buy her a computer. If  the financial resources don’t 
extend to being able to afford a computer, or living in a neigh
borhood with a good school which has money to spend on mate
rials, that child is already at a huge disadvantage. And in every
thing that technology has its electronic hand in is the implicit 
message that: “This is only for the privileged few who can afford 
it and know how to use it.” You can see this in everything from 
jobs that require knowledge of software programs to being 
able to find information on the Internet, to the toys your kids 
play with.

Chances are you spent part of your childhood knocking 
around those red and blue interlocking plastic bricks known as 
Lego pieces. In winter 1998 the corporate giant Lego announced
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that it was realizing a long-time company goal of computeriz
ing Lego pieces by introducing to the market “the intelligent 
brick/’ About the size of a pack of cigarettes, Lego’s new inven
tion allows a child to make robots and to actually program them 
using the family PC. Powered by the common AA battery and 
controlled via a tiny, infra-red transmitter, the brick is built into 
Lego models. It relays a child’s instructions via the desktop to 
whatever the child creates: moving vehicles, robots, buildings. 
Sounds like a wonderful idea. The catch? This new tech toy will 
retail for a minimum of $200. In order to get this to work, the 
PC must have the capabilities of an Pentium processor running 
Windows 95. At current market prices, a computer powerful 
enough to handle this toy will run you close to $3,000. So who 
are the lucky kids that will soon be playing with the latest Lego 
innovation? Not the children of the struggling middle class and 
certainly not the working poor.

There have been noble and misguided attempts to level the 
technological playing field. “National Net Day’’ aims to wire all 
the schools across the country. But what are computers to the 
poorly managed, cash-poor schools in urban areas where chil
dren are not reading to their grade levels? What meaning does 
an expensive machine have in a child’s life when basic, current 
textbooks are not available to him? When even the community 
around him is quite probably violent and dangerous, where 
essential things like health care and adequate housing are miss
ing? Already the long term effects of poverty, crime and lack of 
education causes every aspect of society to suffer.

The evil results of technology have long been forecast in pop
ular culture. In Stanley Kubrick’s landmark film, 200 1:  A Space 
Odyssey, humanity’s journey from Australopithecus africanus to
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technological conqueror is charted. Technology is controlled by 
a few men, who deal in clandestine missions and are supposedly 
the creme de la creme of the time. The supreme creation of this 
society is the supercomputer HAL-9000, or as he’s colloquially 
known, Hal. But Hal is imbued with human flaws— he is pro
grammed to protect and support human life, but he is also told 
that some humans are more deserving of his power and talents 
than others. Unable to resolve the conflicts within his program
ming, he nearly succeeds in murdering the very crew members 
for which he’s been given responsibility. It’s up to the last human 
survivor, astronaut Dave— ironically, the only person on the 
ship who enjoyed any real rapport with the machine— to turn 
off Hal’s brain, essentially killing him.

In this instance, Humanity’s dangerous mistakes are its mis
use of the technology it created and underestimating its power. 
While the level of technological advancement predicted by 
2 001  is not a reality today— and won’t be by that date— what 
the film is saying about the relationship between humans and 
machines could not be more true at the end of the ’90s. We can
not fall asleep and leave this great power to a few people to man
age. We have to take an active part in the technology we create. 
We must demand that the capitalist economy take more respon
sibility for its citizens. We have to change how we think about 
money, and work, and privilege— work within our neighbor
hoods, at a school, to make sure that our knowledge is passed on 
and enables a less privileged child to control her own destiny. 
Our views on community must change fundamentally. Rather 
than looking at it as “volunteer work” or a “community service” 
project, as something done on the side when we “have time,” 
when there is a fundraiser or a candy sale, it must become part of
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our everyday lives. Politically, there has been a lot of talk about 
inclusion, making education number one in our lives. But so far 
those have been empty promises. Unless capitalism takes a more 
social view, it will collapse under the weight of its own greed 
and empty ambition. We only have to make a real, true commit
ment to the democratic ideals that, after 200 years as a nation, 
we have failed so miserably to make a reality.

We can turn off the computers brain, we can smash hammers 
to it, or we can bring everyone into the computer lab. When 
everyone has equal access and education to technology, then peo
ple can make the choices that will give them fulfilled lives. Only 
then can we truly say knowledge is power.
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The Invention of Hovering
by Ricardo Pau-Llosa

T H E  V I L L A G E  O F  B U I T R E S  F A C E S  T H E  C A R I B B E A N  A T  

the foot of the Sierra Maestra in eastern Cuba. Its citizens have, 
for a half a millennium, taken pride in the bird which gave the 
town its name— the vulture. Population: one thousand five hun
dred and fifty three revolutionary souls. Buitres lives from fish
ing, a handful of mango orchards, and the hopes that the towns 
emblem— their nests hanging richly on the cliffs that surround 
the small bay like a crab’s claw— would become an international 
tourist attraction.

It has never been entirely clear to the citizens, nor to the occa
sional ornithologist who visits Buitres, precisely what the vul
tures live on. No one had actually seen them eat anything. No 
cattle graze nearby. The citizens have always been fastidious in 
burying their dead and their deceased pets and in burning their 
trash. Fish heads and the like were disposed of with equal metic
ulousness. When the vultures were not flying, they were tend
ing their nests or simply walking on the streets or on the 
rooftops, oblivious to townsfolk.

Even more interesting, no one had ever seen the buitres of 
Buitres fly anywhere but up, in slow spirals above the town, 
fixed wings outstretched, disappearing through the tear of a 
resting cloud for a few minutes before descending again through 
the same muffling curtain of cumulus or nimbus in as calm a
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voyage to earth as the one that took them beyond the summit of 
mist in the fevered tropical sky.

Perhaps it was the mystery of their sustenance which sparked 
the first metaphysical suspicions that linked the buitres with 
African orishas. Maybe it was Chango, Eleggua or Obatala who 
fed the vultures above the clouds. Such speculations explained 
why it had been a very long time, a century to be exact, since 
anyone in Buitres had actually seen the vultures fly. Just before 
the last war of independence broke out in 1 895, Buitres was dec
imated by a virulent outbreak of cholera. A babalao— priest who 
foretells the future with cowry shells— said that the orishas were 
angry at the people of Buitres because they had the indecent 
habit of staring at the vultures when they hovered over the town. 
Sometimes the vultures would mate on the wing or simply daw
dle in the air for hours. The babalao believed the orishas were 
one with the vultures during these journeys, and the ogling of 
the townsfolk was not appreciated

Ever since, it became expressly forbidden for buitreros to look 
up into the sky when a vulture took flight. They could glimpse 
the birds on the ground with no fear of retribution, and the vil
lagers could smile as they glanced at shadows hovering vultures 
cast on the streets and walls. But no human eye could fly among 
the prudish gods and their birds.

The birth of the nation brought new hardships, so the legend 
of the vultures grew to include the notion that one day, when the 
town of Buitres would most need it, Obatala would hover over 
the village and free it from its torment— provided the villagers 
never looked upon the vultures flying above them. To all the 
townsfolk it seemed that the hour of gravest need had finally 
arrived. All Cuba, but it seemed Buitres most of all, was run
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ning out of everything, including food. The government of 
Fidel Castro had imposed ever stricter rationing after the col
lapse of communism in Europe. Without supplies, fishing boats 
fell into disrepair, planting and caring for meager crops became 
increasingly more difficult. Electricity blinked, then gasped and 
eventually all but vanished. The world hummed with the 
promise of extinction.

In light of approaching famine, it bewildered the people of 
Buitres that the vultures maintained their robust shapes and 
shiny plumage. Rumors that a rare rhea from the Pampas in the 
Matanzas zoo had been sacrificed by hungry visitors in league 
with zoo employees had reached even Buitre. One or two v il
lagers entertained the idea of capturing and roasting one of their 
birds, but they never dared express it to others. At night, more 
than one buitreros dream was warmed by the aroma of vulture 
broiling on the spit. But the vultures remained aloof and undis
turbed, trading blank gazes with the citizens as they had always 
done. Their daily sunlit hovering over the town remained zeal
ously unseen even as the ever hungrier eyes of the townsfolk 
traced the serene circling of bird shadows on the ragged streets. 
Hypnotized by need, the buitreros hoped Obatala would delay 
no longer.

On a Wednesday evening in the summer of 1993, in the last 
call to the last working phone in the town, news reached Buitres 
that Fidel would give an important speech in Santiago that 
weekend. On the way out of Santiago, Fidels caravan would take 
the highway that wound through the coastal mountains above 
Buitres on his way to visit sugar centrales near Bayamo. The 
buitreros were elated. Could this be an omen that Obatala s 
apparition and blessing were at hand? After all, if Fidel himself
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could see the despair of the townsfolk, even if  from atop his 
mountain highway, surely he would do something to help them 
in their gravest hour of need. The townsfolk debated whether 
they should do anything to call Fidels attention to Buitres. 
They broke off their heated exchanges on the subject to listen to 
Fidels speech in Santiago on the only radio left in Buitres, run
ning on the last two batteries which had been saved for a special 
occasion.

During the first three hours, Fidel said nothing that they 
hadn’t heard before— denunciations of imperialism© yanqui and 
odes to socialism. Then el maximo lider dealt with the problems 
assailing the nation, the ever tighter grip of need and the 
approaching abyss. Suddenly, Fidel said something that brought 
hope to Buitres. Speaking about electricity and how, after all, 
humanity lived without it for millennia, and how it follows that 
Cuba, too, could live without it, Fidel said,“We must learn from 
the vulture, its frugality. It wastes nothing.” And while from the 
stammers and confusion of speech that ensued it was clear that 
el maximo lider instantly recognized the metaphor was an 
unfortunate one, it sounded like an angelic call to the buitreros 
huddled around their lone radio which, just then, expired once 
and for all. It had been enough, though, to hear that one line. El 
maximo lider, the vicar of Obatala, had heard their silent plea. 
The question now was what do about it.

As the buitreros argued and brainstormed on the streets how 
to attract Fidel’s attention— he would be driving near the town 
in an hour or two— a simpleton in the town decided to do some
thing to win the respect of his neighbors who had always 
scorned and tormented him. Wiping the perennial drool from 
his jaw, Perico— or “parakeet,” so called because as a child he
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was once caught dapping his arms in emulation of vultures tak
ing to the air and was punished for almost violating the injunc
tion against seeing the birds fly— slipped from the town meet
ing at the only plaza in Buitres and went home to think. There, 
lying on his cot, the last of the night’s moonlight falling 
through a porthole in the adobe wall and onto his face, Perico 
understood what he must do to save Buitres. He would paint a 
sign, or two signs actually, and strap them to the underside of a 
vulture’s wings. He needed two words, just two to make Fidel 
look down on the helpless town and save it from its anguish.

Perico was a fortunate boy. He had been taught to read and 
write by the alfabetizadores, literacy brigades Fidel had sent into 
the rural areas. Dull-witted, to be sure, Perico always suspected 
he was capable of grandeur. For instance, when people com
plained that Fidel’s speeches were interminable, Perico knew 
that he too had had that same impression after hearing the first 
of el maximo lider’s speeches. When his father leered at a pro
foundly round ass heading down the street, Perico could once 
again confirm that his thoughts and feelings were just like those 
of any other person. I f  he was a fool— and Perico was by no 
means sure that he was— maybe his foolishness merely masked 
greater talents.

Perico realized that his plan had divine approval when, sud
denly looking through the porthole to the first rays of dawn, he 
saw, perched on a low branch outside, a grayish white vulture, a 
young bird getting ready to try its first hover. Obatala, deity 
whose color was white, had sent this sign. Perico would save 
Buitres.

Perico got up, found two pieces of cardboard, some black paint 
and string. On one board he wrote a b a j o  and on the other
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f i d e l . “Look Down, Fidel.” The message could not be simpler 
or stronger. The young man went outside, approached Obatala’s 
white vulture slowly and patted its bald head. If anyone saw him 
do this, he would be in great trouble; touching the sacred birds 
was even more sacrilegious than watching them fly. Perico 
worked quickly. The docile, dawn-entranced bird watched the 
lad tie the two pieces of board to his wings, then take a few steps 
away. They gazed at each other, the dawn thickened. Soon the 
buitreros would wake up— some were still at the square, pre
sumably arguing what if  anything to do about Fidel. Perico 
prayed to Obatala: “O great orisha, it you love us, send this your 
bird into the sky now.” When he opened his eyes after his brief 
prayer, the branch was empty and trembling, and the bird, no 
doubt, must be climbing the warmth rising from the morning 
ground. Of course, Perico dared not look up to confirm this.

The buitreros had indeed spent the entire night debating 
what do to and, in their confusion, decided to leave matters up 
to Obatala. “If the great divinity wanted Fidel to look down on 
the town, it would happen,” argued the babalao. “We must not 
tempt the gods.” And so the villagers retired to their homes to 
get a few hours sleep. There was nothing else to do. The last of 
the fishing boats had fallen apart yesterday. The last of the 
canned goods had run out last week. Why not greet hunger in a 
dream? As they sauntered to their empty homes and barren 
shelves, the buitreros took some solace in glancing at the first 
vulture shadows on their streets. At least the flight of their birds 
was a constant, like the sun and the rain and the sea. They could 
not imagine that one of those shadows bore Pericos message 
to Fidel.

At around ten in the morning, much later than had been
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scheduled, Fidel’s caravan of thirty three cars and armored vehi
cles was at the highest point in the curving road some one thou
sand feet above Buitres. With Fidel were three of the most hon
ored guests in his entourage, the American media mogul Ted 
Over; the Colombian poet, Angel Tierra; and the American art 
scholar and feminist, Ashes Dorada. All three were long-time 
friends of el maximo lider. Fidel pointed to the little town, 
white and radiant against the savagely blue Caribbean, nestled 
in a perfect arc of stone cliffs, ringed by a thin necklace of golden 
sand. The guests gasped at the beauty and Fidel, who had put 
his head out the window just then with great difficulty, his gut 
bursting one of the buttons on his olive green uniform, gasped 
as well but for a different reason. Fidel had just seen Perico’s bird 
and read its horrible message, a b a j o  f i d e l : “Down with 
Fidel.”

El maximo lider slipped pensively back into this seat and 
pondered the incident. At first he thought of ignoring it alto
gether, but surely some of his soldiers had seen it, even if his 
guests had not. And, what’s worse, they must have seen Fidel’s 
head seeing the young white bird, el maximo lider’s jaw drop
ping in rage-filled dismay. No, this could not be ignored. But it 
couldn’t be wildly punished either, not in sight of influential 
foreigners, however understanding they might be of the need to 
protect paradise from irresponsible outcries of this type.

Fidel grabbed the phone in the car and spoke to the comman
der of the troops in the caravan. Colonel Fulgencio Repudio was 
a short, unblinking and monosyllabic servant of el maximo 
lider. Fidel asked his guests to remain in the car while he 
stopped the caravan. By the curb, Fidel had a quick conversation 
with Repudio and another officer. El maximo lider asked them if
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they had seen the vulture and the sign on its wings. They nod
ded affirmatively if  with some trepidation. Fidel then ordered 
them, “Drive on at top speed to the sugar refinery. Later we will 
return here. What’s the name of this town?”

“B u i.. .tres. Coman.. .dante,” responded the brutally efficient 
but stammering Colonel Repudio, still at attention.

“I am not surprised,” said the irate Fidel waving his right 
hand frantically in the air. “I want to know all about this place 
by the time we reach our next stop! What attitude have these
vultures had toward the revolution__Everything!”

Repudio tilted his head rigidly toward his personal assistant, 
Captain Mientras, who always accompanied him. As el maximo 
lider turned to get back in his car he noticed two soldiers squint
ing into the clouds. Perico’s white vulture continued floating in 
the heavens, drifting in and out of erasing clouds, shifting this 
feather and that one to balance body and sign in the heated esca
lations of the earth. No one could have guessed that this vulture 
had never hovered before.

The caravan drove off. As soon as Fidel concluded the visit to 
the sugar central with his guests and their cameras, Mientras pri
vately briefed el maximo lider on the details of Buitres’ destitu
tion and myths and their dread of gazing into Obatala s blue 
bedroom. Fidel listened intensely, fidgeting with his beard all 
the while. Repudio stared blank-faced.

“Very good, Captain. Repudio, I make you personally respon
sible for shooting down that counter-revolutionary buzzard, but 
before you do, I want you to bring a hot air balloon to the place 
where we spotted the vulture. I am taking my guests on a tour of 
this seaside nest of counter-revolutionary vultures, in case any of 
them saw....”
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Despite their customary bafflement over Fidel’s orders, Repu- 
dio and Mientras went to work immediately to prepare the bal
loon. After a long lunch at the central, Fidel interrupted a mean
dering discourse on artificial insemination of cattle to his dozing 
guests with an announcement. “We are going to visit one of the 
glories of the revolution. This was not on the agenda, and you’ll 
see why when we get there.”

The guests became innervated, giddy almost. Ashes winked 
and wrinkled her forehead, activating her divinatory acumen 
and blurted, “I ’ll bet it has to do with that little town near the 
place we stopped on the road!”

Fidel smiled, “Yes, Ashes, I see now why Picasso admired 
your intelligence as much as he did!” Everyone laughed. Ashes 
blushed. Ted hugged her. Fidel went on. “But no more clues 
until we get there, my friends.” The whole troupe marched to 
their vehicles and off they were to the mountains above Buitres 
where they climbed, in increasing degrees of excitement, into 
Fidel’s balloon along with Mientras and four guards, and com
menced to lift and drift over the town.

“Below, my friends, is a little town created by the revolution 
in this remote place for a very special reason. Before the revolu
tion Cuba was full of helpless people.”

“Yes, I remember,” interrupted Over, “beggars and whores all 
over the place. It was disgusting! You are indeed the father of 
your country.” Ted ended with a sigh, one eyelid slightly trem
bling.

Fidel continued. “The blind were everywhere. Capitalism was 
uninterested in diseases of the eyes. The blinder we were in 
Cuba, the better for yanqui imperialist interests, it would seem. 
We treated as many as we could, and the others, mostly children,
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we brought here to a town we lovingly call Ciegos. We have cre
ated a city for the blind where everyone is blind. No one feels 
different or at a disadvantage. And look, who could tell that they 
cannot behold the world exactly as we do?” Fidel pointed down
ward to the townsfolk and added: “The revolutions therapy has 
been so effective that the citizens don’t know they are blind!” 

The balloon was hovering approximately six hundred feet 
above the rooftops of Buitres. As Ashes, Over and Angel trained 
their binoculars on the townsfolk, Perico’s white buzzard drifted 
past them unread. Fidel, standing behind his ground-enthralled 
guests, flapped his arms hoping to scare the indifferent beast 
away.

“It is amazing,” swooned Ashes through her gripped lenses. 
“Everyone acts perfectly sighted, as if  in the absolute company 
of their peers they had developed an inner vision of some kind. 
The world must learn of this great deed of yours, comandante.” 

Ted joined in. “The only thing that gives them away is the 
fact that they don’t look up to see us. They can’t hear the bal
loon, obviously, so we don’t exist for them. If  I weren’t seeing 
this for myself, I wouldn’t have believed it, not even from you, 
comandante, the only person I implicitly trust. Not even from 
you, I swear. This is miraculous, comandante, and, possessed 
with a journalistic mind that knows truths no matter how fabu
lous and smells out lies no matter how convincing, I can tell you 
that you have, indeed, truly amazed me today.”

“And me, too,” Ashes said, humming it almost, like an amen. 
After a silence, she added: “You have the power to change the 
world.”

“No, no,” returned Fidel, “ I have no power. No one has less 
power in Cuba than I.”

{ 152}



“But comandante,” added Ashes, “didn’t Teresa of Avila say 
humility is the truth? What about your power to release prison
ers, as you did earlier on this trip to the French ocean explorer? 
And last month to the American preacher? Who else can gift 
freedom on a whim?

“I do have the honor of being magnanimous, at times,” 
admitted Fidel, his eyes guarding the horizon behind Ashes for 
any sign of the vulture.

Ashes, in an innocent tone, said, “When the safety of this just 
revolution is not endangered by mercy, I would hope.”

“But of course,” said Fidel.
Angel, knowing how any advice usually struck el maximo 

lider as arrogance, continued to say nothing. Fie always wore a 
gray, moustache-crowned smile from which an occasional line of 
saliva would ooze, geologically almost. Fidel was the only other 
writer Angel admired because he wrote with power, and Angel 
invested great hope of contamination in nearness.

“Look, look,” Angel said, pointing to a young man who was 
indeed looking up and waving at the balloon. Fidel nervously 
grabbed his binoculars. Rage began mounting within him over 
the possibility of being discovered. Then he realized that only 
the fool who put the sign on the buzzard would be looking up, 
and Fidel smiled.

“Oh yes, that is the party administrator of the town. Fie is not 
entirely blind. He has one eye. We felt someone with at least one 
eye should oversee the place.”

“O f course. It makes perfect sense,” said Ted.
Fidel waved back to Perico, zooming his binoculars on the 

fool so as to memorize his face. Fidel then called Mientras over 
to his side. “You see our party administrator, Captain? Make
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sure he knows how much we approve of his work here.” Mien- 
tras nodded his complete understanding, peered through his 
binoculars, and gently waved back to Perico on the ground.

Perico was alone atop the roof of a once bird-filled chicken 
coop. He kept waving to the people in the balloon while rub
bing his empty stomach and pointing with his other hand to the 
emptiness beneath him. If only they could understand that there 
was nothing left to eat in Buitres, not even eggs. He was sure 
they understood, and he was sure that his noble and secret ges
ture would bring relief to little Buitres. Only he couldn’t tell 
anyone in Buitres what he had done, lest they punish him for 
adding human words to a sky filled with private gods.

Fidel then ordered that the balloon, tethered to the mountain 
highway from whence it rose, be pulled back to its origins. 
While Angel, Ashes and Ted bent over the railing to lavish 
wonder on Ciegos, Fidel pulled Mientras to the other side of 
the gondola.

“Punish this town, Captain. Cut its rations by 50% per 
week.”

“But, comandante, they aren’t getting any rations at the 
moment.”

Fidel’s ire poured into Mientras*s forehead. “A revolutionary 
finds what half of nothing is if  he is ordered to find it!”

Finally the balloon returned to the ground and el maximo 
lider and his guards, as well as his guests intoxicated by the spec
tacle and promising copious reports in the American media, dis
embarked. Just then they heard a single shot and everyone 
turned to see a white vulture plummet and vanish behind one of 
the hills. Somewhere in the green mountains Repudio was 
reasserting the legendary character of his aim. Ashes clutched
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her chest in shock. “Do not be alarmed,” said Fidel, “our little 
ciegos of Ciegos have even learned to become excellent marks
men.” Seeing that Ashess tenacious frown disapproved of 
killing in all forms, Fidel whispered in her ear: “That bird, you 
noticed it was white? Well it was sick. It had to be shot to pre
vent the others from getting infected.” Relief nodded and 
smiled in Ashess face and she kissed Fidel on his left cheek. 
They all got into their cars and the caravan disappeared once 
again into the labyrinth of Cuba. Angel mused to himself a line 
for a future poem: Every flight begins in theatre and ends in con
viction.

On the streets of Buitres, the townsfolk had been secretly 
astonished to behold the huge shadow of the balloon. But no one 
in Buitres had ever seen or heard of such a contraption, so every
one assumed the round shadow was Obatala hanging over the 
town, blessing the villagers, hearing their prayers at last, 
rewarding them for never having looked up, not even once, into 
the lust-bright air of gods and plumes. As evening descended, 
the buitreros sang and called out to each other and the shadow 
lifted away from their dimming streets. The vultures would be 
coming down to rest for the evening, and it would be proper 
to gaze into the empty sky and thank the countless stars for 
the visitation.

That night all the buitreros felt as one, even admitting Perico 
into their dizzy, circling, clapping, dancing chains in the square. 
So overwhelmed were they by the round shadow they had seen, 
that no one noticed a vulture, dark and opalescent, perched on 
one leg atop the old church while sinking its beak into a mango 
clutched firmly in its other claw.
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Now It Is Dawning
by J i l l  K. Magi

I AM ON MY STOMACH, NAKED, MY LEGS ARE SPREAD AND 

I ’ve lowered myself from my knees. I am propped up on my fore
arms so that the peaks of my breasts barely touch the sheet under 
me. He has heard my crying and has taken himself out of me.

My skin is pink. His skin, olive.
Leaning over me, he brushes my hair aside and looks into the 

one eye he can see. My eyes are open. With one eye I look back at 
him for a few seconds. The other eye is buried in the pillow. I 
watch my fingers play with themselves, nails take turns picking 
the callused skin around my thumbnail.

The room slowly fills with light.
He has put his body down next to mine, curled up. He asks, 

what’s wrong? I don’t answer. There is a feeling of a white-out 
inside me. Like fog trapped over a bay or snow falling on snow- 
covered earth. I can’t judge distances or know directions. He 
waits to hear something from me.

I want to find my clothes and put them on and leave. It would 
be the best thing, I say to myself. I want to go outside into the 
street and into my car. I want to drive for a bit, alone, and then 
go home. But I stay.

More light comes up into the room. The sun hasn’t reached 
the window yet but as the air turns from navy to a royal blue to 
gray I know it will happen soon, bright sunlight.

*
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He asks me again, whats wrong? Tell me, did I hurt you? I 
answer, between tears that make their way into my mouth, no 
no, you haven’t hurt me. Threads of saliva stretch across my 
mouth, I feel them pop and break against my lips.

He exhales deeply. He says, I ’m sorry, sorry about your cry
ing. He is relieved it is not he who hurt me. He is concerned 
with his own innocence. He’s right to look after himself. He sits 
up, naked, his back to me. He holds his knees. I notice he is com
fortable with his nakedness in the growing light.

There is candle wax on the floor. Frozen puddles of green and 
white.

I am worried that the night turning into dawn is an ordeal for 
him now. He will remember me as an ordeal. I stop crying. 
Telling myself, come on, stop it. I look at his back and the curves 
of his small body. The pale bottom skin he is sitting on, his 
smooth dark back broadening to his shoulders and the hair, loose 
dark curls falling on his shoulders. Wiry gray strands run 
through the curls.

I remember how he undressed me, carefully, at first. My scarf, 
my sweater, my belt, my jeans. Then he pulled at the last pieces 
of my clothes, the smell of between my legs, both musty and 
sharp. He looked at me for a long time. He began to undress 
himself and he didn’t want any help. I reached for his belt buckle 
and when he freed his hands from his shirt sleeves he said, no. 
He pushed my hands away and pushed me back onto the bed and 
ran both his hands over my shoulders, my breasts, my stomach, 
he parted my legs and, smiling at me, he disappeared into me. 
Busy, working on me.

I watched candlelight spread and shrink on the ceiling. The
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wine aftertaste and dryness on the sides of my tongue and in 
between my teeth and lips, numbing my lips. He could be any
one, I thought as he continued and satisfied me and I reached 
down to tilt his head away from my worn out self.

I look at him now and I think he isn’t beautiful except his hair, so 
full of curls and soft. Except for his hair and what he did for me, 
between my legs in the earlier part of the night, he isn’t especially 
beautiful. I remember burying my fingers in his hair during the 
night. My long fingers, prone to get so cold, warm inside his hair. 
I think, I won’t love him but he might try to love me.

He reaches for the sheet crumpled at the foot of the bed, turns 
around and brings it up over both of us. He says, come here, and 
he gathers me up. It ’s awkward because my legs and arms are 
longer than his. His arms around me, my face is pressed against 
his face and I cry again.

I don’t know what’s wrong, he says, but you should try to find 
the reason you cry. He pauses, then says, who are you fighting?

His accent is thick. He’s many years older. As night fades, the 
differences between us overwhelms me. I feel fear and then I kiss 
his forehead. I untangle myself from the embrace, start to dress 
myself, gathering up pieces of clothes from the floor, beside the 
bed. He is watching me. I smile at him. I say, I ’m OK, really I ’m 
OK. Thanks.

Something about that position. I agreed to do it. Its potential 
for danger. It’s the sharp edge of pleasure.

Now it is bright, sun fills the room.
He’s right. I should find out why. And I am right, too, think

ing that I will never cry in his bed again because the one who 
tells me what I should do is not the one I will try to love.
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W ith Withers Unwrung
by Gwendolen Gross

There was a man at the corner 
of the old ditch road. He stood 
between thick track scars 
on the little finger of grass, 
crouched down, killing 
something. I knew it from 
the way his breadloaf 
shoes swung in and out, 
dancing their peculiar 
glee, his knees waggled 
at each other and the ditch 
and the sky, and his hands 
flung around as if 
he was milking in his sleep. 
The goldenrod spread 
smears of yellow scent 
across the field. The crows 
in the white pines gossiped, 
and snakes were too cautious 
to come out of their granite 
cradles. I heard a school bus 
complain at the curve 
near the bottom of the hill,
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smudging wayward asters 
and bladderwort bloom 
on the blacktop, and the man 
beat his horse, killing it 
three times, and then again.
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Man Radios from the Grave
by Peter Brawn

WHEN THE LINE OF VEHICLES  GOT BACKED UP PAST 

the gate of the Domestic Refuse Reception Center, patrons 
started complaining. They hated fighting the flies and breath
ing the putrid stench of the gutter at the dumping dock, so 
when things got backed up, the foreman took Dorbert Potter off 
reception duty.

“Don't you know how to reject a load yet?”
“I didn't reject it, sir;" Dorbert said, “something in there 

caught my eye, that's all.”
“Caught your eye? What'd you find in that garbage, Potter, 

some porn magazines?"
Dorbert was shame faced.
“If  it ain't a hazmat, get it dumped and get 'em moving. I'm 

putting you on probation, Potter. Tomorrow, I want a status 
from you by radio every fifteen minutes."

After clocking out, Dorbert drove around behind the huge, 
roaring compactor and parked next to a dusty, dented boy's 
model Schwinn Cruiser, with the patented spring shocks under 
the front fork and the saddle, and fenders as broad as the back 
flanks of a horse. The flat tires scraped the fenders as he wheeled 
it to his open trunk. He felt like a thief at his own job site, as he 
passed the last patron in line and cleared the gate with those 
handle bars hanging out the back.
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“I offered the guy ten bucks,” Dorbert told his wife over pork 
chops, “but he said, ’my brother’d never forgive me if  I sold his 
old Schwinn.’”

She held her peace for a moment, then as she fumbled behind 
her back with her apron strings, she said, “Don’t lose this job 
over a damn bicycle, Dorbert.” Her grey curls shook as she said, 
“You haven’t had a paycheck since the brewery.”

“It’s ain’t just a bike, Dotty. I ’ve dreamed about that bike ever 
since I was ten years old, suffering from scarlet fever. That fever 
nearly took me, you know. Weakened my heart to this day. And 
the nightmare never left me either. I kept seeing that bike, long 
after it had been junked, right there in the nightmare. A ll our 
furniture was piled up next to an open grave. And underneath, 
where I couldn’t reach it, was the old Schwinn and some other 
bikes, about to go to the grave. When I told momma about it 
she just fretted: ‘You call me if  you have that nightmare again. 
Call me, or that fever might kill you.’ I never called her, when I 
had that nightmare again, because I wanted to see my bikes 
again.”

Dotty heard him, but she just stared dejectedly at her dirty 
dish. Dorbert got quiet too, as a daydream took him way back to 
the days when he peddled the roads of Sawyer County, clear out 
to the banks of the reservoir. He’d covered that same territory on 
his previous job driving a delivery route for the Schaefer Brew
ery. It was the freedom of the road that kept him on the job, even 
when the management cut his pay for constantly falling behind 
schedule. Customers complained and the beer crates kept piling 
up on the dock, until he had to admit that he “ just couldn’t get 
out from under.” So they let him go.

Dorbert still wore his Schaefer cap when he started at the
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dump, saying he needed to keep his bald spot covered. But 
Dotty told him to get rid of it so he could get out from under his 
own sorriness for losing the Schaefer job.

The last day he wore it was a Saturday. He was managing to keep 
the line moving without getting distracted, because by then, all 
the trash was starting to look the same to him. People stopped 
complaining because they didn’t have to breathe the stench so 
long, and Dorbert began to think he might make it there at the 
Reception Center.

But, when the sun was directly overhead, the line suddenly 
stopped moving, and Dorbert was standing by the dock with his 
back to everyone. A young guy had just dumped his refuse onto 
the conveyor and it was moving toward the compacting cham
ber. Dorbert was staring down at a Huffy Spider with the origi
nal banana seat and V-shaped handlebars that was laying on the 
conveyor crooked, like it had just popped an off-balance 
wheelie. He was wondering if the guy knew the true value of an 
old Huffy in good condition when another patron threw down 
fiberglass insulation that blanketed the bike, as if  to give it a 
proper burial.

But then, instead of driving away, the young guy accidently 
rammed his truck back against the dock where Dorbert stood, 
smashing his legs and knocking him down onto the conveyor, 
where he laid with his radio by his ear. He cried out in spite of 
the deafening roar of the compactor, and he squirmed in pain as 
insulation fell on top of him. He sucked the fiberglass for air as 
furniture and scrap metal bounced on top of him, knocking him 
dizzy. He hallucinated, seeing the same pile of furniture that 
appeared in his old nightmare, and as the conveyor moved him
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nearer to the compacting chamber, he dreamed of that Schwinn 
Cruiser he used to ride. Then, he turned his face to the radio and 
cried, “Mama.. .Mama.” Within seconds, the conveyor stopped 
and the roar of the compactor died.

Dotty held her peace until Dorbert was home from the hospital 
with his bandages and crutches. “How did you get yourself in 
the way of that man’s truck?” she asked.

Dorbert looked guilty, as he replied, “ I was inspecting. But 
something out there caught my eye.”

“Well, if  you cant keep out of other people s trash, you should 
find something else,” Dotty said.

The foreman found Dorbert something else. He sat him at a desk 
out in the shed, handling invoices for janitorial supplies while 
they processed Dorbert s application for disability retirement. He 
never slept well after the accident, and he missed the open roads, 
even after he got used to working in doors. Some days, he would 
arrive at work with scarlet fever on the mind, and repeat his 
nightmare story to anyone who lent him an ear. His paper work 
piled up on him too, and he complained, “It's gonna bury me.”
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At the Lake
by K. Munro

i ’ v e  b e e n  w a l k i n g  f o r  m o r e  t h a n  f o r t y  m i n u t e s  

now, and I’m beginning to think I’ve been going in circles.
They say that’s what people do when they’re lost— they think 

they’re walking in a straight line but really they’re tending 
always to one side, so that their path is more like a curve, or a 
spiral. They tell you to pretend that the leg on the strong side of 
your body, the side with your smart hand, is lame, so that you 
don’t let it lead you. I’ve been limping on my left foot for half an 
hour, and I’d swear I’ve seen that stump before.

I blame Benny, of course— Benny and his goddamned nice
ness, Benny and his enormous gonads. Benny who had to ask me 
to come hiking, knowing I ’m an exclusive urbanite, telling me 
the city was stifling at this time of year, knowing I couldn’t deny 
it. Benny who was so unavoidably willing to let bygones be 
bygones that I was ashamed to refuse, and canceled other plans 
to come. Benny who, in his own sincere and uncomplicated way, 
also brought along the boy he’s currently screwing, a dour little 
mathematics graduate student with a caterpillar moustache. I f  
it weren’t for Benny, I wouldn’t be here. Staring at the stump on 
my right, trying to decide whether I ’ve passed it before, I ’m not 
as willing as Benny to forgive and forget.

It was surprisingly all right at first, the three of us packed into 
the cab of Benny’s little pickup, me in the middle because he’d
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picked me up first. When I got in he gave me a quick kiss, 
friendly but not too personal, and I felt oddly impressed, watch
ing him turn away to nose the truck out into traffic. When we 
went to get the graduate student I didn't mind, even felt a bit 
relieved that it wasn't just going to be Benny and me, alone with 
the trees. Benny reached behind me to tousle the kid's hair when 
he got in with us. I recorded the feeling of the inside of his arm, 
pressed warmly and briefly to the back of my neck.

The land we were going to was owned by a hotel, one of those 
family-run lakeside places upstate. Non-guests weren't allowed 
unless they paid for a membership, but Benny knew a back road 
to park the truck on, and he said the chances of getting caught 
were minimal. And anyway, if  they did catch you, what could 
they do? he asked, holding his hands out in front of him in a ges
ture of helplessness. You say, so sorry, I came in another way, I 
didn't know. Never mind the signs on every tree— Posted, Keep 
Out, Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted.

When we were together, I always refused to go with him. Not 
because I was afraid of getting caught, but because I was busy in 
the city, I didn't have time to drive two hours each way to go hik
ing when I didn't like hiking in the first place. Also because his 
boyish exuberance, his obvious childish thrill at breaking the 
rules, wore at me. It wouldn't have killed him to pay the mem
bership fee; he could have afforded it easily. But it was the prin
ciple, he said. He hated to acknowledge their ownership of the 
land— that anyone could own land that way, and keep other peo
ple off. I told him he was simple, and privately enjoyed denying 
him what he wanted. He figured that part out before very long, 
and stopped asking me.

Still, Benny was Benny, and driving out in the truck his thigh
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pressed against mine as chummily as if  we’d been driving and 
hiking together for years. He had to reach between my legs to 
work the clutch, and the graduate student looked stonily away 
out the side window every time he did it. After a while it struck 
me as funny. Benny turned the radio on and shifted up as we 
merged onto the thruway, and I caught his eye in the rearview 
mirror and looked away to keep from laughing. The graduate 
student moved his leg an inch further away from mine.

“Philip,” Benny said, “ is defending on Thursday. It’s our job 
to relax him .” He reached behind me again and massaged the 
back of Philip’s neck roughly, and I leaned back an inch to feel 
his skin on mine. Philip looked out the window. “Get the kinks 
out,” Benny said in his queeny hairdresser voice, and took his 
arm away. I leaned back into the seat and smiled up at the roof.

The thru way was pretty clear for a weekend, and we made 
good time up to the back roads Benny used to get into the prop
erty. Then the pickup started to buck and kick over the potholes, 
and I sat with one arm braced against the dashboard to keep 
from getting thrown against the ceiling. Benny turned the 
music up and didn’t bother trying to avoid the ruts, just 
slammed us through them and let out happy whoops when they 
were bigger than he’d thought. I opened my mouth to say some
thing— all I could think of was the axles, and the oil pan and the 
muffler and whatever else there is underneath a car— and we hit 
another big one and my teeth came together with a crack that 
dazed me. An instant later I was thrown sideways into Philip, 
crushing him against the side door.

“Sorry,” I managed to say, as Benny gave a howl and ground the 
gears. Philip didn’t say anything— he had his arms braced against 
the dash and the door, and his eyes squeezed tightly shut.

M U N R O  • A T  T H E  L A K E
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“Are we getting there?” I shouted to Benny, and he gave me a 
brief sideways glance, like the eyeroll of a racing horse.

“What?” he yelled, then nodded. “Just about there.” His tone 
was almost of regret. The road dipped away beneath us and I had 
a brief, sickening sense of zero gravity for the instant before we 
hit. Benny whooped. I fell sideways into him, my head on his 
ribcage, my elbow in his crotch. Philip stayed jammed in his 
corner. We pulled up in a cloud of brown dust and hailing 
gravel.

“Philip loves that part,” Benny said. I sat up slowly, estimat
ing the distance by which I ’d missed smashing my chin into 
Benny’s skull, or my elbow into his balls. It wasn’t much.

“I almost neutered you,” I said to Benny, but he’d already 
opened his door and slid out. Philip gave me a quick glare and 
got out on his side, and after a moment I followed him.

“It ’s deer trails from here to the lake,” Benny announced, 
pointing at a small split in the grass fringing the clearing. “Last 
one in’s a fairy.” Philip winced.

“How far is it?” I asked, rubbing my elbow and looking at the 
opening. A bird sang loudly in the bushes to our right. Benny 
walked back to the truck and leaned inside for his pack, saying 
something that I couldn’t make out.

“— then we can go up to the ridge,” he said, emerging and 
straightening up to put his arms through the pack straps. “Or 
around to the caves. Philip wants to see the caves. They’re all 
over the place around here— old cement mines. Fantastic.”

“How far to the lake?” I asked again, and he glanced at me, 
locking the driver’s side door and slamming it.

“Not far,” he said, and smiled.
The bird sang again, suddenly, and I jumped.
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If I stand still and listen, maybe I ’ll hear something that will tell 
me where I am— voices, engines, running water. I close my eyes 
and open my mouth to listen better. I hear birdcalls and the 
drone of a mosquito, and under that only a dense, wooded 
silence. I could be the last man on earth. For a moment the 
thought is almost peaceful; then it begins to close in on me, and 
I open my eyes and look at my watch for some reassurance that 
the rest of the world still exists. It ’s two o’clock— right now I 
should be sorting my laundry, separating my whites from my 
colours. I imagine standing over the basket on the bed, and the 
idea is comforting, like a surety that I ’ll find my way back to 
reality again.

I ’m surprised and a little worried that I ’ve lost track of the 
lake so quickly— we hadn’t gone far from it before we split up 
and I realized I was lost. I ’d still been able to see water through 
the trees behind us, flat and leaded and open. I remember sitting 
on a rock, waiting for them to come back, looking at the lake. 
Or had that been earlier— had it been when Philip had gone 
sulkily off to change into his trunks and Benny had waited a 
minute, sucking his teeth, and then gone off after him with a 
roll of his eyes? I can’t remember. Philip kept going off, Benny 
kept going after him. Which was the last time? I wasn’t paying 
proper attention, and I don’t know for sure.

I can’t decide whether I ’ve been this way before, and the only 
thing I can think to do is keep going. I drop my head and start 
to walk, plucking at the wet cotton of my T-shirt, scanning the 
ground for any sign of human traffic. I want to see cigarette 
butts and ring tabs from pop cans and furtive crumpled con
doms. I want to see the kind of crap people leave behind them
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wherever they go, as if  it were natural and inevitable as skin 
flakes and cast-off hairs. I don’t see anything. I ’m on what Benny 
would call a deer trail, a narrow finger of direction through the 
underbrush; and deer don’t leave ring tabs behind.

I ’m trying not to think too much, knowing that if I do I ’ll 
start to panic, and knowing from the same Boy Scout manuals 
that told me to limp and to open my mouth when I listened, that 
panic is what kills you. I don’t even want to think about panick
ing. I think instead of my Boy Scout leader, and what he would 
say about getting lost.

For a moment I’m stuck, trying to imagine Mr. Hawser, with 
his russet walrus moustache and his bony blue knees, hiking 
with Benny and Philip and me. To do it I have to skip past the 
perverted hiking songs Benny came up with as we walked, past 
the way he goosed Philip’s ass when he thought I wasn’t look
ing, past the inconvenient erection I got when he pulled off his 
shirt and dropped his shorts and ran into the lake in his little 
black Speedo. I imagine Mr. Hawser there with me, walking 
beside me in the sunshine.

I'm lost, I imagine saying to him. He’s walking with his chin 
up, studying the tops of the trees and the clouds between them.

Use your compass, he replies, not looking at me. His eyes are 
shaded by his Scout leader hat, but his moustache glows in 
the sun.

I don't have a compass, I say, feeling foolish. I don’t want to say 
that even if I did, I wouldn’t know how to use it.

Don't have a compass, he repeats ruminatively, still gazing 
upward. Don't have a compass. There’s a pause, while I flush and 
feel suitably admonished. Then he takes a determined breath 
and squares his shoulders. Travel by the sun, he says, raising one
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hand to block the glare. Sun sets in the west, tells you what direction 
you’re going.

I look up at the sun, which seems to be directly overhead. 
Even if  I were to wait for it to set on the horizon, I still wouldn’t 
know which way to go. I don’t know which way we set out in the 
first place.

“Not a great help,” I say out loud, and wipe my forehead with 
the neck of my shirt. Mr. Hawser keeps walking without look
ing at me, still speaking.

White pine, these. Good green boughs. Cut yourself down some 
branches and make a lean-to. Lash it together with cedar strips. He’s 
gesturing toward either side of the trail, not noticing that I ’ve 
fallen behind. That’s good willow over there—you can whittle down a 
branch and make a snare, catch yourself something for dinner. Dip your 
matches in wax to keep ’em waterproof, start a fire in a howling bliz
zard. Make a sliding whistle out of that ash, have a hoedown.

“ I don’t want a hoedown,” I say aloud. “I want to find the 
truck and go home.” Mr. Hawser shrugs and shakes his head as if 
I ’ve shown myself an incomparably poor sport, then disappears 
around a bend in the trail. “I want to go home,” I say again, turn
ing around to look back the way I’ve come. The path behind me 
looks so much like the path in front that I can’t say for sure 
whether I ’ve seen it before. A bird sings brilliantly in a tree to 
my left.

“Oh shut up,” I say wearily, and bury my face in my hands.

I could kill myself.
Half an hour ago I stood on the lakeshore and looked out and 

saw two guys in a boat in the center of the lake, fishing. They were 
too far away for me to see more than the checks of their mack jack
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ets and white blur of their hats, but they were close enough for 
me to call to, if I really shouted. Sound travels far over water.

I ’d found my way back somehow, without meaning to— I’d 
been trying to angle south, reasoning that if  I kept going long 
enough I ’d have to hit a road. After ten minutes of walking I 
started to see the lake through the trees, and in another quarter 
of an hour I was standing beside the rock I ’d left my shirt on this 
morning. The shore was pockmarked with our footprints.

I stood still for a minute, half-expecting Benny or Philip to 
emerge from the woods beside me, looking worried and annoyed 
and relieved, reaching out to take me by the arm and lead me 
back to the truck. I closed my eyes and willed it to happen. 
Nothing. I opened my eyes and squinted out at the miniature 
figures in the boat. At this distance they were silent and unmov
ing, like dead men strapped upright and set adrift. I raised my 
arms over my head and stood there silently.

After a moment I realized that I didn’t want to shout— what I 
wanted was to be rescued quickly and quietly and with a mini
mum of fuss, preferably by the people who’d lost me. If I called 
out to the figures in the boat, I ’d have to explain what I was 
doing there, a non-member trespassing on hotel property. I ’d 
have to tell them I didn’t know how to get back to the truck. 
Even if they gave me directions to the hotel, I ’d have to admit I 
probably couldn’t follow them alone. They’d have to pack up 
their rods and make room for me between the thwarts and take 
me back themselves. And somewhere, roiling uneasily and half- 
hidden beneath all this, was the thought that these were proba
bly mountain men, men with real trucks and dogs named Blue, 
and how would they take to a lone stranded faggot in the middle 
of nowhere?
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I lowered my arms and looked around me at the shore. When 
you’re lost you’re supposed to stay where you are, so the rescue 
teams can find you. I should stay here, wait for Benny and Philip 
to appear, not risk getting lost on the trails again. Sooner or later 
they’d have to come back.

A sudden low coughing startled me, and I looked up to see the 
boat start to life and begin to move away. One of the guys had 
moved up to the bow— the other sat down in the stern with his 
hand on the tiller. They both shrank before my eyes until they dis
appeared behind a finger of land in the middle of the lake.

I stood there listening to the drone of the outboard spin finer 
and finer until I couldn’t hear it anymore. Then I turned and 
started up the trail we’d come out on the first time, the one I was 
certain would lead back to the truck. I recognized the way the 
grasses grew around it.

H alf an hour later, I ’m standing in the middle of a deer trail, 
staring at what must be the same stump I stared at an hour ago, 
wondering how many times I ’ve passed it and whether it’s really 
the same. I want to scream.

It’s past three o’clock, but the sun is still high in the sky and 
I ’m getting thirsty. I should have taken a drink at the lake. I 
should have called out to the guys in the boat. I should have 
stayed where I was. I ’m disgusted with myself. I ’m a grown man 
and I’m lost in the woods and I’m doing everything wrong. It’ll 
be a wonder if I make it out alive. I walk over to the stump and 
kick it squarely in its middle, in the center of a whorled knot 
like an eye. A few chips fly off it, and my toes throb.

Where the hell are Benny and Philip? Why haven’t they been 
shouting for me? How far could I really have wandered? It sud-
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denly occurs to me to wonder if they're all right. I think of the 
guys in the boat, of the details I couldn’t see but can imagine. 
The beer guts, the hard sunbeaten faces, the clear blue righteous 
gazes of unalleviated small-town lives. I think of Philip, who 
could probably pass, and of Benny, who couldn’t. O f the way we 
split up— Philip muttering that he had to take a leak, and walk
ing away without waiting to see if  we’d heard; Benny and I look
ing at one another, sharing amusement and frustration. A beat, 
then Benny turning on his heel to follow Philip, calling back to 
me over his shoulder, “ I ’ll just see what’s keeping her. You run 
along.” Waving his fingers in queeny dismissal. I kept walking, 
smiling slightly to myself, enjoying the mild melancholy 
knowledge that they were probably having a quickie behind a 
tree already. Sex was Bennie’s cure-all.

But we’re not in the city anymore, not in any of the known 
safe neighbourhoods, and I bring together in my mind the two 
images I have— the dark stubbled faces of the mountain men, 
and Bennie’s campy little wave. For a moment I see very clearly 
how it might have gone; the sudden interruption, the momen
tary surprise and confusion, Benny looking around at first half- 
smiling, thinking it’s me, then his face dropping and, before he 
covers it up, an instant o f fear in his eyes. Getting up from in 
front of Philip and tittering, saying Well look who’s joined the 
party, or something like it, trying hopelessly to salvage or 
deflect. Then retreating in front of the slow, purposeful advance.

I raise my head and stop thinking. I ’m a paranoid queer. The 
woods are deserted— I ’m all alone, but so are they. They’re fine. 
We’ve missed one another on the trails. A series of silly mistakes 
that we’ll laugh about someday. The day Benny took me hiking. 
It’ll be a running joke— how easily I got lost, how stubbornly I
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stayed that way. They’re probably back at the truck right now, 
retracing our steps, trying to figure out where I could have gone.

I step back to the trail and start to walk briskly, not because 
I ’m confident about where I ’m going, but because I want to 
seem like I am. It’s hopeless to try for the truck, so I concentrate 
on finding my way back to the lake. The sun’s still too high to 
tell me anything useful, but I keep going toward what I imag
ine to be south, and in about twenty-five minutes I ’m in com
pletely new territory, on a series of trails I ’m certain I ’ve never 
seen before, and the lake is nowhere in sight.

I stop on top of a small ridge and gaze down the trail in front 
of me. For the last few minutes I ’ve been climbing a gentle slope, 
which seems wrong, but I ’m not sure enough to turn around. 
The breeze has cooled off slightly, and I check my watch. It’s get
ting close to four. I ’ve been lost for hours.

“What am I supposed to do?” I say aloud. “Jesus.” I step down 
off the ridge and pick up a stick lying across the path, start snap
ping it in my fingers as I walk. It’s getting late. Nights are still 
warm this time of year, but not warm enough. I ’m getting tired. 
I come around a slight bend and cool air hits me in a wall, as if 
I ’ve just walked into a department store. The right side of the 
path falls away into nothing; the rock face beside me disappears 
into darkness. Cold air breathes from the hole as if from a mouth.

I stop where I am. Cement mines, Bennie said. A ll over the 
place around here. Fantastic.

The side of the path looks safe enough, and I step over to it 
and look down. There’s a drop of twenty or thirty feet, down to a 
pool of greenish water latticed with mossy sunken branches. I 
hold my stick out at arm’s length, then drop it. It takes a couple 
of seconds to hit the pool.
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In front of me, the cave folds away into blackness, exhaling 
gently. I feel almost giddy standing in front of it, in front of all 
that open space, over the sheer expanse of nothingness down to 
the pool. It feels dangerous. I look down into the water again, 
searching despite myself for skeletons in the brackish bottom. I 
see only the stick I dropped, bobbing gently at the surface.

I step back from the edge and start walking again, feeling 
suddenly vulnerable and alone. I can imagine falling into that 
water, onto the rocks and trunks just beneath it, drowning with 
a broken back or a broken skull. I can imagine being pushed. I 
try to walk away from the idea, but another one is already occur
ring to me.

I see Philip mutter his excuse again, see Benny exchange a 
glance with me, see them both disappear in another direction 
while I keep going down the path. But instead of Benny catch
ing Philip up, hugging him around the waist and teasing and 
mollifying him with jokes and kisses until he can get him 
behind the closest bush, I see them meet up together behind a 
tree, watch my departing back until I ’m gone, then smile at one 
another and start up the trail the other way.

The image comes to me with such force that I stop walking 
again and stand still in the middle of the path. Did they mean to 
get rid of me? It seems suddenly such a perfect explanation— for 
Benny’s invitation, out of the blue after we hadn't spoken for a 
year except to say hello at parties and clubs; for them not finding 
me by now; for my not hearing them shout for me when they 
realized I was missing. Maybe they weren’t looking for me. 
Maybe they’d left me out here on purpose— maybe as soon as I ’d 
dropped out of sight they’d raced one another back to the truck 
and pulled out in the same brash rain of stones we’d come in on.

G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W
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Maybe they were already back in the city, ordering a round at 
the corner bar, shrugging and smiling secretly at one another 
when other people asked where I was.

I stand listening to my pulse in my ears and trying to think. I 
can believe it of Philip, of course— it was clear he'd never 
wanted me along. But Benny is harder. I think of the way we'd 
looked at each other in the truck's rear view mirror, the way he'd 
let his arm rest against my neck when he’d reached for Philip. 
Then I think of how I ’d been to him, sometimes, when we’d 
been together. Little things, like never wanting to come out to 
the country with him— and larger things.

Yes, I realize. Yes. It could be the case.
For a moment I can't move at all, feeling panic clamber up my 

body with cold fingers. They’d meant to lose me. The truck is 
gone by now. I'm going to wander in circles out here until I fall 
into a mine or die of exposure or am stumbled on by backwoods 
mountain men, who will torture me and then kill me. I can’t 
believe it. I ’m going to die.

“Don’t panic,” I say aloud, crossing my arms tightly and 
absurdly in front of my chest. “You’re going to be fine. Don’t 
panic.” I start to walk quickly uphill, my arms still crossed, as if 
protecting myself from something.

I’m saying something else too, I notice, repeating it over and 
over under my breath without paying attention. I have to stop 
walking completely to hear what it is.

“Bastards. ” The tone with which I say it surprises me, and I 
say it again. “Bastards. Bastards. ” Now it feels satisfying, and I 
roll it on my tongue. “Bastards. Sons of bitches. Bastards. ” I start 
walking again, dropping my arms and flexing my hands into 
fists, repeating the words over to myself as if they’re a novelty.
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They took me out to the woods and dropped me, knowing I ’d 
lose myself, wanting to scare me. Took me out of my Saturday 
squash at the club, my Sunday paper at the breakfast table, and 
all the rest of my quiet weekend rituals. Brought me out here to 
wander the wilderness as some kind of retribution for my not 
being a complete prince to Benny when we’d dated. It ’s 
unthinkable. It’s unforgivable. A branch snaps back, slaps me in 
the face, and I grab it and snap it in two.

“Bastards. Bastards. Bastards. ” I ’m almost shouting it now, 
stomping up the slope to its crest, half-sobbing with emotion 
and exertion. I think of the little wave Benny gave me when he 
went off after Philip. You run along. And I had, without a second 
thought. Bastard. The two of them plotting it together, Benny 
telling Philip all the ways I ’d been a jerk to him, Philip listen
ing silently to the end and then asking, with his clear brown 
gaze, Don't you think you owe him something, then? Them sitting up 
in bed together, thinking of ways to get me back. The hiking 
trip the perfect idea, poetic justice. I hate the country, Bennie 
loves it. It’s just too good.

“Son of a bitch” I yell, emerging atop the hill. There is a slight 
clearing in front of me, and below me is spread a hundred miles 
of green. Except for one spot, a few hundred yards straight ahead 
and directly below me— and for a moment I almost miss it, 
stunned by the titanic vista in front of me. Then I step back and 
stand teetering on the hilltop, seeing everything below in a kind 
of slow motion.

The grinning red body of the pickup truck, the map spread 
out over its hood. The roadhead behind it, and the whisper of 
trail we’d followed out this morning on the far side of the clear
ing. The two faces close together in argument over the map,
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then turned suddenly upward toward me. Philip’s is white and 
thin-looking, Benny’s is flushed and puffy around the eyes, the 
way he always looks when he’s been crying. They look up at me 
in almost comical amazement, their mouths perfect dark o’s of 
surprise. For a moment I think that this is what gods and angels 
must feel like when they appear out of thin air. I might be 
divine.

Then Benny’s face collapses with recognition and relief, and 
he raises his hand and gives me his queeny little wave, and 
Philip blinks and turns away. I stand there for just a moment 
longer, until I can trust my legs to hold me, then start carefully 
down the hillside to the clearing.
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Isadora In The End
by Margaret Redhead Cronin

IN THE B E G I N N I N G ,  G A S E S  AND M A T T E R  SW IRLED  

like Isadora Duncan with scarves flowing from loose arms, 
diaphanous skirts billowing and furling. Then the music grew 
faster and the dance more confined, the arms and legs drew in 
and hugged the body, the fabric wrapped around the form and 
the dancer spun like a top, tighter, faster, closer until the earth 
was formed. It is still spinning, billions of years after the music 
of creation ended. It is still spinning because there is nothing to 
stop it. It absorbed the very atmosphere which gave it shape.

That is how I have come to understand my marriage. It is still 
spinning because there is nothing to stop it. He shouts 
“youdumbcunt” and there is nothing to stop it. He rips the 
phone from the wall and there is nothing to stop it. He twists 
my arm from its socket and there is nothing to stop it.

They say just leave, which is to say jump off the earth. I try but 
there is gravity. They say get out but there is no space travel, no 
place on the shuttle to Venus. They say you must feel you 
deserve it or you’d find a way. What I know is this: In the begin
ning, it was a beautiful dance. In the end, it was a stone spinning 
in the void. Now there is nothing to stop it.
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