Global City Review
Forked Tongue
j

1 S S l' E N l' M B E R F I F T E E N

•

FALL

2 0 0

Founding E ditor

Linsey Abrams
S enior E ditor

Robin Blair
M anaging E ditors

Robin Blair and Chet Kozlovvski
E ditorial Board

Robin Blair, Edith Chevat, Damian deMagistris,
Chet Kozlowski, Alex Maurice, Michelle Valladares
P roduction & D esign

W eb D esign

Chet Kozlowski

Damian deMagistris

Global City Review is a literary metropolis o f the imagination.
Edited and produced by writers, it celebrates the difficulties and
possibilities o f the “global city" and other constructions o f community...
while honoring the subversiveness and originality o f ordinary' lives.
Each pocket-size issue includes stories, poems, memoirs, interviews
and essays organized around a broad theme.

>

GLOBAL CITY REVIEW
Forked Tongue
FALL 2005
NUMBER FIFTEEN

COPYRIGHT © 2005 BY GLOBAL CITY REVIEW
ALL RIGHTS REVERT TO AUTHORS UPON PUBLICATION

GLOBAL CITY REVIEW IS PUBLISHED TWICE YEARLY.
SUBSCRIPTION PRICE: $12 FOR ONE YEAR, $20 FOR TWO YEARS.
INTERNATIONAL: $17 FOR ONE YEAR, $30 FOR TWO YEARS
INSTITUTIONS: $15 FOR ONE YEAR, $25 FOR TWO YEARS

MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO GLOBAL CITY REVIEW

ALL CORRESPONDENCE SHOULD BE SENT TO:
GLOBAL CITY REVIEW
SIMON R., RIFKIND CENTER FOR THE HUMANITIES
THE CITY COLLEGE OF NEW YORK
138TH ST. AND CONVENT AVENUE
NEW YORK, NY 10031
PLEASE INCLUDE A SASE WITH ALL MANUSCRIPTS.

ISBN 1-887369-10-4

ISSN 1068-0586

Contents

4

Editor’s Note

6

Introduction

30

Memoir
My Evening with Jerzy Kosinski by Robin Blair

91
109

Poems
Rufous-Sided Towhee by Kasey Jueds
My Last Freelance Job and My Next One
by Joanne Joseph
A Recovery by Allan Peterson
The Anonymous Society of Savior Palace
by Andrew Gebhardt
A Chicken in Every Pot by Jack Granath
21st Century Newsbriefs by Mark Pawlak

9
55
66
75
93
114
127
142

Stories
Boy ‘B’ by Andrew Daubigny
The People on the Bus by Elise Blackwell
Faith and Philadelphia by Chet Kozlowski
Sic Transit by Ronald Fink
The Sea Floor by T.M. De Vos
Another Season's End by Arthur Diamond
A Sacred Virgin by Paulette Licitra
Busy London Pavement by Tiphanie Vanique

157

Contributors

159

Backlist

29
52
74
89

Editor’s Note
by Linsey Abrams

"hen Global City Review was started in 1993, 1think
we were all more light-hearted, hoping for better
things from the world. Now, one can only reflect on
the profound disturbances of our collective lives. This iceberg of
woes includes but is hardly limited to Iraq, the devastation of
New Orleans and the big hole in Manhattan (dubbed Ground
Zero) that is an insult to the dead and living of September 11.
Meanwhile, Osama bin Laden still makes videos, the oil rigs
make hay, and New York makes money ... to build football stadi
ums and fence off “protest zones.” Well, too bad, New York won’t
play ball. Too bad, New York is a protest zone.
Forked Tongue, like past GCR themes, is open to wide inter
pretation.

But make no mistake, we chose it because lies,

believed, are what will bring down our democracy. Free speech
is a right but for people like us, it’s also an activity. As writers
and readers we lay claim to setting the record straight. And so,
my own short, declarative list: Stop stealing elections. Protect
your own people. Protect the Environment. Protect the Right to
Choose.

Support gay equality.

Make jobs.

Build housing.

Ensure health care. Stop your macho posturing. Don’t destroy
our immigrant and multicultural communities. Don’t invade
sovereign countries for profit.

Don’t cut taxes.

Pay off the

deficit. Don’t destroy Science. Separate Church and State, and
if there is a God, you’re in trouble.
On another and personal note:
GCR has returned after three years because of the faith and
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hard work of others. I am grateful to Robin Blair for her embrac
ing of Global City and its possibilities, and for her skills and
vision in countless ways; to Chet Kozlowski for, among other
things being the heart and soul of our publications as beautiful
books; and to Michelle Valladares for her collection of poems,
GCP’s first, and for her editorial guidance in poetry. Damian
deMagistris, Peter Selgin and AJex Maurice have added their
variety of talents, editorial and otherwise.

Thanks to Joshua

Cochran and Kalindi Handler for list help.
Thanks finally to Fred Reynolds, Dean of Humanities and
Arts, and Director of the Rifkind Center, which continues as a
source of support in all ways. Our longtime readers, too, have
shown generosity in their donations and kindness in their moral
support of this project. This means a lot to me.

Linsey Abrams

Introduction

lobal City Review is back! After a three-year hiatus -

G

and how much has happened in the world in those three
years! - Global City Review, in its signature pocket-size

black book, returns to your favorite bookstores and coffee tables
with its continued commitment to looking for truth, in a forum
that we hope enlightens, entertains, inspires and provokes.
In Forked Tongue, issue number 15, we explore a wide inter
pretation of that theme. Forked Tongue is a tongue split in two.
Common among reptiles, who use the tips of their tongues to
smell. In other words, more commonly, it means to speak out of
both sides of one’s mouth, or to act in a duplicitous manner. This
is closely related to irony: in what seems to be, is not always what
is. For example, the man with the most votes lost the election.
George Orwell (1903-1950) said: “During times of universal
deceit, telling the truth becomes a revolutionary act.” The world
has become a place where “doublespeak” is so common, it
obscures the difference between truths and lies.
In “My Evening With Jerzy Kosinski,” Robin Blair illumi
nates Kosinski’s uses of masks: for protection, for survival, for
dreams yet to be realized.

In “Boy ‘B’,” Andrew Daubigny

explores twin brothers. As a whole, the Forked Tongue issue
looks at relationships, faith, society, justice and injustice, poli
tics, nature, families, strangers, good and evil, intentions and
interpretations, and the heart in all these matters.
And there’s more to read under the Global City Press
imprint.

Nortada, The North Wind, poems by Michelle
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Valladares, was published last spring. And Global City Review,
issue number 16, Simple Virtues, will be out next spring. We
are committed to a publishing schedule of two journals a year
and at least one new Global City Press book a year. In the past,
GCR has included works from writers such as Jean Valentine,
Joan Silber, Eliot Weinberger, Mary Gordon, Edwidge Danticatt,
E.M. Broner and Mary Morris. This little black book is back with
a continued promise to present individual voices that illuminate
and reckon with the world in which we live. We are proud and
honored to have been asked by Linsey Abrams to continue to
bring Global City to you.
Please continue to check our website for updates:
www. webdelsol .com /globalcityreview.
The Editors

F orked Tongue
"During times o f universal deceit,
telling the truth
becomes a revolutionary act."
— George Orwell, writer (1903-1950)

Boy ‘B’
By Andrew Daubigny

y twin brother does not look like someone who recently attempted suicide. He stands by the nurse’s station,
trim, suntanned, smiling, the muscles of his cyclist’s
arms bulging from the sleeves of his canary madras shirt. With
his sandals and his gym bag slung by a strap from his shoulder he
looks like he’s just wrapped up a two week stint at Club Med.
“How are you?” he asks shaking my hand, his grip strong
and assured as ever, the grip of a college dean greeting freshmen
on Orientation Day. As always, Lloyd’s handsome face comes as
a bit of a surprise to me, since I happen to own an identical face,
with a little less flesh on mine and a scarred chin (courtesy of
Lloyd’s practicing his baseball swing in the living room when we
were nine). Otherwise we look pretty much the same, except that
I’m a few pounds thinner. And while Lloyd’s good looks seem to
me solid and durable, mine blur and waver like a photograph in
developing bath or a reflection in water. At least to me they do.
“Fine,” I say to him. “How are you?”
“Great,” he says. “Just great.”
I believe it. Yet ten days ago he lay sprawled across the
Dunkin Phyfe bed he and his wife had shared until two months
ago, his belly full of Chateau de la Chaise and Diazepam, the
empty wine bottle and prescription vial on his night stand. Had
Lisa, who’d moved into a neighbor’s house, not come by to bor
row a casserole dish, he would be dead, probably.
“Well, I’ll bet you anything this must be your brother,
Edward,” says the young, attractive duty nurse. Red hair, freck
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les. His type.
“Amazing deductive powers these psychiatric nurses have,
don’t they? This is Dana,” says my brother, introducing her like
she’s his date.
“Your brother is something else,” says Dana with a sly look.
“Bet you’re glad to be getting rid of him,” I say.
“Now why would you say that? I’m going to miss him. Your
brother’s a sweetheart, ” says Dana. “And I bet you’re every bit as
sweet.”
“He’s not,” says Lloyd. “I’m much sweeter. There’s no com
parison. Come on,” says Lloyd to me. “Let’s get the hell out of
here.”
“You all take care,” says Dana, watching us go.
We float through the bay of gleaming paint and chrome that
is the visitor’s parking lot, where I have lost the rental car. It’s hot
as hell in Alabama. As we comb the lanes in search of a white
sedan (I’m not even sure if it’s a Ford or a Chevy) already Lloyd’s
impatience starts to flare. “The spaces are numbered,” he
reminds me. “Didn’t you make a note of the number?”
“No, Lloyd,” I say. “I didn’t take note of the number. If I had
taken note of the number we’d be in the car by now.”
We locate the car. A Honda. Lloyd stows his bag in the
trunk. The upholstery is hot as a griddle. As we fasten our seatbelts my brother says, “Is there air conditioning in this thing?”
I—who asked for the very cheapest sub-compact and can scarce
ly afford it, shake my head.
“Great,” says Lloyd.
With that “great” I realize several things. First, that near
death experiences notwithstanding, my brother is still as much of
an asshole as ever, and second, that in coming here I have made
a big mistake. It was not my idea. It was our mother who phoned
me in tears, begging me to drop everything, as if I had anything
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worth dropping, and hop on a plane. “He is your brother,
Edward.” She would have dropped everything herself, had
“everything” not included a kidney dialysis machine. So I’m dis
patched. Heck, I’ve got nothing better to do than fling paint at
canvas.
Lloyd directs me through a series of increasingly posh neigh
borhoods, into one of quaint Victorians with gabled roofs—some
made of tin —with wraparound porches out of a Southern fried
fairy tale. I hardly recognize his home; Lloyd, who’s quite handy,
has done so much with it. There’s the new picket fence, white to
go with the trim, the house itself, yellow like his madras shirt, with
cantaloupe and nutmeg accents to complete the gingerbread
effect. He’s added a porch swing and a red mailbox and wicker
furniture. The roof of the porch is painted blue to match the sky.
I swing the car past the pachysandra that swoops up to, but stops
just short of, the edge of the house, like a well-trained dog. As we
creep up the drive (“Slowly,” says Lloyd, “or you’ll displace the
gravel”) my brother fills me in on the latest improvements to his
neighborhood, the new copula on the Episcopal church (the old
one struck by lightning), the first Starbucks in town, the Salvation
Army store which, after years of petitions to the zoning board and
letters to editors, he and his neighbors have finally succeeded in
shutting down.
“When you buy a house you buy the neighborhood. That’s
one thing I’m grateful for,” says Lloyd. “I’ve got the best neigh
bors. We’ve cleaned up most of the riff-raff, with one exception.”
He thumbs the house behind his: the neighbor Lisa has moved in
with, a lady with a passion for sparrows and motorcycles. “I’ve
offered her twice what that house is worth, but she won’t move.
There’s something wrong with her.”
I nod. I live in a rental in Marble Hill, the Bronx.

Bov ‘B'
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As we carry our bags to the door Lloyd tells me all the trou
ble he went through to get his new patio bricks. “You’d be sur
prised how hard it is to find bricks like these. The ones they make
today are either too big or they’re too perfectly shaped. They have
no character. They don’t make bricks like these any more.” We
stand in the sliced shade of my brother’s pergola.
“How’s your place?” Lloyd says as we step into what he calls
the mud room. “You still got that crazy lady living next door?”
He refers to a woman with nine cats and at least one dog that
never sees daylight; I hear it barking through the thin wall that
separates my bedroom from her kitchen. I also smell its shit,
along with the shit of all those cats, whose litter box or boxes are
emptied all too infrequently. The stench leaks into the hallway,
so bad at times I have to hold my nose while turning the key in
my lock.
“Yeah,” I say. “She’s still there.”
“Jesus. How can you stand it?”
“It’s gotten better,” I lie.
In the mud room two bicycles hang on racks along with
spare tires, a bicycle pump, caps, gloves, helmets and a collection
of jerseys in bright acidic colors, like flags on steroids.
“Tomorrow we ride,” says Lloyd.

W

hen we were kids Lloyd and I had this running vaudevillian schtick. One of us is a millionaire, the other a
pauper. As a snowstorm rages outside (to the tune of

the second movement of Suppes Poet & Peasant) the millionaire
sits by his cozy fire, wearing a quilted smoking jacket and slippers,
swirling brandy, puffing a cigar. Meanwhile the pauper claws at his
door begging to be let in. When we were kids the gag used to crack
me up.
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Lloyd shows me around his house, each room a museum
display with the velvet ropes down. Art pottery vases and
Eastlake frames, wallpapers by Charles Renee Macintosh, bead
ed curtains strung with tourmaline, amber and hornblende (the
replacement white wool threads stained with used tea bags to
match the weathered originals), mosaic tables, tapestries and
stenciling everywhere. My brother’s home is a meticulous study
of Victorian clutter: no displaced books or strewn magazines or
empty coffee cups or other signs of human habitation. The
whicker wastepaper baskets yawn empty. An ornate coffin with
coffered ceilings and central air-conditioning. “Nice,” I say.
My brother points to a pair of paintings over one of his three
working fireplaces, both minor Hudson River School artists, asks
me what I think of them. Lloyd owns two of my paintings, one of
a fruit stand, the other of the Henry Hudson Bridge. They hang
in his downstairs bathroom.
“Hungry?” he says opening a bottle of wine in his kitchen.
“I’ve made reservations at an Italian restaurant nearby. You may
want to dress up a bit.” He nods at my attire: a pair of cargo pants
and an army green tee-shirt.
In the garret guest room I put on new jeans, a clean pullover
and my black sneakers. My best pair.
“Those are your dress clothes?” says Lloyd when I return. He
sips wine, shakes his head. “Grab something from my closet, why
don’t you?”
My brother’s closet, a room larger than the bathroom in my
apartment: shelves lined with shirts, trousers, sweaters, all
organized by season and color. Silks and linens of every conceiv
able hue, spread out like the colors on my palette. I choose a ver
milion and gold striped shirt with cuffed sleeves and navy linen
pants—both loose on me.

1141
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“Here,” says Lloyd, handing me a pair of cufflinks inscribed

with his initials. “And please try not to spill anything on that
shirt. It’s raw silk. I got it in Hong Kong. It’s expensive.” He takes
a pair of shoes out from under his bed, hands them to me. I’m
about to ask him if he wants to talk about things when he squints
at me and asks, “Did you shave this morning?”
In Lloyd’s bathroom, using his gold safety razor, I shave.
While doing so, in the steamy mirror, I see not myself but my
twin. It’s Lloyd who looks back at me from the thin coating of
mercury, Lloyd who cuts himself behind the ear, Lloyd who,
while shaving, sips a glass of Pinot Noir in the kitchen and waits
for himself impatiently there.
I apply the styptic pencil, slap my cheeks with Lloyd’s
cologne. I slap them again, hard.
y foot, the restaurant is ten minutes away. We walk past an

B

old Coca-Cola bottling plant, recently converted to condo

miniums. Lloyd points out more improvements to the neighbor
hood. “So Lloyd,” I inteiject more than once, or try, but Lloyd

just plows ahead, telling me what this or that piece of property
sold for whenever, and what it’s worth now. When we get to the
restaurant (“II Pappagallo”) the proprietor, Maurizio, who wears
a double-breasted suit and stinks of cologne, greets my brother
and me expansively and says, in Neapolitan Italian, how he can
truly see that we are twins.
“Effettivamente non e vero, [in fact it’s not true],” says
Lloyd. “I’ve never seen the motherless lush in my life.”
Maurizio gestures with his fingers in his mouth, Italian sign
language for “feed me more of your bullshit.” He and my brother
laugh. Then he escorts us to Lloyd’s favorite table, a well-lit one
to the rear of the restaurant, far from the bar and the piano. It is
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understood that my brother, who makes eight times what I do,
will treat, and so he commandeers the wine list, running down
the selections, all red, of which I know absolutely nothing. Yet for
appearance’s sake I venture opinions. For my brother it comes
down to the Barbera or the Barbaresco, but I hold out for the
Ecco Domani Sangiovese— the cheapest wine on the list, it so
happens.
“I’m treating,” says Lloyd.
“I know,” I say. “It’s just that I happen to like humble
wines.”
“Humble?” says Lloyd. “And Barbera is arrogant?”
“I prefer something simple, that’s all,” I say.
“What do you mean by simple? You mean with less charac
ter?”
“I mean simple. Honest and simple.”
“The Sangiovese is shit,” says Lloyd. “There’s no compari
son. If you’re going to go for something basic get the Chianti.”
“I prefer Sangiovese.”
“Shit,” says Lloyd.
“Why don’t we order by the glass?” I suggest. “That way we
can both get what we want.”
With a grimace Lloyd summons the waiter.
“The Barbera is fine,” I say, realizing I’ve gone too far. “Let’s
get a bottle.”
“You want your own glass, you’ll get your own glass.”
The waiter arrives. Lloyd orders a glass of the Sangiovese for
me, a bottle of Barbera for himself. I’m not even sure he’s sup
posed to be drinking. Did they give him pills, medication? Just
what did they do with him in that hospital for ten days besides
pump his stomach? Read nursery rhymes? Flirt? Maybe with a
glass or two of good wine in his pumped belly he’ll finally get

[ lo l
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around to talking about it. Meanwhile we have the menu to con
tend with. To make up for the wine I follow Lloyd’s recommen
dations slavishly, ordering the fish stew despite that I like neither
stew nor fish.
From there things don’t go too badly. I’d even go as far as to
say that things proceed cordially, with Lloyd sharing his wine
after I’ve drained my cup dry, and the subject turning—for no
good reason—to Paris, a place I’ve been to once when I was eight
een, and about which I remember only sleeping in a railroad sta
tion and stealing uneaten croissants from cafe tables. “There’s
this wonderful two-star hotel near the Place des Vosges,” Lloyd
tells me, “the most charming little hotel. Room Number 25, on
the top floor. You can put two chairs out and sit on the balcony.
That’s where you should stay,” he says, tapping the tablecloth for
emphasis, though I’ve no plans to go to Paris anytime soon. So
far this year I’ve had three group shows and sold one painting. If
I make my rent I’ll be thrilled.
Lloyd is telling me the story of some woman he met in Paris,
when he was on a Fulbright there, with whom he had a fling,
about how comparatively natural Parisian women’s attitudes
toward casual sex are. “There it’s considered a common cour
tesy,” he says, “you know, like offering a glass of water to some
one who’s thirsty.” He has just made this pronouncement when I
notice him looking with horror toward the far end of the restau
rant, and turn to look that way myself. At the entrance a woman
has just hung her coat on the rack. A well-built woman with an
oval face and long, red hair.
“That’s her,” says Lloyd, and I know who it is: the assistant
professor with whom my brother allegedly misconducted him
self. She came to his office in tears, overwhelmed. My brother
assured her too demonstratively—a hug, so he describes it. The
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next day she filed charges of sexual harassment. The campus
newspaper got hold of the story and published their two photo
graphs, his with a one-word caption, “Accused.” The local Herald
picked up and ran its own significantly different version, which
Lisa read and gave credence to, prompting her to move into the
neighbors house. Days later my brother swallowed a dozen
Diazepam with his favorite table wine.
She takes a seat at the bar.
“Why did she have to come here?” says Lloyd. “She knows I
like to eat here. She’s doing it on purpose. I know she is.” His face
is red.
“Relax,” I say.
“I’m not supposed to be anywhere near her. I’m not sup
posed to look at her. She’ll say I’m harassing her. It’ll cost me my
job. Which is just what she wants. Bitch.”
“You were here first,” I say.
“It doesn’t matter. The burden is all on me. She can do what
ever the hell she wants. I had to sign a gag order. I can’t even
defend myself. That’s how the system’s designed, for her ‘protec
tion’. It means she can smear my name across the face of the
moon and I can’t say a thing since that would be ‘retaliation.’
Nice, huh?”
“It’s a tough spot to be in,” I say, thinking maybe now we’ll
talk. But Lloyd just sits there simmering, his face as ruddy as his
wine. “Come on,” I say pointing to his entree. “Don’t let it ruin
everything. Ignore her.”
“My dinner’s already ruined,” says Lloyd tossing his napkin
on his plate. “I can’t eat with her here. Let’s go.”
We hurry past the bar and out the door. The woman does
n’t see us.
I go to sleep drunk and hungry.
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n sixth grade my brother and I pulled the ol’ switcheroo. Mr.
Barnes, my regular teacher, was sick that day, and we had a

new substitute. Due to overcrowding, class was held in a socalled portable unit, one of a dozen one-room buildings erected
in the parking lot. As the substitute took roll, Lloyd sat at my
desk. When my name was called, he got up, went to the window,
opened it and jumped out. The substitute was still recovering
from this act of gross impertinence when she heard a knocking
coming from the supply closet. She opened the door and I calm
ly stepped out. She ran off to get Mr. Cleary, the vice principal,
and we never saw her again.
This story represents one of the few moments when, instead
of fighting each other, Lloyd and I pooled our resources to tri
umph over the outside world. Otherwise we were by no means
the Doublemint Twins. We did not walk around in matching
sweaters with matching tennis rackets slung blithely over our
shoulders. As far back as I can remember we were adversaries,
even in our mother’s womb, where we fought for the oxygen and
other nutrients in our briefly shared blood—a fight I lost, born
second and anemic, the runt of the litter. From there my memo
ries grow bleaker, like that of wrestling each other in Coach
O’Leary’s gym class, with everyone gathered around the mat to
watch us go at it like trained cocks. I still have nightmares— ter
rible ones —with me looking up from the ground where I sit cov
ered in blood and dirt at a ring of faces looking down, laughing
and shaking their heads, having just witnessed one of our
Spartacus-like spectacles. My brother is nowhere in the dream;
I’m alone under all those faces. The person I’ve beaten up is
myself.
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smell bacon frying. Lloyd has cooked breakfast for us. Wearing
a pair of his pajamas I descend the spiral staircase woozily. He

hands me a bowl of oatmeal: hand-ground, organic, the best oat

meal in the world, cooked in the microwave and served with a
splash of milk and maple syrup. I hate oatmeal, but force myself
to eat it anyway. While I do, Lloyd adjusts the seat on one of his
two bicycles. The kitchen table is strewn with bike parts: gears,
seats, seat poles, derailleurs, spread out like surgical or torture
implements, those gears especially, with their shiny sharp teeth.
That table is the one messy area of my brother’s home, the one
area given over to a passion stronger than his obsession with
domestic pomp and order.
Today we are to go riding together. I am not looking forward
to it; am dreading it, in fact. He bangs at a lug nut. I ask him what
he’s doing.
“I’m adjusting this seat for you.”
“We’re the same height,” I remind him.
He shakes his head. “Cycling stretches your legs. Since I’ve
been cycling and you haven’t I’m probably a half inch taller than
you.”
“We’re the same height,” I repeat.
“You’ll see,” says Lloyd.

A

fter breakfast I walk through some brambles into the
neighbor’s yard. The neighbor: Polly, who makes cos
tume jewelry and runs a little store in town. It is with her

that Lisa, my brother’s wife, has taken refuge. Unlike Lloyd’s
yard Polly’s is weed strewn. My guess is she hasn’t done a thing
to it in years. The house fares no better. A Gothic Victorian sim
ilar to Lloyd’s, it looks more like the house on Green Acres, with
missing shutters, a sagging porch and rusting tin roof and paint
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that looks like it’s been blowtorched. Bird feeders everywhere. A
motorcycle leans against the back porch. I am to speak to Lisa,
convince her that my brother is a good egg, to come home.
Another unpleasant task my mother has put me up to. Wind
chimes dangle limply by the door. There’s no bell. I knock.
Polly, tattooed and smoking, answers.
“She doesn’t want to see you.”
“You’re mistaken,” I say.
“I’m not mistaken. She doesn’t want to see you. You know
that.”
“I’m not Lloyd, I’m his brother.”
“Oh, come on.”
“Would you please tell Lisa that Edward is here?”
“It’s not working, Lloyd. I’m not falling for it.”
“Just tell her, okay?”
She gives me a ‘whatever’ look, mashes the cigarette under a
slipper. “Wait,” she says and goes back inside. A minute later
Lisa, wearing a robe and a blank expression, takes her place. She
has classically Waspy features; fair hair, freckles, a small nose
with invisible nostrils. She is usually softspoken and agreeable,
meaning that she can’t stand to argue and would just as soon tell
you what you want to hear.
“Hi, Edward,” she says.
“May I come in?”
We sit in the breakfast nook having coffee while Polly bangs
things around. The table is scattered with Lisa’s vitae and job
applications. She’s got her degree in political science and has
been trying to get a job with the state government. Her small eyes
are thick with mascara. Sunlight swims in through the window,
highlighting Lisa’s already highlighted hair. The highlights flash
around her head like a school of minnows. The robe parts deli
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cately, revealing a splash of freckles between her breasts. She sits
with both hands wrapped round her coffee mug, waiting.
“I’ll give you three guesses to why I’m here,” I say.
“I’m not going back,” she says.
“You’re sure?”
“It’s not as simple as it seems,” she says.
“What is?”
“He’s in love with her.”
“Who?”
“Clarisse Dorfman.” The woman who has brought charges
against him. “He denies it, but I know.”
“Anyone can have a crush,” I say, stupidly.
“Lloyd can’t take no for an answer. You know that.” The way
she says it implies that I can indeed take no for an answer. Lisa
assumes I’m not like my brother, and she’s right. I like to think
that she would have preferred to marry me, except for my
income. For the record, she’s not my type.
“It seems more like he hates her,” I say. Lisa says nothing.
“Think about it, Lisa. My brother’s made a mistake and I’m sure
he knows it. You both love each other. And you’ve got a lovely
home.”
“It’s his home,” she says with a sigh. “He’s picked out every
last piece of furniture, every vase and pillow. He doesn’t even let
me put my books on the shelves. My paperbacks. He says they
don’t fit in. I have to keep them on my own shelf in the guest bed
room.”
To which I can only shrug.
“He’s not like you,” says Lisa. “You’re much more . . . easy
going.” A word chosen with utmost care to replace “wimp.” I have
always let others push me around, always. “Anyway,” she goes
on, “I don’t think our marriage would have worked even if that
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woman hadn’t come into the picture. Lloyd and I haven’t...” She
is about to say that she and my brother have not had sex in (fill
in the blank) months. She needn’t; I can see it in her eyes. She
does not love him, that much is clear. I doubt she ever really
loved my brother. She married him because he is Dean of the
School of Liberal Arts and Sciences and because they both love
antiques. But what do I know about love? My last girlfriend said
I need to see a shrink; that I have a “commitment disorder.” I’m
not even sure that there is such a thing, and yet am prepared to
believe it. But for me a psychologist is out of the question, and
has been ever since two of them threatened me with my own sui
cide. The first said I wouldn’t see thirty-five; the second said
forty. I am now forty-two, and believe that I owe my survival to
spiting the nasty fuckers.
“It was nice of you to come down here,” she says. “You’re a
good brother, Edward. I’m sorry he did what he did.”
“I’ll survive, somehow,” I say, and realize too late that she
probably meant that she was sorry for Lloyd, not for me.
Whatever, I have stood up; I am leaving. I have fulfilled my
brotherly obligations, more or less. Lloyd is a selfish bully and
Lisa is a poster child for passive-aggression. They’re better off
without each other. I kiss her on both cheeks and let myself out
into the scorching day to find Lloyd in his gravel driveway,
mounting the two bicycles on the back of his Jeep Cherokee.

T

he last time I rode a bicycle was eight years ago, my last visit
here, and then I swore I’d never, ever do it again. Lloyd fixes

me up with a bright-colored jersey, cleated riding shoes, cap, fin

gerless gloves with velcro straps. He gives me a special lineament
to rub in the crotch padding of my riding breeches, says it helps
prevent chafing. He pumps air into all four tires, then mounts his
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bike, four-thousand bucks worth of brakes, gears and other com
ponents made by Italian companies with three syllable names
ending in the letter ‘i.’ In the parking lot of a Baptist church, as
recorded bells spill their notes into the sky, he has me practice
my dismount. “Twist your heel out, like this!” he shouts, showing
me. “And always be pedaling when you change gears.”
He hands me my helmet and sunglasses. “You look good.
Just try to keep your arms bent and your elbows down. And don’t
hold the handlebars like this,” he says demonstrating. “If you hold
them like that I’ll have to ditch you out of embarrassment.”
“Don’t,” I say.
“I’m kidding.”
“I mean it.”
“Jesus, Edward, when did you become so humorless?”
“Just don’t ditch me,” I say.
We ride out of the parking lot. While leaving I note the
name of the church, just in case. Lloyd rides behind me to check
my form and see when I shift gears. “Great,” he says. “That was a
perfect gear change you made just then. You’re a natural cyclist.”
“Twenty miles, you said.”
“Something like that.”
“You said twenty.”
“It’s about twenty, give or take.”
The last twenty mile ride we took turned out to be forty
miles, after twenty of which he ditched me, leaving me to find the
very longest way home. I was sore for a week. I couldn’t sit, and
could barely walk.
“Just stay with me, okay?” I tell him.
Lloyd shakes his head. “Jesus, Edward, you want me to put
it in writing? You want me to swear an oath?”
We’ve gone four miles when my ass starts to hurt. I can
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never get used to bicycle seats. As far as I’m concerned they are
designed to cause maximum pain. The saddle grinds into my
anus, mashing my prostate. I wave for Lloyd to pull alongside
me. When he does I tell him my butt is already sore and say I
doubt I’ll make ten miles, let alone twenty.
“Try,” he says.
“I am trying,” I say. “This is the result.” I point to my ass.
“It’ll pass. Keep going.”
With that he pulls ahead of me. Under his black tights
Lloyd’s calf muscles are enormous, like a pair of boxing gloves, I
think. Under his lime green jersey his distended belly hangs like
a hammock. I watch him shift into high gear and pull far ahead.
“Hey!” I yell. For the next three miles or so I manage to keep him
in sight despite my asshole feeling as if it’s going to burst into
flames at any moment. My shoulders and back are sore, too, as
are my arms and hands from gripping the handlebars. I keep
shifting positions, trying different configurations, standing off
the seat when I coast downhill, sitting sidesaddle, or something
like it, though this saddle is so slim it doesn’t have any sides. Hot
air whistles in and out of the helmet while high overhead white
clouds float useless in the sky. I pass a trailer park where a lady
hangs wash. I want to pull into her yard, invite myself over for
lunch, romance and marry her, sire her children, anything to get
off this fucking bicycle. Another long hill, this one shooting
straight up like a tsunami. Halfway up I’ve got to pedal standing,
which I don’t mind since it gives my crotch a rest. But soon my
legs start to give out and I’m wobbling all over the place until all
forward motion ceases and I forget I’m wearing cleats and the
bike goes down and me with it, crying out as the side of my leg
and my elbow break the fall.
“Goddammit!” I shout.
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My leg is all scraped and filigreed with blood. My elbow is a
mess, too. My body holds so many pains I can’t distinguish one
from the other; they all blend together along with a massive dose
of adrenaline.
Lloyd is nowhere in sight. To my left a man-made pond with
a dock and an aluminum rowboat: to my right a stand of sickly,
scruffy trees. I have no idea where on earth I am. Oh, right.
Alabama. A trailer truck passes, swirling grit into my eyes. I fin
ish the climb by foot, then hop back on the bike and start pedal
ing again when I realize that the liquid drooling from my eyes is
not sweat but tears. My brother has ditched me again, but that is
not why I’m crying. I’m crying because he almost ditched me for
good this last time. How could he do it? How could he go to sleep
in that bed with his stomach full of wine and pills, knowing he
might never wake up? Did he not think of me, his brother? Did
he not see that it was my stomach, too, that he filled with poison?
That his eternal darkness would be every bit as much mine, for
ever? Then to act as though nothing had happened. That’s the
worst part of: that he can pretend it was nothing, that it means so
little to him; that I mean so little. Jesus Christ, Lloyd, I want to
scream, shout up at the useless clouds. You’ve killed me; you’ve
killed me, you’ve always killed me. You’re killing me now. You’ve
been killing me for years. Since I was born you’ve been killing
me. Stop killing me, Lloyd. Please. Stop killing me. Stop killing
me. Stop killing me.

A

black man with a pick up truck gives me a lift into town.
He drops me off near the Baptist church, and from there
I pedal slowly to my brother’s house. It is dusk. I’ve

never known such exhaustion. There is something exquisite
about it. I walk the last dozen yards up my brother’s driveway.
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His Cherokee is there; a cognac-colored light burns in the snifter
of his study. I walk around and let myself in through the back
door. “Edward?” I hear him say. He appears then, greeting me in
a sky blue kimono, his head slicked back from the shower, grin
ning. “What happened?”
I walk straight past him and up the spiral staircase, steady
ing myself.
“Edward?” he says. “Hey, come on!” His voice climbs the
stairs. “I thought you were behind me.”
In the upstairs bathroom I swallow two Advil. It occurs to
me as I do so that in my medicine kit I myself have a prescription
for Diazepam. Among other things, Lloyd and I share insomnia,
and we’ve both found that no other drug works as well. There are,
it turns out, exactly twelve pills left in the vial. I take one, and
then another. To take all twelve at once suddenly seems like not
such a bad idea.
Then I think of those two psychiatrists, and of my mother,
and even of Lloyd, and finally, somewhere down the line, of
myself. I put the pills away.
onday. My plane leaves at noon. Lloyd has to go to

M

work. He asks me to come with him. He wants to show
me his office. All morning I’ve been girding myself.

I’ve had enough of Lloyd’s bullying. At last I am going to tell him

off. I’ll tell him, in no uncertain terms, what a selfish bastard he’s
been, that I’ve made this visit only at our mother’s request and
under great duress and that I never want to see him again, ever.
Kill yourself as many times as you like. Unless you look in the
mirror, you won’t see my face again.
We walk to campus. I am wearing Lloyd’s raw silk shirt and
linen trousers: he wants me to keep them. He knows I’m angry
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with him, that’s why he’s so quiet. For once, he feels himself in
the wrong, but it’s too late. I’ve made up my mind; I am deter
mined. As we cross the quadrangle (still mostly deserted at this
hour of morning) I’m reminded of another campus and another
visit with my brother, twenty-five years ago, when he was a grad
uate student and I had already quit school to become a full-time
bohemian. It was summer, and I had decided to hitchhike cross
country. The campus was in Illinois, but it looked just like this
one. Without asking I borrowed a pen, one of a dozen old foun
tain pens my brother kept in his desk drawer, my nineteen-cent
Bic having sprung a leak. When he found out, Lloyd called me a
“moocher” and a “libertine.” I called him a “greedy Capitalist
pig.” He told me to hit the road. It was near midnight. I crossed
the dark and empty campus, headed for the highway with tears
blurring my eyes, not sure which of us I hated or felt sorry for
more.
In his office Lloyd shows me his computer, the stacks of
journals where he’s published most recently, the photos in thin
diploma frames capturing his meetings with important men. I
wait for a lull, for a patch of calm water in his white river of selfaggrandizement, then I will strike: I will unleash the full force of
my fury.
But the moment passes, or never comes. It’s a quarter to ten.
I need to be at the airport by eleven. My bags are in the rental car.
“I have to go,” I say.
He throws his arms around me as I stand there with my own
arms hanging, not knowing what to do with them. As he holds me
that way I find myself thinking, Aw, he’s not such a bad guy,
while every sore muscle in my body clenches in opposition to this
sentiment. He is a bad guy; he’s a terrible guy; he is the worst
brother in the world. I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.
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“It’s been great having you,” he says. “I missed you.”
I nod. “I have to go,” I say.

A

s I’m re-crossing the campus I see her. Clarisse
Dorfman. She’s headed straight for me across the sunny
quadrangle, a defiant look on her oval face, her long red

hair barely swaying, her eyes fixed on a point somewhere behind
me and to my right. Then it dawns on me: she thinks I’m Lloyd.

As she’s about to walk past me a huge, highly-scented lotus-like
flower blooms under my solar plexus. I turn, smile widely and
say, “Hey!”
She walks right past me.
“Hey! Hey!”
She walks faster. As she does, with a smile on my face and
an elan vital greater than any I would have thought myself capa
ble of, I yell:
“I love you, I love you, I love you!” ■

Rufous-Sided Towhee
by Kascy Jueds

I tried so hard to speak.
When the mountain laurel outside
fills with birds,
I will begin again.
This time not sorrow but sparrow.
Not gone but wren.
Inside the bush, a fluttering, then
colors startle and sharpen: brown-gray
back, stain of rust
under wing—and a name
I didn’t know I knew
blooms behind my eyes,
whole, unbroken.
In this way, maybe,
I will remember your face.
Not by trying, but by birds. ■

My Evening with
Jerzy Kosinski
by Robin Blair

I

had dinner with Jerzy Kosinski on March 5th, 1991, two
months before he committed suicide.
Perhaps because I was a stranger, he was able to confide

in me certain fears and frustrations, things with which he did
not want to burden his wife and long-time friends.
‘“To friends who have known me for
years,’ he told Serena, ‘I try to be what
they want me to be. Only with strangers
like you am I what I really feel myself to
be.’”
— Levanter in Blind Date, 1977
I don’t claim to be the last word on the subject, no one ever
is in the case of a suicide, but I believe that what he said to me
that night reveals more of his state of mind than anything I’ve
read since.
‘“...he has cleverly hidden himself...His
invisibility is still his greatest asset.’”
— Domostroy in Pinball, 1982
Whether during World War II as a six-year-old child using
disguises to run from the Nazis, or as a young man fabricating an
identity for “sponsors” to get him out of Poland, or as a novelist
giving voice to his characters, Jerzy Kosinski was always “escaping.”
As a result of the atrocities he endured as a little boy during
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the war, Kosinski had become mute. He fictionalized his experi
ences in his novel, The Painted Bird. He didn’t speak again until
he was fifteen. When he began to write in America, it was in
English. It gave him emotional distance. Polish was too uncom
fortably close.
“There must have been some cause for the loss
of my speech. Some greater force, with which I
had not yet managed to communicate, com
manded by destiny...God had no reason to
inflict such terrible punishment on me. I had
probably incurred the wrath of some other
forces, which spread their tentacles over those
God abandoned for some reason or other.”
—The Boy in The Painted Bird, 1965
“Giving voice” was very important to Kosinski.

For him,

there was a connection between voice and disguise. Safety and
survival depended on his ability to disguise himself, in some
instances, on becoming invisible. Like using another language,
another costume, another name; he reinvented himself over and
over again. It was an attempt to transport himself. It made no
difference that he was no longer in physical danger. This was his
psychological burden. Being a writer of fiction, giving voice to
characters and experiences, ensured his psychological well
being. His characters speak for him throughout his novels.
y chance I ran into Mr. Kosinski a few nights prior to our

B

dinner.

“‘Only chance stands up to the predictable in
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our lives,’ he said; ‘chance, in the end,
provides man’s only excuse, and therefore his
comfort in the face of the irrational.’”
— Domostroy in Pinball, 1982
He was having a drink at an Upper West Side restaurant
with his friend, Urzula Dudziak. I had wanted to meet him for
years, but I didn’t want to interrupt. I smiled at him and he nod
ded acknowledgment.
As I left, I noticed Mr. Kosinski watching me. The next day,
feeling like a star-struck adolescent, I wrote him a note apologiz
ing for staring at him and told him that I had wanted to introduce
myself.
I explained that we had almost met another time, years
before, after several phone conversations and business notes
back and forth as I prepared his bio/bibliographical sketch for
Contemporary Authors. I was then an assistant editor for Gale
Research Company in Detroit. He had even sent me a signed
copy of Cockpit, still proudly displayed on my bookshelf among
his other books. We had planned to meet on one of his book
tours, along with a friend of mine, Mitchell Bloomfield, who had
written a dissertation on him. Unfortunately, Kosinski had had
to cancel the trip because of illness.
In my letter I told him that I had come to New York to edit
for Ballantine Books/Random House, and that I now worked at
home and continued to write.
I ended the letter by saying I thought he might like to know
what was behind my gaze.
On the afternoon he received my letter, Mr. Kosinski called
me. He told me he was flattered to have been recognized and
welcomed my note.
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“Vanity is everything,” he said, and asked was I free for dinner.
Of course I was free for dinner! This was not only an author
I had researched, read thoroughly and written about; but a man
for whom I felt tremendous sadness.

How could I read The

Painted Bird and not embrace that tortured child who had lost
his ability to speak? His essays and other novels were just as
honest, painful, perverse, fearful, violent and tragic. I have never
left a Kosinski novel feeling less than altered in some way.
I was a nervous wreck. After so many years, I was finally
meeting him at 8:oo P.M. at Larre on Seventh Avenue between
54th and 55th Streets. As I ducked into the restaurant it started
to drizzle.
We shook hands, with him holding my hand a beat longer
than necessary. There was a sense of an affinity that was instan
taneous. A feeling that we knew each other. It was non-stop for
the next six hours.
At the bar he ordered my wine and his Bacardi and coke. He
was greeted warmly. The maitre d’ led us to his favorite corner
table, plenty of room and plenty of privacy.
Seated on the banquette by the wall, I stared at him. He
wore a brown suit with a brown polo tie; one with three large fig
ures in polo uniform, on horses, swinging their mallets. It made
me think of something the fictionalized character, Fabian, might
have worn in Kosinski’s book, Passion Play. The tie looked well
worn. It wouldn’t surprise me, I thought, if this was his favorite
tie, a lucky tie.
He talked excitedly about his bad day, too many business
meetings, and how he needed this night out with someone like
me who could understand the writing process and the pain of
what he was going through. I was flattered and he seemed to be
so genuine that he immediately put me at ease. He told me to call
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him Jerzy.
The waitress took our orders. Grilled salmon for me and
steak au poivre for him.
Then Jerzy asked me to remind him of our association so
many years ago.

He said he remembered Contemporary

Authors and he remembered calling, but he didn’t remember the
details.
I told him it was the most exciting thing that had happened
to me while working at Gale Research Company.
He was surprised, “But don’t the other authors call?”
“No,” I said. “They generally just initial approval or write in
the corrections and send back the sketch.” He was surprised that
other authors didn't get more involved.
Jerzy asked me about myself and we talked briefly about my
career. Our meal arrived and our conversation never missed a
beat. We talked a little about relationships and families.

He

asked me if I wanted to have children.
I told him that although I was currently divorced, I would
like to have a child someday.
“Well, don’t wait!” he said emphatically. “Have one right
away. I waited and now it’s too late. When I die, there’s no one
after me.”
“It’s not too late,” I said.
He said, “I’m old enough to be your father and I’m telling
you it’s definitely too late.”
“Aging is humiliating,” he continued. “Look at this!” And
with that, Jerzy unbuttoned a few buttons in the middle of his
shirt and dramatically pulled the shirt open to reveal several elec
trodes stuck to his chest. He appeared completely exasperated.
Then he re-buttoned his shirt and took the monitor off his
belt to show me the transmission set-up his doctors had told him
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to wear for two months. I remembered my father having to wear
the same thing to monitor his heart long ago.
“This is humiliating!” he said again.
“What’s wrong with your heart?” I asked.
“Tachycardia. It races to two hundred beats a minute and
won’t slow down.” He told me of his concern for his wife, Kiki,
but added, “If I drop dead of a heart attack, Kiki will be all right.”
I understood this to mean he had provided for her.
He talked about their marriage, their friendship and devo
tion. He said they kept different hours; she went to bed at 10:00
P.M., he at 4:00 A.M.
“Are the doctors trying to adjust the medication to stabilize
this?” I asked.
“Yes, but they haven’t been able to. It’s very frustrating. I
can’t stand it. Even looking in the mirror. I don’t like what I see
anymore. I’m old.”
“Fifty-seven is not old!”
“I am old,” he said. “So don’t wait.”
“My father was in his fifties when I was born,” I argued.
“And look at Picasso! There’s plenty of time for many things.”
“I’m old enough to be your father,” he said again. “You have
the baby. I’ll have the book.”
I thought, I’m planning to have both, but I didn’t say it.
“Are you working on something now?” I asked, changing the
subject.
“Some essays,” he said. “I’m going to Florida on Sunday for
three weeks, house sitting, and I plan to write there, uninterrupted.”
I expressed to him my fascination for one of his earlier
essays. In it he had written that it was so much easier for him,
emotionally, to write in English instead of his native Polish. He
said that was true. “Otherwise, I couldn’t write. It is too painful.”
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He told me he wanted to try his hand at some short stories
to ease back into writing fiction. He added that he really hadn’t
written anything since The Hermit o f 69th Street and that that
wasn’t really fiction. He explained that it was the most autobio
graphical book he’d ever written, more than even The Painted
Bird.
He said The Hermit was in large part a response to the 1982
Village Voice article accusing him of having others “help” him
write his books.
“It was one thing to have the Village Voice print that story,
but when other magazines, reputable magazines, ran the story,
people actually paid attention. I should have ignored it, but I
couldn’t.” He paused, “I really haven’t written anything else
since. I’ve been working mostly on the Foundation.” The Jewish
Presence Foundation, which he established in 1988, states that
its mission is “to preserve and encourage the presence of Jewish
creativity, invention and spirit and to concentrate on the positive
symbols of life over the negative symbols of victimization.”
“Anyway,” he said, “I don’t have a publisher. No one reads
my books anyway.”
“You can’t be serious,” I said.
“Of course I’m serious. I’m out of print.”
“Maybe in hardcover, but all nine of your novels are still in
print in paperback. The Painted Bird is required reading, for
God’s sake! You’re more famous than you seem to know, or are
you teasing me?”
“I’m not famous. My non-fiction books are out of print!” he
declared.
He paused for a moment, then continued, “Anyway, what
would I write? The stories that I had to write are written. There’s
nothing else to say. Really. Why go on?” he asked wistfully.
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What I saw in his eyes as he hung on those words was alarm
ing. His emotional malaise was visible. I knew he wasn’t talking
about his writing. Knowing his work and his past, I immediate
ly thought of suicide.
“But depression, even a hopeless one, is one
thing, suicide is quite another. Kosky
believes that in his life until now he had
considered suicide twice: first at the age of
six...then at nine, when, after a sudden loss
of speech (as much as of willingness to
talk), muted from within as well as from
without, he no longer wanted to continue as
a man.”
— Kosky in The Hermit o f 6gth Street, 1988
“You’re not talking about what I think you’re talking about,
are you?” I asked, looking straight into his dark eyes.
“I assure you,” he said, knowing exactly what I meant, “I am
not suicidal.”
Still staring at him, I asked, “Do you want to write?” It felt
for a moment like I was the seasoned writer, the teacher, and he,
the troubled and discouraged student.
“‘When we disbelieve what others could
do, we end up disbelieving what we could
do ourselves. That’s how we’re punished
for our failure to imagine.’”
— Fabian in Passion Play, 1979
“More than anything,” he said, his hands clasped in his lap.
“Then write. What more reason do you need?” I asked.
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“Who would read me?” he asked.
“I would. And everyone I know would.”
“Who would publish me?” he asked.
“Any number of publishers. I’m sure of it.”
“So what should I write about?” he asked, apparently look
ing for suggestions.
It occurred to me only later how flattering it was that he had
asked for my advice. At the time it just felt like two friends talk
ing.

“You’ve lived through so much.

You have endless

resources,” I said.
“I’ve written that story. I’m not going to tell the same story
again. Anyway, everyone’s sick of it,” he declared.
“Are you kidding?” I asked. “So many people still can’t even
talk about the Holocaust. You not only found your voice, you
were a ground-breaker in being able to write about it.”
He shrugged.
“Who do you read?” I asked.
“No one.”
“Come on, some favorite writers,” I urged.
“Fiction?” he asked. “I don’t read much fiction. I haven’t
read any in a long time. I remember liking Guy de Maupassant.”
“Anything more current?” I asked.
“No one.”
“Have you read Joyce Carol Oates?”
“Once and I hated it,” he said.
“When did you read her?”
“Oh, years ago,” he answered.
“Well,” I continued, “several years ago I read one of her nov
els, Do With Me What You Will, and it was transforming.”
“If you say so, I’ll give her another try. Which books should
I read?”
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He took out some note paper and a pen and wrote down a
few of my suggestions. He told me to read Confessions o f St.
Augustine.
“When I go to Florida, I want to finish the essays and then
try some stories.” His eyes were bright.
“Where in Florida will you be?”
“A polo community.”
Having read numerous articles about him in magazines,
some with photographs of him in full gear on a horse, I asked,
“Do you still play?”
“No,” he waved his hand, dismissing the idea. “I still get into
uniform and get on the horse, but I don’t play competitively. I
won’t let anyone who plays with me play competitively. I have
always chosen sports where I could look good in the uniform
rather than actually play the sport well.”
He made me laugh.

He was animated and humorous, a

complete change of mood again.
“A friend of mine,” he continued, “wanted me to use his gym
so I wouldn’t be so stiff when I got down to Florida. And so I
went. And I couldn’t understand why I felt so uncomfortable.
There was a big locker room and showers next to it, all very clean.
And I felt squeamish. Sick to my stomach.
“I started trying to get out of going. But I knew it was silly.
This was for my own good. It took me three weeks before I fig
ured out what was bothering me. I realized that being in the
locker room, taking off my clothes, I was unconsciously afraid
that they would see I was Jewish and they would kill me.”
“God!” I said. My eyes burned as I grasped the effect of this
fifty-year-long reach of horror.
“Of course,” he said, matter-of-factly, “once I realized this, I
was able to go to the gym.”
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“You see,” I ventured, “the Village Voice problem, a little
writer’s block, even your heart condition; these are temporary
conditions. They must pale in comparison to what you’ve already
survived.”
“So many others had it far worse. What I went through was
n’t so extraordinary compared to others.”
“If you don’t let yourself have a right to that pain, it will
never let you go,” I said.
He sat there pensively for a moment without saying any
thing. He just watched me. I couldn’t believe I was giving advice
to him, but it felt so natural to be talking with him this way.
“My problem,” he said, “is that the lovers in my books have
always found their freedom through sexuality. How do I write
about a relationship now? In the age of AIDS, how do I let them
embrace?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s the human condition in our
time. You could find a way to reflect that. To figure it out. We’re
all trying to find out how to embrace. Especially now.”
“Always careful to keep his fantasy in
check, so as to release the imagination of
his listener, Fabian might explain the art of
horsemanship, talk of strategies of combat
to one for whom victory was beyond reach,
chronicle the embraces of lovers to one who
would embrace no more.”
— Fabian in Passion Play, 1979
I wondered if losing his writing voice was tantamount to
being sexually impotent.

If he could not help his characters

speak and because of AIDS, he could not help them embrace,
perhaps he believed there truly was nothing more he could say.
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Seemingly distracted, he asked, “What is that perfume
you’re wearing? It is absolutely wonderful.” He took my hand
and breathed in the aroma from my wrist.
“‘Beautiful,’ made by Estee Lauder.”
I excused myself to go to the powder room. He stood as I got
up.

He reached his hand toward me and touched my cheek.

“Exquisite,” he said.
“Thank you,” I whispered, somewhat dizzy from the wine and
flattery.
Away from the table, I thought to myself how utterly
depressed this man seemed to be. Too depressed to be flirting with
me. Even if he was, and although the attention was somewhat
overwhelming, I wasn’t attracted to him in any romantic way.
Plus, he was a married man. But I wasn’t sure what he wanted.
Actually, I interpreted his interest and compliments as fatherly. I
wondered if that’s how he felt.
When I returned to the table he asked about my morning
schedule. I told him my first appointment was at 11:00 A.M.
“Ah, self-employment!” he laughed. “Well then, would you
like to go somewhere for an after-dinner drink?”
“Sure,” I said. I looked at my watch for the first time that
evening and it was already 11:00 P.M. The time was disappearing.

I

n the cab he talked about how he and his friends used to go
out late at night in different disguises; that he liked disguis
es, as I knew from his books. Disguises bring out the ambi

guity of the self, he said. But he added that most of his friends
had died of AIDS.
I sensed that he missed those days. There was a loneliness.
As the cab pulled in front of Marylou’s on Ninth Street in the
Village, he said he wanted to fool the owner, a friend of his.
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“I have needed to change my identity so
often in recent years, I’ve come to look
upon disguise as more than a means of per
sonal liberation: it’s a necessity. My life
depends on my being able to instantly cre
ate a new persona and slip out of the past...
my disguise is never simply a deception or
a hoax. It is an attempt to expand the
range of another’s perception. Confronted
with my camouflage, it is the witness who
deceives himself, allowing his eyes to give
my new character credibility and authentic
ity. I do not fool him; he either accepts or
rejects my altered truth.”
— Tarden in Cockpit, 1975
He said, “When we go in, I’m going to introduce you as my
daughter. Okay?”
I thought it was odd, but decided my playing along was
important to him.
“Sure,” I said.
As we entered, the bar area was fairly crowded.

Jerzy

walked me around, showing me the different rooms of the
restaurant. One of the back rooms, which was empty, had wallto-wall bookshelves filled with old books. In the dim light it gave
off a similar feeling to the Algonquin Hotel bar late in the
evening.
Unfortunately, the owner wasn’t there that night, and Jerzy
was disappointed. But that didn’t stop him entirely from playing
out the disguise.
After we were seated and our drink order taken, Jerzy asked
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me, “So, does your mother know you're out with your father
tonight?”
“As a matter of fact, she does,” I said, playing my part. “I
spoke with her just before I was to meet you.”
“And what did she say?” he asked.
“She said to say ‘hello’ and to have a wonderful time.”
After our drinks arrived, he told me about one night at
Marylou’s when Norman Mailer had been in the dining room.
Jerzy had dressed up as one of the waiters and went over to take
his order. Finally, Jerzy had revealed himself and they had a
good laugh.
“You know I’m not often recognized,” Jerzy said.
“Of course you are,” I laughed. Just then I turned to the peo
ple at the next table, who apparently had all been listening atten
tively to our conversation. As I glanced at them, they were all
nodding in agreement with me. They all knew who he was.
Jerzy wouldn’t concede, however. He was convinced that I
was far over-rating his celebrity.
His mood changed as he shifted in his chair. With his body
at an angle, he looked at me dead on. With one eyebrow raised,
his eyes, not as piercing as the pictures of him, but as intense, he
said, “What if I can’t write?” Every writer’s nightmare.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I mean, what if I can’t write? What if I get to Florida and I
can’t write?” he asked.
“In order for his two existences to remain
valid, he had to be assured of his inspira
tion. He had to be filled with a need to
write and perform music, a need so over
powering that everything else would either
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lead to it or stem from it. He believed that
if he began to feel musically sterile for even
a moment, he would be lost.”
— James Osten in Pinball, 1982
“Do you think you have lost the ability?” I asked almost face
tiously.
“No.”
“Do you think you have some ideas?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Do you think a little humor would help?” I tried to joke.
“Everyone knows you’re intense. But not too many people know
how funny you can be.”
“Being There was humorous,” he objected.
“That’s true,” I said, surprised by his remark. “But let’s face
it, in general, you’re not exactly thought of as a comic writer.”
He laughed.
“But what do I do now?” he asked.
“With all your disguises,” I asserted, “with not writing for
awhile, do you think maybe you could be hiding? Do you think
you are still afraid?”
“I tried to explain that the freedom I have
always desired... means not being afraid,
not disguising myself and not performing,
not structuring my feeling to gain another’s
approval.”
— Jonathan Whalen in The Devil Tree, 1973
“He did not have to be afraid, for every
thing had its sequel, and the best that he
could do was to wait patiently for his own
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forthcoming appearance.”
— Chance in Being There, 1971
Shaken by my words, he took his napkin and pretended to
whip me with it. I was startled by his reaction.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was out of line.”
“No. You were right on target,” he acknowledged.
He looked stunned; like a wave had knocked him over. I was
afraid I had offended him.
“Are you really all right?” I questioned.
He said for the second time that evening, “I assure you, I am
not suicidal.”
I accepted this and asked, “And you still want to write?”
“Yes.”
“Then you will find a way,” I replied. “Just as you found a
way to survive everything else, you will survive this. There’s not
a person or thing in this world you should be afraid of. You’ve
faced every fearful thing before. This part is easy.”
“You think so?” he said ironically.
“Absolutely!” I exclaimed.
“What a good daughter you are to have such confidence in
me,” he said. Suddenly, he seemed more energetic, less sullen;
almost encouraged.

He continued, “I ought to get you home

before your mother will want to have words with me.”
“Yes, Dad,” I said.

W

e left the restaurant with patrons staring after us. In
the cab uptown, both of us were slumped casually
and comfortably in the back seat as though we had

ridden up Sixth Avenue this way together a thousand times.
He said, “You know I have an adopted brother, the one my
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parents adopted during the War.”
“Yes, I know,” I said. It was one of the corrections he made
when I worked on his bio for Contemporary Authors.
He nodded, remembering that I would know.
“The only time I saw him in thirty years,” he said, “was when
I went back to Poland for the only time since I left, to bury my
mother.”
“That must have been so difficult: being in Poland again, the
death of your mother. And seeing a brother you never asked for,”
I speculated.
“Being in Poland wasn’t so bad. Seeing my adopted brother
was strained. It was difficult circumstances. But he and I did
talk.”
I asked him if they had come to an understanding about the
past, about the present. He told me that they came to more of an
understanding than they had before.
“You know,” he began, “they all stayed there. I was the only
one who left. My parents stayed. He stayed.”
“When you were reunited with your parents after the War,”
I said, “here you were, twelve years old, you couldn’t speak, years
of separation, and your parents had adopted this other son. In a
child’s mind, with a child’s emotions, I can only imagine that you
must have felt you had been replaced.”
“Well, I should have been better about it,” he said. “After all,
he had it far worse than me. He lost both his parents in the war.
Mine were both alive.”
I argued that he was minimizing what had happened to him.
But again, Jerzy did not want to portray that he had suffered
anything greater than anyone else who had been there.
Every sunrise, he would step outside to
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gaze at mountain peaks. Serenity would
come to him from measuring the insignifi
cance of his own life against these peaks.”
— Tarden in Cockpit, 1975
Changing the subject, he said, “You know, with my disguis
es, my friends and I used to go all over this city at 4:00 A.M. It’s
an entirely different city at that hour. Now that those friends are
gone, I go alone, but not as much.”
“Whenever I am in a large city, I often go
for walks around three or four o’clock in
the morning. I feel like a solitary visitor in
a vast, private museum...All this makes me
feel that I am one of the few survivors left
to contemplate the urban remains...”
— Tarden in Cockpit, 1975
Thinking about trusting strangers on the street in the mid
dle of the night, I wondered about his safety. I asked, “Have you
ever seen the movie or read the book, Looking fo r Mr.
GoodbarT I sensed that danger was his constant shadow.
“I assure you, I’m very careful,” he said. “But I must tell you,
I have never been afraid in this city. Not on 125th Street, not in
Little Italy, Chinatown or the East Village. Nothing in New York
scares me. Nazis scare me.”
“There’s a movie I just saw that you would like,” I told him.
“It’s about how people disguise themselves all the time. It’s a
French-Dutch production called The Vanishing.’ It’s playing
down on Twelfth Street.”
“If you say it’s good, I’d like to see it,” he said. “But I’d love
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to see it with you. You wouldn’t want to see it again would you?”
“I’d be happy to see it with you,” I answered. “Could we see
it before you leave for Florida?”
“Absolutely,” he said excitedly. “How’s tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow’s fine,” I said. This was unbelievable, I thought.
I was uncertain as to where this might lead. Was I his new best
friend? Would I actually see him the following day?
“I’ll have to make sure of my schedule, but I think it’s fine.”
When the taxi pulled in front of my apartment building on
the Upper West Side, Jerzy got out first and walked me to the
door.
“So, I’ll call you tomorrow to confirm.”
“Okay,” I agreed. “Thank you so much for this incredible
evening.”
“No,” he replied, “thank you.” He then bent down to kiss me
very sweetly, very fatherly, on the cheek.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he shouted as he jumped back into
the waiting cab. At that moment a heart condition seemed the
furthest thing from his mind.
I watched the car pull away and went upstairs to my apart
ment in a daze, thoughts swirling in my head.
It was 2:00 A.M.
Half an hour later the phone rang. Somehow I knew it was
Jerzy.
“Did I wake you?” he asked.
“No. I’m still up.”
“I wanted to tell you what a wonderful time I had tonight,”
he explained.
“I had a wonderful time, too,” I said.
“I also wanted to tell you,” he hesitated, “that when your
mother and I were planning to have you, we had no idea you
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would turn out so great.”
“Thank you, Dad,” I said, with unexpected tears welling up
in my eyes. “That means a lot to me.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“Okay.”
We said, “Goodnight.”
As I hung up the phone, I started to cry. I hadn’t told Jerzy
that my own father had died only three years ago. Maybe he
sensed my loss.

Regardless, for a few hours, Jerzy Kosinski

wanted to be my father. I was the child he longed for. And for a
few hours, he was a great dad.

T

he next day Jerzy called several times leaving messages;
something about a business dinner. We’d have to post
pone the movie. Was I free for a drink later?

I was deflated.

When I called back, I spoke with Kiki. She knew all about
me. She spoke to me as though I was an old friend. She said
Jerzy wanted to know if he could see me after the business din
ner. I asked her to have him call me when he was finished. I was
soaring yet again, to know that Jerzy had talked with his wife
about our meeting.
As the hours clicked by, I wondered if Jerzy would call at all.
Finally, the phone rang at 11:30 P.M. Jerzy apologized profusely
for the time and for the dinner having run late.
“I suppose you are already in bed,” he guessed.
“Yes,” I said.
“Well, then it’s too late to get together?” he offered, leaving
the possibility of an answer either way.
I hesitated.
“Oh, it is. I’m very disappointed. I was looking forward to
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seeing you.”
I said I was too. Then he added, “I will call you the minute I
return from Florida and we will get together then. All right?”
“That will be terrific!” I exclaimed.
“Would you do me a favor?” he asked.
“Of course,” I said.
“When I get back from Florida, would you mind reading
what I write there?”
“Mind? Are you kidding?” I said. “I’d be honored.”
“Great,” he replied. “I want to thank you for giving me just
what I needed last night. I feel ready to write now. And the ideas
you gave me, you’re really very creative.”
I was overwhelmed.
“I’ll call you the minute I return.”
I told him to have a good and productive trip and we said our
goodbyes.
When I didn’t hear from him in three weeks, then four
weeks, I thought to myself, he will never call me again.

It

occurred to me that perhaps the writing hadn’t gone well in
Florida. Maybe he was too depressed. Maybe he was just busy.
I thought of writing a note to him to see how he was, but I
didn’t want to push. I waited. And then he was gone.
I got the news of his suicide early on May 3rd, 1991 from a
friend who had seen the morning television news, and although I
was shocked, I was not really surprised. I was just distressed that
his patience with his anguish had run out.

I

n 1968, Jerzy Kosinski wrote an essay, “The Art of the Self:
Essays apropos Steps,” published in Exile and by ScientiaFactum, in which he states:
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“In committing suicide, the man makes
himself historical (that is, people can and
must preface their statements about him
with ‘he was’). He is transferring the bur
den of his past onto the shoulders of the
world, onto history.
“But even in self-destruction, his shadow
outlives him. He imposes on other people
the necessity for remembering and for
judging him, for summarizing him as a
character. He creates the means to outlive
himself.”
In the weeks that followed, I kept thinking that maybe he
had disguised himself yet again and I would recognize him sitting
quietly on a bus or walking down the street. I would ask him bet
ter questions. I would tell him how angry I was that he was gone.
But I realized this was my refusal to accept his death. He was a
spiritual alchemist, who for a few hours was my father. And I
was his daughter.

I

found the passage in St. Augustine, Book Four, Chapter VII,
that I imagined Jerzy wanted me to find:

“Where was my heart to flee for refuge
from my heart? Whither was I to fly,
where I would not follow? In what place
would I not be prey to myself?” ■

My Last Freelance Job
and My Next One
By Joanne Joseph

First at the current jobfromhell
I’ll work one final day
For the dysfunctional film distributor (worth
millions I’m told)
Though he won’t spend a penny on present
needs — salaries, equipment, comforts
He’s out of time, computer-resistant still
Had to thread the replacement typewriter ribbon for me
(I never could do that)
Or nothing would get done

He barely lets me go to the bathroom, I get no food break,
there’s no space to work
Papers, files, boxes, piled from floor to ceiling,
and all over the desks, shelves, chairs

Legal contracts have their heads inside their butts, where
their diction is unfathomable

He dictates to me from unreadable handwritten notes,
I write it down
Then, “strike that,” he says, I do
He starts again, says the same thing
I have to write it all, “stet” won’t do,
He says the opposite of what he means to say,
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My mind editing his words as he goes, trying to replace his
wrong ones, I’ve lost it before I start
But somehow I type it up, give it to him
Aching to leave/haggling to be paid And for the past four nights he has called me
at home at 11:30 PM
Because he can’t find where he put the work I did
To salt the wounds
When I did run down the hall to the bathroom
last time I was there
Money left my wallet in an instant
Whoever did it was so clever quick quiet brave
it was near magic
A freelancer far better than I am
I acted swiftly, took the temp agency’s next waiting job for me
It’s at the World Trade Center
Fate, they tell me, no matter how unresolved
the political issues,
Does not allow a second bomb to be detonated in the same place ...
I’ll be fine
That neighborhood, flexed with tourists and capital in its tall
steel-muscled limbs
Flourishes
I will transcribe for physical therapists there,
benign repairers of
human flesh
Maybe be given free massages for all my aches

M
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The agency will take
One third of the fee, but
Everyone likes me
I start next week
My teeth don’t unclench
And there’s no one to talk to anyway
So the poem gets it
It’s for the poem - this ugly work To pay the bills, to stay alive, to do the poem ■
[poem written one year after the first WTC bombing]

The People on the Bus
by Elise Blackwell

O

n Thursday, a woman climbs onto the bus at Fourth
and Morrow and takes a seat on the vertical bench at
the front left of the bus, under the sign requesting that

such seats be yielded to disabled or elderly passengers. The
woman’s skin is as white and fine-pored as the interior of a
radish, and her small blue eyes sit beneath the thinnest eyebrows
that Stuart has ever seen. Hers is a baby’s head, grown large and
attached to a woman’s body. Noticing his stare, she tightens her
eyes and pulls her mouth into a silent snarl. Now, Stuart thinks,
now she looks like an adult.
Stuart became a bus person without intending to, sliding
sideways into the identity after a year of being merely a person
who, in the absence of exceptionally fine weather, rode the bus to
his work at the library. Without meaning to, he became a man
who knows the drivers’ names and days off. With the other bus
people, he grumbles about the expert flown in from Portland,
who redrew the routes without understanding that Cleaver Street
is, inexplicably but unarguably, driven more than its parallels.
And because the expert did not calculate that the downtown’s
largest employer runs in two shifts everyday except Tuesday and
Sunday, and the schedule is awry at certain times on certain
days. Everyone knows an empty bus is no good—a city will not
continue to fund an empty bus—but a bus without enough seats
for its riders is no good either.
Saying that bus people share a body of knowledge and dis
course of complaint is not to say that all bus people are the same.
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Stuart, in whom library work has magnified certain predisposi
tions and developed particular skills to the exclusion of others,
considers himself an amateur taxonomist-at-large. He often
makes lists of types, occasionally of things but most often of peo
ple, working sometimes from observation and induction, but just
as often from his own mental scheme of how things sit in the
world.
His taxonomy of bus people includes two subgroups of
Spanish-speaking women who ride to their jobs as maids. Those
who clean rooms in the downtown hotels wear black dresses and
white aprons and sit alone with their drooping mouths and
shoulders. The maids who clean suburban houses wear street
clothes and ride in loquacious gaggles. There are the college stu
dents, of course, and solitary old ladies with their wheeled gro
cery bags, looking anxious on their way out but triumphant rid
ing home, their bags filled with their stingy diets of white bread
and bacon and canned pineapple. And there are the working
men—huddled even in summer-weight shirts, eyes narrow, angry
at the judges who have forbidden them, for six or twelve or twen
ty-four months, from driving the cars on which they still make
payments.
The baby-faced woman with the radish-white skin falls into
none of Stuart’s categories, which might be why he leans his head
against the window as the bus approaches the bench at Fourth
and Morrow the next day. She is not there, and Stuart forgets
about her until Tuesday, when she boards and this time sits in
one of the horizontal rows, just in front of him. He thinks with
some satisfaction that a Tuesday-Thursday bus schedule means a
course at the university until he realizes that the woman has only
an oversized purse. She carries no books or notebooks or packs
of paper to confirm that she is a student of any kind. She has
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nothing on her that gives Stuart any hope of identifying her slot
in the bus caste system.
She sits sideways, legs pointing toward the center of the bus,
looking back over her arm and directly at Stuart. “I propose a lit
tle game. I’ll give you a word every time I see you and you bring
me back its meaning.”
Stuart watches as one of her line-thin eyebrows twitches. He
tries to find a blemish or even a pore on her water-perfect skin.
“You mean you want me to look up the definitions of words for
you?”
“The definition is a good place to start—I mean I’ve seen you
in the library so that makes complete sense—but you can do bet
ter than just that. Embellish, analogize, agonize. Capture the
word. Illustrate the word.”
Stuart stares at the indentation over the middle of her top
lip. He accesses the word for that body part: filtrum. Hers is
oddly narrow and deep, calling attention to her curvy lips. Maybe
a baby’s head but not a baby’s face.
“There’s a prize in it for you if you make it to six.”
Her eyebrows seem preternaturally thin, yet the curve is not
artificial and there are stray hairs. Natural, not plucked, Stuart
thinks, registering the trait as a clue.
“Maybe I picked the wrong man for the job, but I’m going to
give you a chance. Your first word is lim itary” She pulls the cord
requesting the next stop and rises before Stuart formulates a
response. “See you Thursday,” she calls from the front of the bus,
and Stuart looks around to see if anyone had noticed.
“Limitary,” he says aloud. He has a pen but no paper. After
briefly considering writing the word on his hand, he realizes that
he is unlikely to forget it. It is a word he has considered before, a
word that overlaps with yet is not quite the same as the more
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common limitation. “Limitary,” he repeats, hoping to groove his
memory with that one word.
Without putting the word out of his mind, Stuart works dili
gently and forbids himself the dictionary. Finally, finally, an hour
off the clock, but in those minutes the dictionary fails him: Of or
relating to a limit or boundary; limiting, restrictive; limited. This
leads him to limit, which is not a wild goose chase nor a snipe
hunt but the same thing in the end: Beyond which we cannot,
may not proceed. That which confines, which restricts. The
greatest amount allowed. Even math lets him down: a number or
point that is approached by a function. The best, the closest to
something, is just this: One that approaches or exceeds certain
limits, as of credibility, forbearance or acceptability.
He has two days—no, less, just more than a day and a half—
to think this through.
Numbers and even the words on cards and screens swim
away his afternoon.
“Thank you but no,” Stuart says to the pretty, plain-faced
coworker with the flat chest and round bottom. “The caffeine
only keeps me awake.”
“Decaffeinated, then?” she asks, but he is already shaking
his head.
Thursday the baby-headed woman is at Fourth and Morrow
and climbing aboard. She sits in front of him, ignores him. The
bus stops once, twice, thrice. The bus nears the last place she dis
embarked. “Well?” she whispers, not even looking.
He has practiced. He says, “Of or pertaining to you.”
Her laugh is a snort. “That’s good. Quite good. I expected to
be disappointed. I won’t say I’m appointed, but that’s better than
I’d thought.”
Stuart wishes. Stuart is fervent. Look at me, he thinks.

G L O B A L CI TY R L Y I L W

159/

She rises, does not look, does not even glance. “Surprisal,”
she says and she’s leaving the bus.
And he already knows what he will say: “Of or pertaining to
you.”
On Tuesday, she looks at him, but looks away when he deliv
ers his line. “Now I am most definitely less than appointed. That
was a good answer only once.”
His heart thumps, multidirectional like Spirograph, and his
mind is blank with something to say.
“Shall I give you one more chance?” Finally she turns her
large baby head, blinds him with the white skin, lifts the wafer
eyebrows. “This is your chance: enharmonic.”
“I know what it means,” he said.
She holds her hand, an invisible press. “I should hope so.
Who doesn’t? But that’s not the game. You have until Thursday,
and you’d better leave me out of the definition.”
This time, Stuart does not wait until his midday break to
look up the word. He reddens as he realizes that he was wrong,
that he had not remembered the correct definition. Enharmonic,
the dictionary insists, involves the use of two different written
representations of the same tone, such as A flat and B sharp.
Musical synonyms, he thinks, wondering if that will pass muster
as an answer.
When the flat-chested librarian invites him to lunch, he
declines. “No time,” he says.
On Wednesday, this coworker does not speak to him. He
notices in a meeting that her eyes are pretty, nut-rich in color and
shape. She is watching the head librarian, an older man whose
fastidiousness engenders respect as well as annoyance.
Stuart struggles with sleep Wednesday night and thus with
waking Thursday morning. He misses breakfast, but he makes
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the right bus. As the bus closes in on Fourth and Morrow, he
leans into the window. Even on this warm day, the glass that flat
tens his cheek to a plane is cool.
The woman boards. There are only three other passengers,
but she takes the seat next to him as though it is the only avail
able one. The outside lines of their thighs nearly touch.
“Well?” she says, brusque, all business and matter-of-fact,
as though theirs is a normal transaction.
“You say to-may-to, I say to-mah-to.” Stuart tries to smile.
The woman does not smile. “I’d say we have a winner, but
I’m no fan of overstatement. But I will say there’s luck or skill
enough to let you stay in the game. Listen carefully, because I feel
like whispering at most: lustral.”
This time Stuart knows better than to watch her leave.
He fetches a dictionary on the way to his desk. Lustral: per
taining to, or used in a rite of purification, pertaining to a lus
trum, which is a ceremonial purification of the entire ancient
Roman population for five years; a period of five years.
Stymied and placing his faith in his subconscious mind and
the unfractured time of the coming weekend, Stuart pushes lus
tral from his mind and concentrates on his work for the rest of
that day and the next.
On Sunday night, the panic rises. As he falls asleep, over and
over, he chants the word in the hope that it will fold into his
dreams.
The extraordinarily beautiful weather of Monday morning
reminds him that it is approaching a non-bus time of year. His
eyes are tired at the beginning of the work day and exhausted by
five. That night, he eats dinner, puts on bedclothes early, checks
the setting of his alarm clock twice.
He is watching the mottled gray-black of the street fuzz by
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and weighing the stupidity of his answer when she boards, a full
two stops early.
“You’re early,” he says as she sits in front of him, takes her
sideways posture.
“Early for what? I’m not on a schedule.”
He presses his forehead to the window, watches the street
regain its speed as the bus moves on.
“Well?”
“It seems that we are on a bit of a schedule, no?” He waits,
and she glares at him. “All right, then. Spring cleaning.”
She smiles a whole smile, nods. “That’s pretty good. Simple,
direct, nothing fancy. It’ll do. Your next word is luxate.”
“You’re using a dictionary and you only turned one page.
Lustral to luxate. Are you joking or getting lazy? Losing heart,
phoning it in, rolling over.”
“No role changes.” She sinks her measly eyebrows down,
squinting. “You’re the mouse, and I’m the cat. I’m it, and you run.
I pose, and you answer. If you want to play—and God knows no
one’s making you, one wonders why you persist—the word is lux
ate.”
On Friday, Stuart walks to the library, but it takes an hour
and he returns home on the bus. Over the weekend, he pulls the
old bicycle from the wall hooks, oils its breaks, changes tubes,
tests the bell. Luxate, he thinks. To dislocate, put out of joint.
On Monday he rides the clean bike to the library, chains it to
the rack on the side of the building. The pretty-eyed librarian
gets out of the passenger seat of the head librarian’s car. “See you
inside,” she says to Stuart’s boss, her voice sweet from her nor
mal-sized head.
Luxate, Stuart thinks.
Rain falls as he rides home, through the tunnel under Ninth
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Street, along the river, over the bridge. The shower is light and
warm, and would not much mind the rain, except that he worries
that his waterproof backpack might leak around the zipper. He
can think of few things more wrong than a wet book.
On Tuesday morning he rides the bus. The woman he has
come to think of as nemesis or, just sometimes, girlfriend-to-be,
is not waiting at Fourth and Morrow. No one waits at that stop,
and the bus driver does not even slow until he hits the sharp
curve onto Main. Stuart thinks: she’s playing more games. She’ll
board at an unexpected stop. But he is wrong.
He wakes early on Wednesday, planning to ride the bike,
refusing to be tricked into riding the bus on a day that is not a
game day. But the morning is quite cool, and he does ride the
bus. There is only one other passenger, and it occurs to Stuart
that the bus is emptier and emptier, as though he’s fallen into a
science fiction story where the world is shrinking and people
vanish from its edges. He searches for the driver’s eyes in the
large rear-view mirror and is relieved to recognize the cerulean
blue. Henry, he thinks, and then wonders when Henry started
morning routes.
She’s there, at her usual stop, on Thursday morning. She
takes the seat behind him. “Don’t turn around,” she whispers.
“Luxate,” he says, facing the empty space in front of him.
“What you are trying to do to me.”
“Succeeding,” she says.
“That’s not much of a challenge. Succeeding.”
“That’s not your word, you dolt. Luxate is what I’m succeed
ing in doing to you.”
Stuart wants to turn around and see if her eyes are the shape
of nuts. That might compensate for the color, because, really,
brown eyes are the prettiest on women. But he knows better and

G L O B A L CI TY REV1LW

[031

holds his gaze forward. “Then, pray tell, what is my word?”
“Pons asinorum.” And she pulls the cord.
Stuart spends Thursday night composing it, and on Friday
he submits the letter of resignation to his boss.
“But why?” the older man asks. “I hope this isn’t over
Mandy. I just, well, we fell in love. These things happen. Why
don’t I leave this letter right here on my desk, not touch it for a
week? Then if you still want to leave, I’ll start the paperwork. And
if you don’t, this never happened.”
“My decision is unrelated to Mandy. I need a change. I’m
giving a lot of thought to outdoor work.”
“Perhaps you do need to take some time off.” Too paunchy
to lean over the desk, the man is awkward when he shakes
Stuart’s hand. “Best of luck then.”
On both Saturday and Sunday, Stuart rides his bike for
miles and miles. On Monday, he takes a long walk. On Tuesday
morning, when he boards the bus, his face and forearms are
burned deep pink. As the bus nears Fourth and Morrow, he
stands, holds onto the handrail. Two women below him, unde
terred by his sudden proximity, speak rapid Spanish.
“Don’t be ridiculous and sit down,” the woman tells him as
she bustles by with her large purse, her large head.
He takes the seat in front of her, assumes one of her favorite
postures, looking over his arm, locking eyes. Yes, he thinks, not
almonds but filberts. One kind of nut-shaped eye.
“I’m waiting,” she says, flattening her mouth into something
like a line that fails because of the curvy lips.
“It was a trick word. You were trying to get me to say that
pons asinomm is what you are giving me so that you could fault
me for insufficiently varying my last answer. ‘Leave me out of it,’
that’s what you were going to say.”
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Her mouth parts, the balsa brows lift. “Not bad, but you’ve
only given me a not-answer. What is the answer?”
“Today I choose definition, stick to the books. Pons asinorum: a problem that severely tests the ability of someone inexpe
rienced. But you have me all wrong.”
She looks out the window, presses her nose against it, pulls
back slightly and generates a small fogged circle with her breath.
She sinks back into her seat and shrugs.
“That’s six,” Stuart says. “I am curious to see my prize.”
“Oh!” She holds her hand laxly over her agape mouth,
whether in feigned or true surprise Stuart cannot discern. “Did
you really think there was a prize? I said that, didn’t I?” She leans
back to buck up her hips to dig in her pockets. Failing there, she
roots, hand like a snout, in her bag. “Here you go.” She presents
a blue stone on the center of her palm as though a ring on a vel
vet plate. “It’s pretty,” she says. “Something in it glitters. Maybe
you can spend the time you’ll now have on your hands figuring
out what kind of rock it is. Maybe it will be the start of a collec
tion. You can make labels for your rocks. Big labels with words
like sedimentary and igneous and others that say quartz and then
those little ones that say mica and whatnot.”
She shoulders her bag and pulls the cord. “Can I ask you
something?”
Stuart, still absorbed in the blue stone, nods.
“Did you really count to six? Did you really keep track?”
He nods and nods and she goes on, posing her questions
even as she leaves the bus. “Were you disappointed when I
wasn’t on this bus? Did you ever miss it yourself, or did you run
for it and make it, even if it meant going without a shower? Did
you set two alarms to make sure that would never happen, to
make sure you would never miss a word?”
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Even after she is irrevocably on the sidewalk and the bus
swings left on Sixteenth Street, heading toward the library where
he used to work, Stuart hears her voice, asking questions that
sound simpler than they could possibly be. ■

Faith and Philadelphia
By Chet Kozlowski

T

here was a time when I invested my father with extraor
dinary powers.
“Can Daddy fly?” I asked my mother.

I remember she looked startled. “Not that I know of,” she
replied.
“Is Daddy Superman?”
I remember she snorted. “Not by a long shot,” she said. Her
sarcasm was lost on me, of course. I was only four.
We were sitting at the kitchen table. She was painting a big
red S on a T-shirt smoothed out at her elbows, and I was watch
ing her. My father was around somewhere, doing something. It
was Saturday, which meant he was doing odd jobs around the
property for our landlady, Mrs. Jerold.
“What makes you think he’s Superman, honey?” my mother
asked. She stood and crossed to the stove. Her slippers shuffled.
Her hair was messy in that morning way.
“He looks like him, Mom,” I said.
“Believe me.” She turned on the burner under the teakettle.
“He ain’t him.” My mother came back to the table and resumed
her work, painting with extra care to get the S just right into that
crazy diamond shape.
My confusion was understandable, I think: my father
resembled the actor who played Superman on the television
show just as all men of a certain age, race and social class resem
bled each other in the fifties. Hairstyles were standard, closecropped and neat. Fashion was standard, too: my father had his
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work clothes, his home clothes, and his office clothes. His office
clothes were suits, which looked to me like the suits Clark Kent
wore, the ones he tore off to reveal the Superman costume under
neath.
And to further complicate matters, my mother looked like
Lois Lane when she dressed up. Mostly she wore the bathrobe,
and sat at the table, staring out the window, drinking coffee.
Television was new back then. We were one of the few fam
ilies we knew who owned a set; they were still too expensive.
Ours had been a wedding present to my parents, and was built
like an afterthought into what was known then as an “entertain
ment console,” a sprawling structure of gleaming wood veneer
that occupied one wall of our living room. It had doors. Open the
one on the right, there was a radio with thick knobs and a face
that lit up like the Chrysler Building. Lift the lid on top and there
was a clunky tone arm and a turntable. Open the door on the left,
and there was the tiny television screen. When you turned a dial,
it sputtered to life. The darkness dissolved into grainy gray
streaks that winked and squirmed and eventually coalesced into
a picture.
My family watched the television every evening. My father
came home from work, we ate supper, and we watched the tele
vision. I watched until my bedtime, my parents into the night.
I watched whatever was on: cartoons and cowboys,
wrestling and variety shows. These programs defined the world
for me. Take the Roy Rogers Show. Roy was a singing cowboy
who had adventures in the Old West with his wife, Dale Evans.
Problems arose and were solved, all in a half hour, including
commercials. When the credits rolled, Roy and Dale were there
singing “Happy Trails to You,” their smiling faces cheek to cheek,
superimposed on a massive Texas sky. They were benevolent
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giants looming over a miniature town in which tiny pedestrians
walked the streets, going about their lives, either oblivious or
accustomed to the apparition in the skies above them. All this
made a powerful impression on four-year-old me, and for the
longest time I assumed that Roy and Dale were Mr. and Mrs.
God.
But my favorite show was Superman. I lived for seven
o’clock on Monday. I would sit cross-legged, transfixed by the
glowing image of a man with a big S on his chest. He stood strad
dling the earth, his cape unfurling majestically against a back
drop of the infinite universe, poised to employ his amazing abil
ities in the service of Truth, Justice and the American Way. He
could fly. He was faster than a speeding bullet, able to leap tall
buildings in a single bound, and could bend steel in his bare
hands. In one episode, he squeezed a lump of coal so hard it
turned into a diamond.
“There.” My mother held the T-shirt in the air. We both
admired her handiwork. The red S would cover my chest.
My father came into the room. He went to the sink, and
filled a glass from the tap. “Whew,” he said. “Hot out today.” He
chugged down the water, then exhaled a satisfied gasp. “Heck of
a day to be doing windows.” He wiped at his forehead with the
back of his arm. The teakettle on the stove popped and shushed.
We lived in a second-story flat in Cohoes, a mill town in
upstate New York. My father worked in Albany, which was a good
distance away, and Cohoes was the closest town where he could
afford to rent. My father was going to build us a house, that was
his plan, but it would be years before he would save up enough
money to do it.
My mother knelt down in front of me. “Reach for the sky,”
she told me. I held my arms up, up, up and she slipped the shirt
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over them.
“Well, look at you, Sport,” my father said. He had on a Tshirt himself, the white one he always worked in. It was mapped
with sweat. “Who are you supposed to be?”
“Superman!” I cried. The theme song sounded in my head
as I said it.
“Your mom paint that shirt for you?” he asked. I nodded
excitedly. “Nice work, Anne,” he said. My mother didn’t answer.
“Anne?” my father repeated.
My mother didn’t take her eyes off me. She said, “Honey, if
you’re Superman, do me a favor. Turn this place into
Philadelphia.”
Philadelphia. That was where my mother was from. Her
family was there, and she was the only one to leave, to live with
my father. The way she said the word suggested someplace mag
ical and faraway. I’d hear that word, too, coming from the living
room through my bedroom walls late at night, mixed in with
sounds from the television. “We’ll return after this word from our
sponsor —” “When will we have the house?” “You’ll wonder
where the yellow went —” “You’ve got to have a little faith,
Anne...” “—when you brush your teeth with Pepsodent.” “For this
I left Philadelphia.” And so forth.
“Philadelphia again,” my father said, now, in our kitchen.
“Always Philadelphia.”
My mother didn’t answer him. She told me to turn around.
She brought down my cape, which was really an old dish towel
that she’d also painted an S on. She opened a safety pin and put
it in her mouth. She still had her back to my father when she said,
“That’s what you were doing, the windows?”
“Yeah, Anne,” my father replied.
“More yard work?”
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“Yeah, Anne, more yard work,” he said. “You know that’s the
deal. I do the yard work, Mrs. Jerold gives us a break on the
rent.”
My mother fastened one end of the cape to my shirt at the
shoulder. She opened another safety pin. “Like she appreciates
it,” she said to my father, still not looking at him.
“She doesn’t have to appreciate it,” he replied. “It’s the
deal.”
“You know,” my mother said, the pin bobbing in her lips, “I
went out there looking for you. She was in the yard. Over by her
rose bushes. I said to her, ‘Is Chuck around?’ and she looked at
me like I was speaking Chinese. ‘Chuck?’ she said. She didn’t
know who I was talking about. So I said, *You know, Mr.
Markowski?’ She stood there and thought and thought, and still
nothing. Then she said ‘Oh! You must mean Charles!’” My moth
er made a face. “Charles!” she said. “That’s what she calls you!”
“What’s wrong with that?” My father’s tone was weary.
“Charles.” My mother said it in a sneer. “That’s a janitor’s
name. A servant. She doesn’t even think of you as a man. You’re
a Charles.”
“Now, Anne...” Just then the teakettle went off. My mother
flinched at the sound; the hand that held the pin jumped and I
felt a sharp stab.
“Ow!” I yelped.
“Sorry, honey,” she said. She rubbed where she’d hurt me.
She gave me a kiss on the cheek and looked me over. “My hero,”
she sighed. She spun me around and swatted my heinie. “Go play
in the living room,” my mother said.
“Come play with me, Mom,” I begged.
“Later,” she said. She stood, tightening the sash of her
bathrobe around her, and walked past my father to the teakettle

G L O B A L CI TY R E V I E W

1711

yammering on the stove. The noise stopped. I ran off, my new
cape fluttering behind me.
I remember our apartment as being big. I tell you this, that
to my four-year-old eyes the apartment was big, because my
mother always complained that it was too small. These discus
sions, too, would seep through my wall at night.
“I’m suffocating here,” I’d hear her say.
“It’s not that bad,” my father would respond.
“All I do is stay inside,” she would say.
“Go out for a walk,” my father would suggest. “Meet people.”
“How can I with him?” she would say, meaning me.
“Take him with you,” my father would tell her.
From the steep back stairs you entered a small mud porch,
then came down a narrow hall into the kitchen. Two bedrooms
fed off the rear of the room, and there was an archway on the
opposite wall that led through a long dining room and into the
living room. I used to run the length of it, my arms stretched out
in front of me, pretending to fly. There were two windows in the
front wall of the living room. And on this day that Vm telling you
about, one of those windows was open.
It must’ve been open enough for me to climb through. It
seems impossible now, I was only four years old, but somehow I
managed to get out. I crawled out onto the roof over the front
porch. I got to my feet and, in that instant, my entire world
changed. I was higher than I’d ever been, higher even than on
piggy back rides atop my father’s shoulders. A panorama opened
all around me. A car horn honked in the distance. Birds frittered
in trees. People moved about in their yards. I could smell some
one’s dinner cooking.
I went to the edge of the roof and looked straight down. Cars
rolled both ways on the street below. On the stretch of sidewalk
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that ran in front of the house my sand pail lay where I’d left it. It
looked tiny. The toe of my sneaker touched the rain gutter and it
rattled flimsily.
I don’t know how long I stood there, on the edge of the roof,
soaking it all in. The sun caressed my face like a soft hand. And
then, from behind me, I heard a voice say, “What you doin’,
Sport?” and another voice softly hiss, “Don’t scare him.”
I turned and saw my father in the window. He was leaning
out. My mother was in the other window. She clutched the collar
of her bathrobe at her throat.
“What’re you doin’ out there, Sport?” my father asked. His
voice sounded like he wanted to play. He was smiling.
“Flying, Dad,” I told him.
My mother was not smiling. Her face had a look I’d never
seen before. Her eyes were wide. She was ashen.
“Why don’t you come in now, Sport?” my father said to me.
He reached out. “Here, take my hand.”
“I can see everything from up here, Dad!” My voice rang
with excitement.
My mother has since apologized to me for the way she treat
ed me in those days. “I was unhappy,” she told me. “I beat you.
So badly that your father had to take you away for awhile, until I
could stop.” She told me this recently. She lives alone now, in
Philadelphia. My father is dead. “I’m so sorry,” she said, looking
gray and ancient. I have no recollection of any mistreatment. I’m
sure a psychiatrist would say that it left its mark anyway, in emo
tional scars; but I don’t recall any abuse. “I survived,” I tell my
mother.
Can this be an abused child who stands on this roof in this
story I’m telling you? Is this a sad child, in this world radiant with
sunshine all around him, the breeze licking at his homemade
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cape? My father steps cautiously out onto the roof. His big shoe
crunches tarpaper. His big hand is out to me. He says “C’mon,
Sport. Come away from there. We’ll get ice cream.” My mother
stands in the other window, frozen as a photograph.
“I can see everything from up here, Mom!” I yell to her, as if
she hadn’t heard me the first time. “The store and the cars and
the bridge way over there!” My mother has one hand over her
mouth, and the other flat on her heart. Are those tears in her
eyes? She’s sad, I think, but I know how to make her happy. I
point over the rooftops to the river, and beyond. There it is, shin
ing on the horizon. Philadelphia. “I can see it from here, Mom!”
I yell to her. The roof creaks under the weight of my father’s step.
Maybe he wants to come with me, but I can’t wait for him. I have
to do this to make Mom happy. I take a deep breath, fill my young
lungs with air. I feel the wind take my cape. I step off the roof
and, for a brief moment, fly. ■

A Recovery
by Allan Peterson

Survival is like discovering those weapons in Iraq they couldn't find
covered with sand or goosebumps a long way down, a fearsome use
of bilingual heartbeats, tornado taking a roof and setting it down
like a book in someone's lap, on the thought of death without asking,
opening your inviting brochure with its colored postcards.
The building was on fire and it may have seemed that just outside
the brick was a chance of not burning, and they moved to the window
in downtown somewhere and dropped those stories, expecting
to use their legs again, to rise up and help catch the others because,
as they say of dreams, when one is about to die, one just wakes up.
But look again at the terrible newsfilm. He holds them with assurance,
maybe the faithful bicep of imagination that said waking and dreaming
are capable of turning froth to stone as inside the head of a femur,
or the opposite on the way down. But no one looked down.
They dropped like rocks, one after the other in their puffy dresses,
then his shirtsleeves. Each time for a minute the jumpers recover. ■

Sic Transit
by Ronald Fink

e awoke in fits and starts to the sounds of shopping

H

carts beyond the bedroom window. Metal grated
against stone and clashed against glass, as if a distant

army were on the march. He glanced at the clock, sensed that
Kate remained blissfully oblivious beside him, and turned onto
one side. He’d noticed more and more people steering them
through the streets, the carts laden with brown and green
garbage bags, the bags filled with empty cans and bottles.
Leaving the house every Friday morning, he’d see late-comers
sifting through smaller transparent blue bags filled with these
items and left at the curb. And a rising proportion consisted of
well-dressed and otherwise self-respecting members of the com
munity. Without warning, it seemed, the weekly recycling day
had become an increasingly viable means of income redistribu
tion. The more food and drink consumed by a house’s occupants,
the more money a collector of such containers would receive
from the nearest supermarket.
He arose at last, took a shower and prepared to shave. The
face in the mirror looked more and more like his father’s before
he died. A jaw like the bottom of a jug, pale eyes sunken into
sockets surrounded by cracked and sagging skin, scalp fluores
cent blue between thinning follicles, the rest a field of exhausted
brillo. The nose? Beyond consideration. His countenance was a
specter of lost youth, a palimpsest of an increasingly remote past.
And now it began to speak.
“The incidence you’ve observed is reassuring, when you
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ponder it awhile. After all, such an occupation is immune to the
effects of recession. Sure, rising joblessness means more compe
tition for the supply of recyclable trash, but the supply itself is
destined to keep pace.”
“What are you talking about?” he asked his reflection, as if it
were his double.
“People have to eat and drink no matter what. It’s too late to
return to independent agricultural efforts on a significant scale.
And if the population declines for some reason, say, because of
warfare, drought, famine, disease, or some combination of the
above, so would the competition. Think about it.”
He thought instead of a TV commercial in which a male
model stands before a bathroom mirror and runs a razor down
his lathered cheek only to bemoan the flaws of the nameless
brand of blade he’s using, upon which the twin images suddenly
morph into two distinct ones as the formerly mirrored visage
proceeds to recommend to its erstwhile source the brand of the
company sponsoring the ad. How was this possible? Had the sil
ver somehow slipped from the glass? Was the space immediately
behind it contrary to assumption not in fact part of the bathroom
wall? Was mirror thus transformed into window? Of course, the
image he had in mind was a photographic illusion. The one
before him, in contrast, was utterly real. Worse, Daniel was talk
ing to himself more and more these days. That was unlike him,
having worked his entire life in the coldly factual field of finan
cial analysis. But he was no longer on top of his game. Short-term
memory loss, in fact, had begun to dog him, though it was still a
long way from the kind of dementia he’d seen his father display
in the nursing home a few weeks before he died. The old man
would point to a horrific newspaper headline, gout-swollen
knuckle quivering, ask what accounted for the disaster, listen
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attentively to his son’s patient, detailed reply, eyes wide and
rheumy but seeming to signal comprehension, only to repeat the
question immediately upon receiving the answer. They went
through this exercise again and again, Daniel explaining the
cause of the countless casualties involved and their potential sig
nificance over and over to no avail, in an endless cycle of episte
mological absurdity, until the subject somehow changed.
Yet more and more details—names, dates, daily instructions
from wife and boss—drifted away from Daniel like elements of
dreams on waking or clouds on a windswept afternoon.
Meanwhile, mounting mortgage, credit-card, and margin
account debt, not to mention the prospect of huge amounts of
cash outflow for the leaking roof and crumbling porch of their
vintage Victorian, out-of-state tuition for Jack and out-of-pocket
medical bills for Daniel’s aging, cancer-prone mother, inspired
increasing dread, particularly between the hours of two a.m. and
four. Yes, he’d managed the rising cost of living for decades, how
ever, often that meant hand to mouth, because his salary had
once kept pace. But no longer. So just a week earlier, he had
rolled the dice on the stock of a company he followed, an egre
gious lapse of ethics, to be sure, but one that would matter only
if the price fell despite his inside information. And in that case,
his cause would be lost anyway.
Roughly fifty percent of his face now bore a coating of white
foam, and that was progress of a sort. But with Christmas loom
ing, the image made him feel like a half-hearted Santa. True, he
had done a good job so far overseeing the tree sale at Emma’s
school, but he couldn’t help consider the fact that the funds
raised in this fashion went entirely to its operating budget. With
nothing in it for him, a bit of embezzlement, however outrageous,
wasn’t entirely beyond the pale.
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Things might not have come to this if he had gone to work

for an investment bank instead of a ratings agency, and an inde
pendent one to boot, simply because there was enough to go
around even if one played by the rules, but it was too late to
switch. Ever since the scandals, the banks had little use for ana
lysts, even those with too much integrity. Of course the debt side
of analysis had never been fashionable. And now more and more
of his reports were bouncing back from Doug, full of pointed
queries, critical commentary or desperate requests for missing
explanations or essential facts and figures. With liabilities
mounting just as his professional life was becoming one big doover, and the markets falling as interest rates rose, Daniel had
come to suspect that he was a boomer about to go bust. And now
he was talking to his own reflection.
“Why are you telling me all this?” he demanded of the image
in the mirror. But his reflection had settled back into stony
silence in time for the morning commute.
On the subway uptown, a shapely young woman in a tight
skirt and knee-length boots looked a moment too long at him for
the attention to be attributed to mere curiosity, and for a
moment he felt youth and virility return. She exited at Union
Square, disappearing into the crowd on the platform before the
doors closed behind her and triggering in Daniel a sharp pang of
disappointment. Still, the adrenalin yielded by the encounter lin
gered, promising to extend any ensuing moments of satisfaction
and to stifle their opposite. On Fifth Avenue outside of
Rockefeller Center, men wearing red-and-white suits and patent
ly fake white beards were ringing bells in front of a Salvation
Army collection box. Daniel walked past them without even
thinking of offering a donation. After all, they were little different
from the beggars present every day of the year in locations of less
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elegance. And maybe it was just him, but they seemed to be get
ting younger and younger as well as ubiquitous. In the plaza
beyond the white lozenge of skating ice, this season’s monstrous
conifer stood mounted against the General Electric building and
decorated in its annual glory, except for the five-point silver star
barely visible at its peak in the scudding fog, promising to misdi
rect, at least apocryphally, one or all of the three kings dressed
down as shepherds. The green, vast and brightly beribboned
totem to extreme consumption probably equaled in weight and
volume the entire lot of pine he’d ordered for the fund raiser
from a Canarsie wholesaler.
When he at last arrived in the office, the red light on his
phone was flashing. He picked up the receiver, called the mes
sage service and was told by a digital facsimile of a female voice
that he had six new messages. Retrieving the first, he heard noth
ing but a click at the other end. After deleting that recording, he
moved on to the next only to hear a similar noise. He deleted that
recording as well but heard the next caller again hang up as soon
as the recording started. And the same thing occurred with the
remaining three calls, as if the person at the other end had debat
ed leaving a message but ultimately decided against doing so.
Daniel had experienced this type of thing before, but as isolated
occurrences, and as such the calls were easily enough explained
as the attempts of the treasurer or chief financial officer of one or
another troubled issuer to speak with him without going on
record as having called, hoping in that way to have a purely pri
vate conversation that might discourage a reduction in the com
pany’s credit rating. But this morning’s calls had occurred one
after the other for minutes at a time. Perhaps, he thought, they
reflected the deepening downturn in the global economy, as the
financial minions of one company after another sought to stall a
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downgrade. And maybe, he thought, he could do one of his
quirky comedic memos on the subject. He hadn’t written one of
those in some time, and they used to get a laugh even out of
Doug. Sure, all he had to do was count and track the calls over
time, establish the trend line, do a bit of regression analysis, and
voila, he’d have a wildly tongue-in-cheek leading indicator.
Then, however, the phone rang and he picked up the receiv
er and uttered his name into the mouthpiece. Instead of a click,
he heard a voice at the other end.
“Hello, Daniel. This is Tim Donohue of Latham and Block.
Have you seen what the market’s doing today?”
“No.”
“Did you see what it did yesterday?”
“Yes.”
“And the day before?”
“Yes.”
“And the day before that.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Have you seen what’s happened to Systemics?”
“Systemics.”
“The stock you bought on margin last week.”
“What about it?”
“It’s lost half its value.”
“Give me another day.”
“Sorry. I’ve got to cover that position or close it.”
“What do you need?”
“Twenty thousand.”
“Can’t do it.”
“Then I have to sell you out. Your call.”
“What about the other stocks?”
“Sorry, but they’re down almost as much. If this keeps up,
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I’ll have to shut you down completely.”
“What can I say besides sell?”
“Nothing, thanks.”
So he was out of Systemics at a huge loss, and who knew
what else with similar results unless things turned around. On
his home phone, the pattern had been just the reverse, with end
less messages left by electronic voices demanding larger and
more frequent payments of overdue interest and principal. He
was counting on the proceeds of a gain on Systemics to repay
enough to keep their heads above water. And yet the non-public
information he’d gleaned from its treasurer was somehow either
mistaken or moot.
An email from Doug appeared in his electronic in-box, his
name in red jumping out from those of all the other senders. He
wrote that he was troubled by several sentences in his latest
report, though as usual he had to guess at the cause. His first
question, as ever, was whether the issue was a matter of style or
of content. Doug, himself, had been unspecific, simply using a
series of question marks in boldface to note his concern while
offering no suggestion for solving the problem. And so he studied
the sentences in question, one at a time, for grammar and sense,
for their connection to the preceding and following sentences
and to the overall thrust of the piece, fingers suspended over the
keyboard like a predator’s claws, until at last new words began to
suggest themselves. But of course he remained unsure as to what
degree the changes would satisfy his boss.
A second email from Doug soon arrived, indicating that they
hadn’t entirely done so. Problems remained with the general
tone of the piece. Perhaps he could go through it one more time
with a coolly detached eye. But detachment, under the circum
stances, was impossible. And whatever did Doug mean? Was the
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writing too dry, too primerish, too witty or obscure, or was it
somehow too little so? He knew better than to ask. Doug hated to
be pressed, and when faced with questions about what he meant
in an observation would withdraw even further into willful sto
lidity. And so Daniel spent the rest of the afternoon revising the
report, recasting phrases, substituting one word for another here
and there, adding and subtracting paragraphs, moving others
around, with no confidence that any of the changes he made rep
resented even the slight improvement. For all he knew, he had
made the thing worse. There was nothing to do now but wait
until Doug demanded to see it again because of his own con
straints, in hopes that time for any further changes had run out.
While staring at his computer screen, he noticed a sudden
but fleeting interruption in the stream of light from beyond his
window. He paused for a moment to consider what might have
been responsible but drew a blank and went back to his comput
er until sirens began to wail. He rose from his desk, went to the
window, unlatched and opened it and looked down at the side
walk below. A crowd had gathered there in a tight circle while a
trio of emergency vehicles parked nearby, red lights flashing like
his phone earlier in the day. He nevertheless could not make out
what exactly had fallen there.
Toward day’s end he got a call from Emma’s teacher
demanding that he clean up the schoolyard. Unsold, bundled
trees were scattered throughout as a result of the most recent
weekend’s activities, so the kids couldn’t use the swings and the
jungle gym there. The sale paid her salary, and here he was get
ting yelled at for his efforts. Oh well, he thought, only two more
weekends to go and they’d be finished.
“No problem,” he told the teacher.
The next morning, he got up an hour early to clean up the

G L O B A L Cl TY RLV1EW

m i

yard before work, and so threw on an old T-shirt, a worn-out pair
of jeans, and a gamey hooded sweatshirt. He’d get his old field
jacket out of the closet in the hallway.
“Where are you going?” Kate asked dreamily from bed.
“Old First,” he said. “Forgot to tell you. Marie wants me to
straighten the yard.”
“Okay,” his wife said, turning over for another hour of sleep.
“I’ll take Emma to school today.”
The car was in the shop, so he had to take the bus, and after
exiting at Bartel-Pritchard Square (a circle actually but
Brooklyn’s geography was particularly eccentric) and making his
way on foot down Seventh Avenue, he approached the supermar
ket across from the church that housed the school in its rear. It
was still only seven and the store had just opened, but as he came
closer, he could see a line of shopping carts stretching toward
him, each carrying three or four bags, just like those he’d
observed the previous day on his street. The bags loomed over
head, shifting in place but never falling, arranged as they were in
approximate yet resilient balance. Moving closer, he saw smaller
bags on some of the carts or even isolated beer bottles and milk
jugs squeezed into every available open space. One by one the
carts inched forward as the drivers, all but a few middle-aged or
older and male, faces, blank but expectant, bodies dwarfed by
their collections, stood silently or quietly chatted among them
selves as they waited to unload and trade them for cash. They
looked African, Caribbean, Central American and East Asian for
the most part, though occasionally he saw a face more like his
own in the crowd. Here and there Daniel mistook them for
Santas in Hell, riding through an all-too-real world before beatup metal carts full of bags of cans, bottles and other containers
rather than above the clouds upon sleighs laden with toys, mis
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aligned little wheels in place of flying elk, wheels flipping wildly
with every movement, like tiny pennants in a gale; torn coats,
stained jeans, cast-off sweat suits or outright rags in place of red
suits, beards ash-gray and untended, coughs and hacks instead of
ho-ho-hos. Then, however, he began to recognize some of the
drivers. Here was the scruffy, one-armed, self-professed Vietnam
vet, head to toe in camouflage khaki, whom Daniel used to see
limping from car to car at stoplights on Coney Island Avenue. A
piece of cardboard he carried in the crook of his arm provided in
black magic marker a name, rank, serial number, unit and dates
of service. Upon receiving even a single coin in the hat he held
out, he’d fish it out, put the square-crowned green cap back on
and then offer the donor a smart salute, as if to his commanding
officer, the seamless series of movements conducted entirely
with one arm.
Here, too, was that soul of self-abasement, the man who
lurked in the same spot every day outside another grocery store
down the block, smiling at each and every passing child so their
parents would feel guilty enough to toss him a quarter when their
kids said hello. He even thought he recognized a woman from the
subway he’d seen the other day. Claiming to be pregnant and
wailing for milk for her six kids, she had glanced calmly at him as
she exited at the next stop so she could make her way to the next
car and repeat her act for a new audience. And there was the guy
who stood at the entrance to the subway station every weekday
morning and evening, wishing everyone who passed a good day
or evening or weekend or holiday, calling him “brother” or “sis
ter,” offering a quick comment on the weather or the quality of
current subway service or whatever else he imagined they might
have in common, and then cheerfully asking, “Can you help me
out?” Daniel even recognized the short, talkative guy who hud-
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died with his German Shepard in a box under a scaffold on FiftySeventh Street and now and then flashed a sign that read,
“Wandering Jew,” as if the historical resonance of this identifica
tion couldn’t help but draw sympathy. Imagine, thought Daniel,
coming all the way from midtown Manhattan to Park Slope first
thing in the morning. Perhaps Key Food paid a healthy premium
for trash.
Still, Daniel was unprepared for the face he recognized in
the crowd. It belonged to a man he knew as a banker with a wife
and two kids, though as Daniel approached him, his eyes seemed
much larger than Daniel recalled, and his other features also
appeared to have changed, the man’s formerly round cheeks now
a pair of florid concavities, his throat thin, waddled, and nicked
and scabbed in several places, as if he had shaved with an old
blade in cold water. His face, moreover, seemed not to belong to
his body, clad as he was in a torn silver track suit several sizes too
large, its shoulders hanging off his elbows while the pants’ bot
toms folded over ash-gray sneakers that nonetheless exposed
several toes of either foot.
“Tom!” Daniel said at last to the man. “How are you doing?”
“Daniel,” said the man with a hesitant nod. “What’s it look
like?”
“What happened?”
“We went under three years ago. And nobody else was hir
ing.”
“Wasn’t there anything else?”
“The fast food places are filled with college grads. So is this
place. And that leaves this more or less.” He motioned vaguely
toward his fellow cart drivers.
Daniel fell into line with Tom, and soon was inching his way
toward the automatic door secured open by the uninterrupted
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weight of each in the series of oncoming carts, their clamor on
the concrete displacing other sound.
“What brings you out so early in the morning?” Tom asked.
“I have to clean up the Christmas trees we’re selling at Old
First.”
“Oh, I thought you might be scouting the territory.”
“What do you mean?”
“Downward mobility is a surprisingly slippery slope.”
“I can see that. Anyway, maybe I’ll see you around.”
“Better hope not.”
Daniel abruptly said good-bye, and crossed the street,
turned and came to the fence bordering the schoolyard, and as he
unlocked the gate, a cold rain began to fall. He nonetheless pro
ceeded inside and began to wrestle the first of tens of bundled
pines and firs lying haphazardly on their sides into a semblance
of order. Hoisting them upright and then lifting them onto one
shoulder or, if too heavy or tall, dragging them off as best as he
could, he spent the next hour or so arranging in vaguely defined
rows Balsams, Scotch Pines and Douglas, Frazier and Noble firs,
ranging in height from four feet to eight or nine, one after anoth
er along the fence facing the street and opposing building, in a
ring against the large, suddenly out-of-place elm in the middle of
the yard, in a square around the jungle gym, or against the brick
walls of the back of the church. By the time he’d cleared the yard
of wayward trees, he was exhausted, his back ached, and he was
soaked through to his skin, while his face, hands and neck were
sticky with resin. He locked the gate and wearily made his way
back down the avenue to the bus-stop, and while waiting there an
elderly, white-haired woman passing gave him an ugly sneer.
Daniel was puzzled for a moment, then glanced down at his
clothing and saw his jacket and jeans covered with dirt and pine
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needles. He drew his hand across his check and realized it was
also smeared and coated with grime. He looked as if he’d slept
amid the trees in the schoolyard, and no doubt smelled of a com
bination of sweat and resin. By now he understood why the
woman had looked at him the way she did. He bore an eerie
resemblance to the people bringing carts full of trash to Key
Food. Now he avoided the eyes of others who passed him while
he waited for the bus, yet after he boarded it and made his way
home he sensed those of other passengers alight on his person
and then flee. He kept his own directed beyond the window
across from him. As the bus passed the side gate to Prospect
Park, opening onto the meadow where Jack had played organ
ized baseball in pre-adolescence, Daniel wondered what it would
be like to live there. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad in warm weather.
After all, there were lots of structures in which to find shelter
thanks to Olmstead’s efforts in the 19th Century. There would be
isolation and cover, too, at such times, from all the trees and
bushes on the slopes where Washington had tried but failed to
hold off the British a hundred years earlier. But then he remem
bered the reek of urine in the stone guardhouse that Jack had
wandered into after toddling over from a nearby playground
when he was three or four, and the crunch of broken crack vials
underfoot as Daniel drew him outside. There was always the vast
shelter on Eighth Avenue that had been fashioned out of an
unused armory that dated to the Civil War, though half the peo
ple he saw loitering near the front door or wading into the mid
dle of traffic seemed vaguely out of their minds.
At last he arrived at the front door of the house only to find
he did not have his keys. It was locked, and with Kate at work and
Jack and Emma at school, no one was home but the cat. Looking
the way he did, he’d have to take the subway into Manhattan to
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get a key from Kate, since he didn’t want to try to convince her to
come back with one, sit on the porch most of the day in the cold
and damp and wait for Jack to return, pay an outrageous sum to
a locksmith to pick the lock, or start knocking on neighbors’
doors in hopes one would invite him inside for the day.
As he turned to proceed down the stairs and onto the side
walk, however, he noticed a man at the curb going through their
week’s recyclables. The man looked up and caught Daniel’s eye,
and for a moment Daniel thought his face was the same one he’d
seen in the mirror the last time he shaved. ■

The Anonymous Society
of Savior Palace
by Andrew Gebhardt

We lived downtown in a baroque stone rocket ship
which had landed from another place, another time,
the tallest building in South America,
whose ageless porter with the gold tooth
chain smoked, wore a black jacket as he opened the door,
his cowlick pointing due north.
Twenty-five stories in the tower.
The architect returned to Italy to help build Fascism.
The marble pillars, gargoyles & mirrors
might have pleased the Sun King,
the ballroom from the age of tango, now
a club of techno, trance, drag queens & smoke.
It faced the Ministry of Justice,
an empty edifice unfinished for a lifetime,
mirror-plated, guarded by a midget doorman,
& it faced a hotel owned by Reverend Moon, a money launder
ing scheme.
The dead rode the elevators, taking their silent dogs for a walk.
The two-ton antenna, bolted illegally atop the cupola, never
found a signal.
Invisible horses stampeded the foyer, lead by The Founder.
The first woman judge waited on a ladder
in an old black robe, holding a splintered gavel.
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The yanquis in twelve A came out of their flag & vanished.
Each month ghosts collected their pensions
from the graveyard of brass cubbyholes,
in the basement cows were converted to electricity.
A man on the seventh floor heaved a wet wad of toilet paper
on the presidential motorcade,
on the twentieth, six chickens lived in kitchen cabinets,
on the thirteenth, a suicide was lost for days, windows open,
papers scattered, a clutch of pigeons gossiping nervously.
Secret wires ran up the dumbwaiter like varicose veins.
Through the corridors wind rasped its exhausted hinges,
the keystones groaned,
the structure stood in doubt & in debt,
a monument of embalmed years.
Everyone waited
through the decades long chess match
between a retired Colonel & a soccer star.
In the blackout we all descended the candlelit stairwell to the
dark city. ■
for Adolfo in Palacio Salvo, Montevideo, Uruguay

A Chicken in Every Pot
by Jack Granath

The politician in the party hat,
his hands in his pockets and a horn in his mouth,
confetti everywhere like pieces of people from the war he's
about to start
and signs stamped with boilerplate and exclamation marks—
he's thinking about them, the wonderful,
ridiculous words of his trade: spoiler, gerrymander, whistlestop tour,
yellow-dog Democrat, true-blue Republican,
mugwump and scalawag and corporate shill.
They think he's thinking about policy
because of the wrinkle that hangs like a banner from his brow.
It will be satirized by Monday.
Perhaps the party hat was ill advised, like the beard
that cost him his seat in '79.
War chest, swing vote, stump speech,
Dollar Diplomacy, Manifest Destiny, Silent Majority,
shit. A woman wants to shake his hand—
remember the memo, he thinks.
High cheekbones, low neckline, tantalizing wisp of forelock,
string of pearls, imperfect tan, edge of a black brassiere.
He would like to put the phrase "pert breasts" under glass in a
museum and sit
at a counter collecting money from overfed tourists.
He would like to curate a show of words that make his mouth
go dry.

A C hicken in E \ lry Pot • J ack G ranath

1921

Slightly crooked smile with a hint of teeth, tilt of head and
ponytail,
quizzical but theatrical show of expectation
(he would like to resign in shame and wake up as Shakespeare),
expectation shading into something like a hybrid of pity and
surprise,
bullwhip, spiked heels, chastity belt made of depleted uranium,
tarpaper shack, back stairs, radiator hum in a hotel room
with lipstick on a cracked mirror and a woman sobbing at the
sink.
He would like to take this election by bragging about his body.
He would like to add a day of nudist jubilee to the party plat
form.
He pictures the televised parade.
He would like—
an aid ushers him into the all-suffering limo, reminds him
to remember the memo,
and whispers, “Bleeding Kansas,
the Noble Experiment, chicken hawk, margin of error.”
He drifts towards sleep while the neon lights of the liquor store
slums
play on the window behind him, his glittering hat now askew.
“Tippecanoe and Tyler too.”
He’ll call out the gunships if he feels like it. ■

The Sea Floor
by T.M. Dc Vos

T

hey were meeting in Chinatown for their third date. It
seemed the right place to go, somehow—to feel foreign
for a few hours before he asked her back to his apart

ment, before they started anything with each other that they

couldn’t retract.
It was chilly for a spring night. Jay zipped his jacket up to his
neck, frowned down at himself, and unzipped it halfway. He
scanned the damp street, slapping his folded umbrella against
his palm like a policeman on the beat. He forced himself to stare
into the window of the empty store. Count to 200, he thought. If
you don’t look, she’ll be there when you turn around.
He turned. Across the street, she was waiting for the light to
change. Before the cars had even stopped fully, she was off.
He opened his arms wide. “Hey,” she said, landing on him as
if she’d been thrown.
“Oof,” he answered, relishing the impact. “You look nice.”
“Thanks.” She shook out her hair. As much as he thought
about her, he was always surprised at how lovely she was when
he saw her again: translucent skin and dark eyes that seemed
almost dirty. There were stripes on her eyelids the color of henna.
They started walking. He still had hold of her sleeve. While
she was talking, he dropped it gently and worked his hand into
hers. She kept talking, but a pleased flush crept into her face.
“Ooh.” She pulled him sideways, to a restaurant with floorto-ceiling windows and tiled pools full of king crabs; hobbled,
rubber-banded lobsters; and banner-tailed eels with rolling,
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human pupils. “Here?” she asked, tilting her head.
The owner seated them up front, near the basins. At the next
table, the waiter was holding a tray out to a man, discussing the
large dun-colored lobster hunkered on it. The man gestured at it,
miming vigorous scooping and breaking, then gently swizzled his
index finger along the lobster’s back. His wife inteijected some
thing that made neither of them break stride in their negotia
tions. “Hao, hao, hao, okay, good,” they both conceded, loudly,
out of sync. The waiter hurried the lobster into the back.
The chopping sounds followed almost immediately. “Yikes,”
said Natalie.
“Too fresh for you?” Jay asked. He was feeling a little queasy
himself.
“Just a little,” she answered. “Hello, vegetable fried rice.”
He laughed. “Let’s get that, and some shrimp. They aren’t
out here, so we won’t see them being led to their death.”
They arrived in their shells, inky eyes protruding like pins on
a map. Natalie drew one gingerly from the pile and laid it on her
rice. He helped himself to a spoonful of fried rice and watched
her struggle with the shell. She knocked off some small flakes
and finally worried the meat out. Something about the way she
looked doing it made him feel tender toward her, the way he did
for his nephew when he chased a meatball around his plate. He
swallowed.
“That was a lot of trouble,” she observed, matter-of-factly,
after taking a bite. “Next.” She reached for the serving fork.
He set down his spoon. “Here,” he said. “I’ll do it.” He took
the heavy platter, rolled up his sleeves, and picked up the first
shrimp. “This is how you can tell I really like you, because this
kind of stuff freaks me out.” She laughed. He peeled off the clear
sheath holding the tail, and dropped it on the side.
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She smiled. “Like a negligee.” He dropped the shrimp on her
plate, and started on the next one. She cut it in halves and fed one
to him.
Behind them, there was a loud, gassy sound, then the rasp of
a pipe bursting. They looked up, alarmed. A huge wave was ris
ing over the sides of the pools, dark masses rushing in its crest.
“Wa!” the elderly woman behind the counter exhaled. She
ran into the back, shouting. A group of teenagers who had been
dawdling over noodles and tumblers of bubble tea ran out the
door, giggling. No one chased them. Their waiter returned with
gloves up to his elbows. He stooped in the center of the wreckage,
trying to net things that weren’t moving. Two wiry men scuttled
out with mops, swabbing the tile, sloshing the water onto the car
pet on either side.
He and Natalie stayed, watching two king crabs pick their
way across the fake marble. One raised a foreleg to the other, and
they began to fight, creakily, skidding on the surface. Lobsters
jackknifed under empty tables, splashing in the small puddles
the carpeting hadn’t absorbed.
“It’s like Fantasia,” Natalie said, and she was right; the slush
and sticks in their pools had become animate, rebellious.
“Let’s go,” he said, finally. The fighting crabs had tumbled
onto the carpet now, and were making little snags as they raised
their legs in battle. He edged his way up to the counter, unattend
ed now, and dropped a fifty next to the register. No one paid
attention to him.
He turned around. Next to their table, Natalie was edging
tiny, absurd turtles onto her placemat. Her face flushed with con
centration, maybe self-consciousness, as he watched her lift the
placemat like the skirt of an apron and deposit them back into
their pool. She dropped the soggy placemat onto her plate, wiped
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her palms on her skirt, and looked up at him. It was at once guile
less and faintingly sexual: the look of someone who wanted to be
taken home.

T

hey’d met, of all places, at a library singles night. All of
the women had been doughy and shopworn—their
clothes staticky, as if they’d just gotten up from their

couches. He’d been about to leave when he saw Natalie standing
alone in a corner of the room, eating a big green apple. He had
tried to be funny, telling her no eating was allowed in the library,
but she was not an easy sell. As he spoke to her, the need to win
her over consumed him. She gave him the rush he used to get
when he decided things were going to be different, like the day he
ate one sandwich for lunch and came straight home and did situps and ran in place in the living room for half an hour without
stopping. Or when he filled out his law-school applications,
imagining how the girls who were out of his league now would
look at him differently, and how he’d show up at class reunions
and sneer at the popular guys.
Natalie had warmed to him slowly, mocking him in a way
that was exciting. He’d forgotten himself, and laughed too loud
ly—a few people had turned around, and she’d glanced at the
door. His giggle was high and prepubescent. It had embarrassed
Jen, his last girlfriend, so much that she used to hand him nap
kins in movies to stifle his giggles. But this one frilled the skin of
her apple with small bites and raised her eyebrows as she
watched him sell himself to her. The second time he giggled, she
joined him on a high note, helping him out.
Together, they were wildly loving, in all the exhibitionist,
unforgivable ways typical of two people who had just met. Cab
drivers, waiters, bartenders, doormen and coat-checkers were
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subjected to their aggressive kissing. Even alone, they per
formed, trying to be different with each other than they had been
with anyone else. Jay reminded himself not to be too neurotic
when Natalie was late, or when she flaked out on a plan; she gave
off a film-vamp “why not?” attitude everywhere, dropping reams
of paper or knocking over a stack of brittle monographs of wildflowers to kiss him when he visited her at the library.
He held back from showering after sex until the last possible
second, and made a heroic effort to seem casual when he did roll
away from her. Standing up, he would wrap a sheet around him
self and duck into the bathroom. It was hard for him not to see
the act as a liability, a source of disease. It was just his luck that
the one thing he couldn’t get on his own—not fully, anyway—was
so risky.
He cringed when she used his razor to shave her legs. It was
ridiculous, he knew. She was clean when she used it—and he put
his face against her legs, even. He solved the problem by present
ing her with a package of translucent pink razors with triple
blades. Sometimes, still, his razor was dull when he dragged it
across his face.
“Hey,” he said once, trying to modulate his voice so it would
n’t set her off. She looked warily at him. “Did you use my razor?”
“Oh,” she said. Her eyes snapped to a point behind him. “No,
I don’t think so. I don’t really remember.”
“Look, if you did, just say so. Just be honest.”
“Fine. So maybe I did.”
“But why? I got you that whole package—”
She shot him a wounded look. “I don’t know, okay? I was
just in a hurry, and it was easier to reach when I was in the show
er.”
That doesn’t even make sense, he thought, the legal, orderly
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side of him bristling. But he dropped it. It wasn’t worth it. She
was like that in arguments; he could feel a motive there, but she
was so casual about her small offenses that they were hard to
pursue rhetorically. She’d sense one of the phobias he didn’t fully
realize he had, and she’d provoke him, minutely, until he said
something. Then she would get upset, because the rules he had
about other people’s germs weren’t supposed to apply to her.
“We’ve shared bodily fluids,” she’d retorted once, when he’d
asked her not to grab his hand after licking margarita salt from
her fingers. “My mouth has been on your—” she’d continued,
indignantly, before he shushed her.
e argued with her more than he ever had with anyone

H

else. Natalie was incapable of adhering to that unspo
ken contract between a couple of pretending not to

have a history, and in her case, not to mention any advances oth
ers made while they were apart. She seemed to enjoy telling him
stories of the vendor who had clasped her hand when he gave her
change, or the bike messenger who pelted her with cinnamon
candy hearts “because she was so sweet.” A happy, fulfilled look
took over her face at these moments that was utterly inappropri
ate. That look of hers was foreign to him, embarrassingly inti
mate. She blushed when he pointed it out, as if she’d been caught
touching herself.
Some of her remarks jarred him, too. They made him realize
that her experience of the world wasn’t his, and he resented her
for it. She seemed to want to inflict her childhood on him. When
he told her a story—being beaten by his father, how he had been
afraid to eat for fear of choking—she always had to find one of her
own, something equally terrible. She could never admit that he
might have had a worse time than she had.
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And he couldn’t shake the suspicion that the sordid details
of her life had been brought on by her own behavior. She seemed
to court the extreme, even from him.
There was something alien about her. He got the feeling she
was breathing different air even when they were in the same
room, the two of them hermetically sealed off from the rest of the
city by his window and his powerful air conditioner. In a way, it
was true. Natalie liked to linger in the tiny park outside his build
ing; while he, conscious of the pollens, hurried ahead with their
takeout. She sauntered in only when she had absorbed whatever
she had to from the outdoors, smelling of heat and pretzel smoke.
Her life now was a hush. She spent her time shuttling from
the over-conditioned air of the library to that of his apartment.
Her catalogues of monographs for disciplines like botany and
philology—even her tweed, tailored clothes—were a novelty to
her, almost campy. He was curious, but he hated the details of
her life before him: the virginity she lost five years younger than
he had; the boyfriends she had clung to, in serial, to escape her
home; the one she’d lived with after college, the abusive one.
When she told him these things, she reminded him of the popu
lar girls in middle school, the ones who cracked gum and dis
pensed what boys wanted efficiently and expertly, who were pret
ty in a wasted way you knew they’d burn out on cigarettes and
pregnancies and bad apartments.
One evening he was working on a legal brief, and she was
watching a movie, something about a teenaged girl who chose the
wrong path, the wrong friends, an eating disorder or an addic
tion—maybe both. The lead character slept around, looking for
love, and got a disease. He was half-listening to her as she told
him the story, not enough to notice that she seemed more impas
sioned than usual.
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Suddenly, he looked up. “What?” he asked.
“I just said that that’s how a lot of girls get approval when
they’re young. With sex. The boys all want it, and you can make
yourself believe it’s something about you they want, when it’s
really what you do.”
He stabbed his pen into the stack of papers, leaving a deep
blue dimple. “Why are you telling me this?” He could hear his
voice rising, but he didn’t bother controlling it. “I don’t want to
hear about you being some fuck-toy for high schoolers!”
She backed away, a stunned look on her face. “I was messed up,
and it happened years ago,” she replied, in a near-whisper. “I don’t
even know where Brian Buckley, the one who told everyone in tenth
grade what I let him do, or Tom, whatever his name was—”
“Stop!” he cried. “You even remember their names?” He
stalked over to the couch in the next room. It took awhile before
Natalie followed him.
She put a hand on his skin, the tense part between his shoul
der and his throat. “I didn’t do it because I enjoyed it. I did it
because I was miserable, but then I was even more miserable
doing it.”
“Some people stay in and read a book or something when
they’re miserable.”
“I did too. For years. How do you think I ended up at library
school? But I got so lonely. You know how it is for girls; we cre
ate ourselves through what guys think of us.”
“No, I don’t know. Why don’t you figure out who you are
before you—before you—fuck with me?” His face was red and
splotchy, and he sounded as if he had a bad sore throat. At these
moments, swollen by the heat and moisture of tears, the fat kid
he once was showed himself in his cheeks, his chin. He looked
different in every light, he knew. Lit softly, in a striped shirt and
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jeans, he was lean, hipsterish. In his old shirt, pouting into his
chest, arms crossed defiantly, he looked ten, unpopular, almost
prepubescent. The skin on his upper arms drooped, a relic of his
obesity. Natalie handled it the way she did his testicles, cautious
of squeezing the loose, costly skin.
“When your family is fucked up, you learn to find a way out,”
she said.
“Is that what I am to you? The chump who rescues you?
You’re not making me feel better!” He lifted his arms again, not
knowing what to do, and dropped them. His knuckle clipped the
side of her face. He hadn’t seen her there, so close.
Natalie did not shriek. She did not gasp, or hit back, or
speak. She laid her palm flat against her jaw, watching him.
“Oh my God!” he yelled, backing away. “Oh my God! I didn’t
mean to!”
He ran out, away from the look on her face, for ice and
aspirin and chocolates and the diet soda she liked. He carried
around a fistful of red Gerbera daisies until he realized what it
would look like, him bringing them for her. That he had hit her
on purpose, and he was trying to make it up with flowers. The old
story. He dropped them back in their bucket, and left the choco
lates at the register.
xcept for her past, he was proud of Natalie. Men eyed her

E

openly. He preferred them to be deliverymen or doormen,
or ticket-sellers—especially, he hated to admit, black

men—over men like him, tall, white, and dressed in suits. He
remembered it from biology: if two organisms of the same
species are too close, one will wither and die while the other
flourishes. To his friends, all professionals of one kind or anoth
er, Natalie was more than presentable. She was tidy and brushed
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and trim in a way you could tell she worked for. She wasn’t one
of those girlish types with naturally spare, straight legs, who did
n’t seem to be showing anything even if their skirts flipped up.
Dewy as she was, she couldn’t look innocent. His crotch fizzed
when she so much as rested her head on his shoulder at a movie.
He had missed out on this when he was younger. Girls had talked
to him in school because he was “nice,” but nobody had ever
spent time with the fat kid outside of school, not even as friends.
Instead, he’d ratcheted away at himself in his room, barely
able to imagine girls naked and feeling guilty when he did. He
could think of a face: Monica Simon from his gym class, or maybe
Kelly, who wore little pleated skirts and didn’t flinch when he sat
next to her at pep rallies. He had plenty of swimsuit pictures
taped inside Volume 4 of his old Charlie Brown encyclopedia, the
last place his mother would look, and he’d mentally graft the
heads of a girl he knew onto a magenta- or aqua-suited body. He
would imagine a few long kisses that he didn’t really know how
to give, then pulling up the sides of her bikini bottom, andsmoothly, without fumbling- being inside her and pulling the
covers over the two of them. He’d usually end up stretched out
over his pillow, floundering around as if he was swimming. He
couldn’t imagine what girls actually looked like underneath the
bikini. The dry, fleshless line drawings they showed on the slides
in health class didn’t help much, so he pictured something like
the web between his fingers, only deeper. Imagining the hair was
embarrassing, so he left it off. Even breasts were hard for him.
He forgot the nipples, imagining smooth, plasticky Barbie
bumps.
Natalie was smooth like that, and one of the things he liked
about her was that she proved him right. He knew there was no
way his immature, all-wrong fantasies could have forecasted any

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

[1031

thing meaningful, but her body resembled what he’d imagined.
She certainly had nipples-he didn’t mind them, either-but she
kept herself hairless, except for the fine stubble that grew
between shavings. It seemed cleaner, less animal. He had been
mildly startled, with each of his four past girlfriends, when he
had unzipped them and felt the crackle of their pubic hair. He’d
always had the vague wish that it would just go away, but he had
n’t thought to ask them to shave. It seemed to go with the awk
wardness of the whole thing-the girls’ not being quite right, their
expectation that he’d know what to do without them having to
ask him.
Natalie, too, liked to be taken, to pretend nonchalance and
have him seduce her. Once he had her engaged, she was glorious,
rubbing her whole body against his-just as he used to imagine
girls did-and even sliding him inside her, so he didn’t have to
fumble. She was good at that, moving in to alleviate the awk
wardness. But when he first moved toward her, trying to get her
to put down whatever book she was holding, the act seemed
impossible. There was so much to get right, and he didn’t know
how to get from the stroking to what he knew. Someone had to
do it for him. But some nights she wanted to lie back and be
under his command, and he couldn’t stir her to take the initia
tive. Then he would feel sick, gassy; he’d lose his erection and
clench his stomach, trying to bring it back. She’d kiss him, or rub
his back, consoling him. Why isn’t she helping me? he’d wonder,
and he’d grow warm all over, resentful.
“You have to grab it,” he’d tell her, almost frantic.
“Don’t worry about it,” she’d say. “We have time.” And she’d
keep kissing and stroking him gently, as if she were bathing an
old man.
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hey fought, again and again. It was always the same few
things—Natalie’s adventures with suitors all over the city,
or a slip when she let on that she still kept in touch with

an old lover, whom she claimed, absurdly, as a brother of sorts.

After crying, and yelling back at him, saying it all had to end, she
would run around his apartment, gathering up her things and
cramming them sloppily into her tote bag. He’d watch from his
window, hiding behind the curtain as she hurried past the door
man and around the corner, legs scissoring smartly over the side
walk. He could never sleep after she left, and if they’d had sex he
couldn’t shake the fear that her leaving had somehow destroyed
whatever was safe between them. He imagined diseases, infec
tions finding their way to his skin; perhaps a man grabbing her
as she passed the park, giving her AIDS or herpes. He was afraid
for her, he told himself.
After a few days of silence from their most recent fight, he
went to find her. He’d walked around the block a few times
before mounting the worn stone steps. Through the office win
dow, he saw her blue database screen and a jacket he recognized
in a lump on her chair.
He found Natalie in the room where he had met her months
before, an academic-looking, just-greying man retreating from
her, smiling. The punch bowl and streamers were out again; he
even thought he recognized some of the same men, their faces
earnest and thankful. Another library singles’ night, he thought
bitterly. Here she goes—that escape she wants. Even with these
jokers.
She was biting her lip and rolling a scrap of paper between
her palms. Jay walked up to her. He hadn’t realized that his
hands were shaking until he tried to put them in his pockets.
“Well, I guess I see why you haven’t called,” he offered bitterly.
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She looked up at him, tired. “I’m going to use the oldest line
in the book right now, and you won’t believe it, but it’s not what
it looks like.”
“Please. You should have just broken up with me. I told you,
if you ever wanted to cheat, just dump me.”
“Keep your voice down!” she hissed. “Jesus, I have to work
here.”
“Oh, they transferred you to singles-night duty? How con
venient.”
“Stop it! Can we take this somewhere else?”
“I don’t know,” he retorted. He grabbed the paper from her
hand. “Peter, is it? Why don’t you get Peter’s address, too? I’ll
wait here, while you get it.” He was feeling sadistic. He knew he
was being cruel, but he felt giddy, outside himself, the way he did
when he took allergy medicine. She’d had the power. She’d let
him wait, afraid for her, for himself, and here she was. This was
how Natalie, the femme fatale, got back at him? She couldn’t see
the difference between him and the sad bastards in that room?
He kept it up as she collected her things and hailed them a
cab, and if she spoke, he didn’t realize it. He stared at the back of
the driver’s head as he fired off accusations: stories she’d trailed
off while telling, times he hadn’t been able to reach her. He had
n’t realized before how, for much of the day, he didn’t know
where she was. She had seemed so reliable: her mass next to him
at night, breathing shallowly; or her voice on the phone, thinned
by street noise, on her way back to her apartment. But it was
impossible, really, to verify where she’d eaten lunch, weeks ago,
or how long she’d stayed at the gym once she’d arrived, or how
long it had taken her to travel from Point A to Point B, like a story
problem.
When they reached his apartment, the cab driver looked
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worriedly at Natalie, then at him. “Don’t worry, man,” he said,
throwing him a twenty. “She doesn’t need your help; she has
enough guys.” He meant to be wry, but next to him Natalie made
a choking sound. “Maybe you just meet guys easily,” he ventured,
nastily, unlocking his front door. She didn’t reply. “And by ‘easi
ly,’ I mean by going out and looking for them.”
“Look,” she answered, in a small, worn voice, “I went
because I felt shitty about myself. I thought I’d feel better if
someone came up to me or looked interested, and then I’d go
home.”
“Now you’re trying to go home with guys—”
“Alone,” she added, furiously. “And then I was going to call
you. Look, we’ve been fighting so much and I’m so tired. To hear
you tell it, I’m not even a decent person. We’re always sitting
inside, fighting about something. Why don’t we get out of your
apartment and have some fucking fun?”
He snapped around to face her. “Well, look what you think
is fucking fun! Letting me sit at home and wonder when you’ll
talk to me—correction: if you’ll ever talk to me again—while
you’re walking around getting attention from other guys, which
is somehow more fulfilling than being with me!” He flung his
arms out to the side, safely out of her way this time. He was cry
ing hard now, her face a bright, wet bulb in his peripheral vision.
Comfort me, he thought. Come to me now and we’ll be fine. We’ll
write this one off. Just come here.
She stood up slowly. It worked. She understands, he
thought. She murmured something, and turned her back.
“What?” he shouted hysterically. Silence. “I didn’t hear you!”
“I said love isn’t unconditional—”
“Stop!” He lunged forward. “Please, before you say some
thing that makes it impossible for me to feel the same about you,
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please, please.” His face was a mass of warm fluid. Awful noises
were coming from his throat, as if water was filling all of the cav
ities that should have held air.
She was shaking her head, muttering something again.
“What?” he demanded, from the thick of his throat.
“I can’t,” she answered. “I’m worn out from trying to prove
myself to you. You don’t trust me.”
“Well, I certainly don’t trust you now! Look what I saw
tonight—”
“You’ve always been suspicious. You can’t deal with any
thing that happened before you. ” Her face was twisted as she
spoke. She was shaking too, now. “I can’t. I can’t anymore.” She
ran into the bathroom and slammed the door. He heard gagging,
the sound of her bringing up something she didn’t have in her.
The toilet flushed. He had gone too far. He was losing her.
“Natalie!” he cried, rushing at the door. “Natalie? Stop try
ing to be the victim, alright? You’re the one—”
A long wail came from inside the bathroom, then the sound
of fabric being dragged down the length of the door. He could feel
her sitting there, at his feet, on the other side of the door. He rat
tled the doorknob, and turned. It opened a crack.
“Please. I’m sorry. Let’s talk out here. Please.”
“Leave me alone!” She surprised him with a surge of force.
Ping went the lock as it snapped into place.
“Natalie, please! Nat!” He felt drained, suddenly, lighthead
ed. He let his forehead fall against the door. “Just come out,
please. I’m really worried about you in there. Please.”
Nothing. He sighed heavily. He could see a sliver of her
dress from underneath the door. He went over and dropped onto
the floor, pressing his back against the spot where hers must be.
He sat, listening to the sniffles and the nose-blowing and the
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remnant chokes of Natalie’s last sobs. He heard the delicate scuf
fle of fabric, and an upholstered heaviness behind him, and he
felt her growing calm. He tried to imagine how her face looked,
whether her eyes were closed, and if the crying had dissolved her
eyeliner into faint grey smudges. She’d barely let him see her
without makeup in the beginning, rushing downstairs to get
ready before he woke. He thought of how he had awakened to her
lying across his chest that first morning, hair still wet, her eyes
dark and round as a gun gauge. ■

21st Century Newsbriefs
by Mark Pawlak

—For Dan Wasserman
PART I: NEWSBRIEFS
PRESIDENT DECLARES WAR ON TERRORISM
As with the War on Poverty,
as with the War on Drugs,
a successful outcome
is guaranteed.

PRESIDENT CREDITED WITH
INVIGORATING ECONOMY
Night and day,
at the South Bend, Indiana, A. M. General factory,
new Humvees roll off the assembly line,
painted shades of sand.
*

DEFENSE SECRETARY CALLS FOR LEANER ARMY
Generals dining in the Pentagon’s cafeterias
favored the Beef Strogonoff entree—
but now made with yogurt,
substituting for the sour cream.
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JOBS OUTLOOK IMPROVING
Bricklayers, stone masons, carpenters are in demand;
Plumbers, electricians are working overtim eprison construction
is an American growth industry!
■X
-

SOCIAL SECURITY REFORM TO
TARGET WEALTHY RETIREES
Garden parties at country estates
next summer will be serving
domestic instead of
foreign vintage champagne.

PART II: LEADING BY EXAMPLE
COERSIVE INTERROGATION TECHNIQUES
BARRED BY MILITARY
Snarling attack dogs,
held, straining at leashes,
inches away from naked prisoners’ faces,
will henceforth be muzzled.
*

IRAQIS VIEW AMERICANS AS LIBERATORS
Citizens gather daily in the streets of Iraqi cities
to dance and cheer in displays of gratitude
around smoldering Humvees.
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*

MIDEAST ALLIES CITED FOR
HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES
Private jets that under CIA contract
ferry hooded passengers to undisclosed locations
have been issued flight plans
for new overseas destinations.
PART III: 21ST CENTURY NEWSBRIEFS AFGHANISTAN
Q: How do you play Taliban bingo?
A: B-i, F-16, A-4, C-130.... - Late night TV joke.
AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION REBOUNDS
In fields that under the Taliban
were barren of all but land-mines
cultivated flowers as far as the eye can see
now bend their heads in the breezeopium growing
is once again a thriving enterprise.

“NATION BUILDING”
Entire neighborhoods of California-style mansions
are replacing farmers’ huts
on the outskirts of Kabul.
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[ 112j

2isr Century Newsbriefs • Mark Pawlak

Government officials after work now relax
with family members watching
American sitcoms on satellite TVs.

EMBRACING AMERICAN VALUES OF FREEDOM
Outside the gates of the U. S. compound in Kabul,
lessons only recently learned
about freedom of speech and assembly
are being put to practice by Afghan students
shouting slogans and burning American flags.

“VICTORY FOR DEMOCRACY”
At polling stations in Kabul,
Afghanis were so thrilled by the novelty
of voting to choose their leaders
that, after casting their ballots,
many returned to the end of the line
to do it again.
In provincial towns, where women
are forbidden to go out in public,
husbands cast proxy votes for their wives;

and in remote areas,
villagers placed all their ballots
in the hands of the tribal leader
who chose the best candidate for them.
*

Coda, Popular Afghani joke, circa 2003:
Q: Why don’t we suffer from the same ills as other poor
nations?
A: Because, thanks to America, we got an injection o f
Vitamin B-52. ■

Another Season's End
by Arthur Diamond

e was climbing into long johns and stopped when he

H

heard old Gurov call to Shorty in the alley about his
radiator not working again. He knew the Feinstein’s

sink was backed up too and that there was an oil delivery expect
ed. When it was quiet again he finished getting dressed.
Upon rising he had felt the chill in the air and decided today

would be his last chance to get to the woods. You bastards should
send me candy, Max thought now. For all the work I do for you,
you should shower me with gifts.
The apartment building had been at the center of his life for
ever: he’d been born in it, he’d come back to it after the war like
a good son, and he’d taken ownership of it decades ago after see
ing both parents to their graves. He thought, You don’t know how
good you have it with me around.
He was in the kitchen when he heard Shorty at the back
door. He waited motionless, listening to the light rapping and the
sound of his name, and studied the rods in the corner by the
kitchen table. Growing up in the apartment they would never
have been permitted indoors. On one of her bad days his mother
had found some of his equipment in a closet and fed it to the
basement furnace. His father always spoke disdainfully of fish
ing—though never at the tavern he owned—maintaining that it
was a vocation for bums. Max’s two uncles, who had spent time
in the city and caused trouble in the family and did business with
a bad crowd and died young, loved to hunt and fish. Sometimes
they sneaked Max out along with them.
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When Shorty was gone he grabbed the best two rods and got
his old parka and went out the back door and seeing the coast
was clear he continued into the alley to his car. He set the rods
assembled in the back with the reels on the floor and the tips of
the rods wired together and pointed up. Then he went into the
trunk and came out with a fedora with a feather from an old lure
stuck in the hatband and tossed it on the seat as he got in. He
backed the car out carefully to the street, noting movement at
Shorty’s storm window, but it was only a moth, trying to get in
where it was warm. Shorty and his son had the basement apart
ment and helped with the maintenance.
There were a few quick things to do in town before heading
out. He got the weather report over a small breakfast at May’s
Diner and also a sandwich and soda for later, and was able to
endure half of the busboy’s dirty joke before walking out. He
went to the Senior Center to let them know he wouldn’t be by for
lunch, though he wouldn’t say where he was going. On the way
out he ducked into the office to retrieve his green metal Baby
Torpedo lure, good for musky or pike, left in a sandwich bag with
a soggy note of thanks from the night janitor. He pocketed the
lure and eased back into his car and made a stop at Bud’s Best
Bait and was headed north out of town around noon.
While the radio said that the snow would hold off until
evening, he could see clouds moving in. The temperature must be
dropping. He decided he would call Shorty up at Newman’s
Corner, where there was a phone at the filling station. Maybe
Shorty should take a look at that radiator.
The interstate was raised and divided by a grassy median,
clustered and lined with trees and shrubs, mostly evergreens. He
had always liked the spruces and pines well enough but in recent
years required their company when he fished late in the year.
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There were stands of bare oaks and maples he liked in spring but
in this season he needed the evergreens, defiant as the weather
grew hard.
Just before the turn-off to the state road something caught
his eye, some movement ahead in a stand of pines. He steadied
the wheel and looked hard at the shoulder as he passed. There
was someone or something in there balled up on the ground. He
let up on the accelerator and reached for the rearview mirror but
couldn’t see whatever it was now. It might have been a duffel bag
or a bundle of old clothes.
He drove on. A bug exploded against the windshield and the
wipers didn’t get it all and reaching into his coat pocket for a tis
sue he pricked himself and pulled out the lure. He drove on
clutching the lure between two fingers, damning his keen eyes,
glancing back in the mirror, caressing the lure in his hand, and
then suddenly let his foot off the gas pedal. Shaking his head, he
reached over and opened the glove compartment and tossed the
lure inside. As the next exit came up quickly he signaled to get off.
He found a turn-around in the median strip and pulled the
big car to the other side and back towards town, then sped on for
miles and exited and got back on the interstate north and slowed
when he came upon the stand of pines, and finally stopped. He
could see what it was inside. It was a tattered yellow tarp in the
trees on top of somebody. Max pulled the car closer and the tarp
flew off and a boy scrambled to his feet and began slowly walking
away. He was walking away through the trees with his arms
crossed. He wore jeans and sneakers with the laces flapping and
a shiny Yankees jacket with a striped polo shirt showing under
neath.
Max pulled up beside him and cranked open the passenger
window, and when the boy stopped in the trees and turned, Max

held his breath.
“Jesus,” said Max. “What happened to you?”
There was a bruise, good-sized, on the boy’s face, just below
his left eye.
“What happened there?”
The boy looked hard at Max and came out from under the
trees and kicked, sending a spray of shoulder gravel across the
road. He was nine or ten, with hard dark eyes and dark straight
hair and dirt on his chin. The shiner looked new. It was wide and
purpling, though it probably wouldn’t get much worse.
A truck roared up from behind and passed. They both
watched. When it was quiet again Max asked the boy where he’d
gotten the shiner.
The boy looked away. He stuck his hands in his pockets and
looked stoically into the distance. He was shivering.
“You got no business wandering out here by yourself,” said
Max. “There’s no one around.”
The boy set his jaw and stared across the highway.
Max looked as well. In the distance stood a housing develop
ment. The houses looked low and close and similar, and stood
behind a perimeter fence, which protected them from the rolling
hills and farmland. Max called to the boy and pointed and asked
him if he came from over there; the boy just kicked at the gravel,
and Max heard a ping on his front hubcap.
He shut the engine, got out noisily, leaned with one elbow on
the roof of the car.
“How about you see a doctor for that eye?”
The boy put his hands in his pockets.
“Well, how in hell did you get out here?”
Without looking up the boy pointed back with his right hand
beyond the ditch, down off the road.
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“Now what are you talking about? You got a horse down
there? You got maybe a Ferrari waiting for you?”
“My bike,” the boy said. He had a small childish high voice.
“Oh, your bicycle, I see. Well, you think your bike’s safe
down there?”
“I don’t care.”
Max cleared his throat. “Well, I see your point, you don’t
care, that’s fine. Maybe no one will see it. You live on one of these
farms, do you?”
The boy shrugged. He had his hands deep in his pockets and
was shivering. Max had an old roughed-up cardigan sweater,
orange and stained, on the backseat and reached inside for it and
brought it out and held it up and called the boy over and shook it
but the boy kept his distance. Max threw it in back and told him
it was there if he wanted. Then he asked him his name, twice.
“Omar,” the boy finally said.
“Omar. Well that’s a nice name. You Italian?”
The boy looked at Max uncomprehending.
“All right, all right,” said Max. “Anyway, what’s your last
name?”
The boy was shivering, hands in pockets, rocking side-toside.
Max looked at his watch. “Okay now, Omar,” he said, “why
don’t you go get your bike, we’ll put it in the trunk, and I’ll take
you back to town. I’m in a hurry here.”
The boy was suddenly still. He crossed his arms in front of
his chest. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“Anywhere? That’s a lot of places you’re not going to, any
where.”
The boy looked on defiantly, and Max rolled his eyes and
looked away. On the interstate there were no cars or trucks in
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sight. The nearest farmhouse was a good distance away and
might have been boarded-up. A truck topped the rise on the
other side, with a couple of cars practically on its bumper. At the
same time a van came up on the northbound side and passed,
trailing spumes of white smoke. When it was quiet again and the
air had cleared the boy began walking away, rubbing his eyes.
Max scrambled in behind the wheel and got the engine started
and came up in the gravel beside him.
“Well what about that eye,” he called through the passenger
window. “You need to get an icepack on it. You don’t treat it right
and you could go blind. Did you know that? That eye will fall
right out of your head.”
The boy kept walking.
“You got a problem with going into town?”
“I’m not going back.” The boy walked, shivering, with his
head turned away.
“I almost flagged down that last truck,” Max called after him,
keeping the car parallel to him. “How about I flag down the next
police cruiser I see?”
Max winced as a car roared up from behind and passed, just
a few yards away, the brake lights on, a pair of eyes in the passen
ger seat peering back. He could make out the car’s license plate,
which meant they could make out his. Across the highway in the
other direction came another car, slowing for a look, then speed
ing on. The boy was up a ways and Max caught up to him.
“You don’t want to be walking out here alone,” he called. “I
got a sandwich here and some Ring Dings. You like Ring Dings?”
The boy stopped. He didn’t turn around.
“Well hell, maybe I’ll just drive into town and tell the police
where you are.”
There was no response.
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“At least you can tell me who gave you that shiner. Come get
in the car and tell me about it. I’ll put the heater on.”
The boy kept his back to Max but at least he wasn’t walking
away and Max peppered him with questions. Did he get the
bruise in a fight, and if so who gave it to him? His brother, his
mother, his father, the school bully? The boy shook his head
without conviction to each query, and finally bowed his head to
his open dirty hands. He appeared to be sobbing.
“Jesus,” Max said softly. It was cold in the car with the win
dow open and he pulled his coat together and then tapped on the
brim of the fedora on the seat beside him and fingered the feath
er in the hatband. Then he looked up. “Hey, I’m going fishing.
You want to talk about fishing? Ever been fishing?”
There was no reply. But the boy’s sobbing had slowed. Max
reached under the rods in the backseat to the sweater and held it
up.
“Hey, how about this? Keeps you warm for fishing.”
The boy came to the car. He ignored the sweater and peered
into the backseat. “Oh, I see,” said Max. “Those are my fishing
rods. Now we’re talking.” He shut the engine and took the
sweater with him as he lumbered out of the car and went around
to the trunk.
“I bet you never been fishing,” said Max, opening the trunk
and pulling out a tackle box which he brought around and set it
in the gravel at the boy’s feet. Then he held out the sweater.
“Once I was,” said the boy, accepting the sweater, trying it
with his arms in the sleeves while Max held back from offering to
button it for him. He finally gave up and wrapped himself in it.
He was still shivering. “Once I went fishing. In the ocean in a boat
with my uncles.”
“In the ocean! Well who said that’s fishing? Big noisy boat
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and noisy people, noisy motor, beer and hot sun and people
throwing up over the side. I’m talking about real fishing, in the
woods, fresh water.”
“I never did that.”
“You went with your uncles? That’s nice. My uncles used to
take me. Taught me everything I know.”
Max hustled back to the trunk and took out the Styrofoam
cup he’d picked up from Bud’s and brought it up to the kid’s nose
to show him the night crawlers wriggling in the loam. He took it
back to the trunk and then reached in and held up a pair of wad
ing boots.
“See? I’m a damn fisherman,” he said. “Now why don’t you
get in the car and we’ll go to the state park, do a little lake fish
ing, land some sunnies or bullheads. I’ll show you how to cast.”
“Cats?”
“Cast, cast. When you throw out the fishing line far into the
water, that’s a cast. I’ll teach you to cast and you’ll be a fisherman
too. Jesus it’s getting late. Do you think we can get going now?”
Max saw that the boy was still uncertain. It would just take
a little more coaxing, he assured himself, and tried not to appear
impatient. Standing in back of the car he gazed up the highway,
at the hills that rolled north and east to the park. While the sun
still lit on most of the terrain that way the clouds were moving in.
It was best when it was sunny but anytime, really, was a good
time to be up there.
He looked over to the horizon and then the other way, across
the valley. It was still pretty country. Down the ditch and beyond
the frontage road ran a broken horse fence and beyond it fields of
corn with long leaves hugging the cornstalks, and dairy farms
beyond. His eyes lit on a house on a distant hill with a field rising
up behind to meet it, maybe a quarter-mile away. The house had
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purple shutters, he could just make them out. It was the Ames’
house, in the family for generations. He’d gone to school with one
of the daughters. She was married last he heard, though who
knew when that was? She had children, probably had grandchil
dren. That was fine for some kind of people, married with kids,
being trapped like that.
A crow called from the branches nearby, startling both of
them. Then a chorus of crow calls began and the boy jumped.
“Any wolves out there, or snakes?”
“No, no wolves, not a chance, not for a long time. But there
are possums and skunks and crows—plenty of crows. They’re still
looking for com in the fields there.”
“Any snakes? I don’t like snakes.”
Max got a paper towel from the trunk and shut the trunk and
walked back towards the driver’s side. “Well you better get in the
car then. Jesus it’s getting late.”
“Any snakes around here?”
Max got the bug off the windshield and got in and shut the
door. He started the engine. His eyes narrow, he yelled across the
seat out the window to the boy. “Snakes on your mind, is that
right? You know you look a little tired, Omar. It’s going to get
dark soon and that’s not a good time to be out here alone.”
The boy looked up. There was plenty of light. “I’m not afraid
of nothing.”
Max rolled his eyes and sighed and slapped his palm loud on
the top of his thigh. “Well I’m not sticking around here! And I
promise you it’s going to get dark before you know it and when it
does you don’t want to be around. Now I’m offering you the
chance to come fishing.”
The boy frowned. “You’re trying to trick me.”
“You think what you want. But you stay out here on the high
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way and someone will find you for sure and bring you right
home. Probably someone’s driving around looking for you right
now.”
The boy looked about frantically, then turned and began
walking away.
“You got my good sweater there.”
The boy kept going.
“Well, you can keep it for now,” called Max. “But just be
careful where you step.”
The boy froze.
“I don’t mean to scare you,” Max yelled through the window,
pulling alongside, “but you have to be careful, you know, about
the rattlers.”
The boy turned. He tried to stare cruelly at Max but he was
n’t completely confident about it.
“Rattlesnakes,” continued Max. “Not great big huge ones but
big enough. They come out, well, on a sunny day maybe later, but
with these clouds coming in maybe they’ll come out, well, in
about ten minutes or so.”
A few minutes later, with the bike tied down in the trunk,
and the boy still panting and looking about for snakes, Max got
in the car and started the engine and motioned the boy inside. He
had the tackle box with him in the front seat to make room for
the bike. He started the car and rolled up the passenger window
and put on the heat, which at first blew cool. He leaned over
slightly and motioned continuously until the boy took hold of the
handle and got in and shut the door.
“I don’t want to go home.”
Max clenched and unclenched his teeth. He put on a civil
expression and regarded the boy and nodded, then put the car
into gear. “Didn’t I say I was taking you to fish?”
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“Promise?”
Max nodded dutifully and looked away.
They were back on the highway, heading out of town, when
Max, tongue peeking and eyes searching the windows of nearby
vehicles for a witnessing adult, located the turn-around used by
the state police. He veered into it and across the grassy divider
and onto the other side of the highway, and headed back towards
town.
“You said we were going fishing!”
“We have to make a stop first. Then we’ll talk about fishing.”
The boy grabbed for the tackle box and picked it up and
before Max could stop him it was headed at him and he held up
his arm to deflect it; it opened, fell off him, and an array of
sinkers, hooks, floaters and flies poured out over his lap and the
seat and onto the floor.
The boy was not finished. He yelled with his high voice and
tried to get the door open as the car swerved right and left, and
fortunately he couldn’t find the handle and Max angrily put his
hand on the boy’s shoulder and the boy turned viciously and
began lashing out at him, raining blows on his right shoulder and
arm. The car swerved and Max tried to gain control with the car
swerving onto the shoulder and finally he was able to get control,
braking and swerving and coming to a halt. Max slammed the
gearshift into park.
“You owe me, damn it! I stopped for you when no one else
did! You don’t even know what you’re doing, you dumb little bas
tard! I’m protecting you and this is the thanks I get?”
He put the car in park and leaned suddenly across the seat,
ignoring the boy with his little raised fists, and finding the lock
on the passenger door he flicked it and pulled on the door handle
and shoved the door violently outward; it swung back shut and
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he leaned and pushed it open again and kept his arm out
stretched across the boy for a moment and the door stayed.
He withdrew, and the boy, watching him, lowered his fists.
The door was open.
They were both breathing heavily, almost like talking to one
another. Max stared straight out the windshield, listening to the
boy’s sniffling and outraged breaths. The defiance came off him
like body heat.
Cars sped by on the highway.
Max knew that even if he got the boy to the police this time
the boy had it in him to just run away some other time. He was
going, that was certain, he had it in him.
“Close the door,” he said.
The boy was breathing rapidly, Max’s old sweater moving up
and down on him.
Max waited. Then he reached over and turned off the heater.
Looking through the windshield he could see the rise up ahead in
the road and beyond that the long valley, and a housing project
on either side of the highway. Beyond that was the beginning of
the town, then the town itself, his apartment building, all the
rest. The whole place was small, smaller than he ever thought of
it. Another winter was coming.
“Close the door now, from the inside or the outside.”
The boy was still.
“All right, all right,” said Max, gently now, “close it from the
inside. Go ahead. Don’t slam it. You’ve got a lot of strength
there.”
The boy seemed to be gathering himself. He swallowed twice
and then sat perfectly still, and then reached out and pulled the
door shut. Max nodded and put the car in gear. He pulled back
onto the highway, picking up speed, but just over a rise when
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there weren’t any vehicles in sight he slowed and switched lanes
and eased across the inside shoulder and turned and barreled
onto the dipping medium and through a gap in the foliage and
down and across and up the other side, all the while bumping his
head and his shoulders on the ceiling and the window and the
boy sliding and bumping up against him. On the other side he
straightened the wheel, heading the big car north again.
Neither of them said a word. Max put the heater on and set
the cruise control. The boy reached down to the floor and then
sat back. He held a hook in his palm, rubbing it gently with his
finger, staring out the passenger window. Max, glancing over,
allowed himself the slightest strained smile. ■

A Sacred Virgin
by Paulette Licitra

Prandeo
Another way. Peas from the pod, Apician Style.
Flavor oil with fennel seed, mint and laser root. Half
fry peas in oil with leeks. For each sextarius o f peas,
moisten with one cyathus o f violet wine. Sprinkle
with pepper. Serve hot.

oday I cannot stop admiring the peas. They are so tiny

T

and light. Such sweet little life. I carefully break open
their pods and inside a neat row of green vitality smiles

up at me. As I push them gently out of their pod they land light
ly on the pile of their pea-brothers and pea-sisters. A very special
community.
I have cooked peas in this way once a week for four years.

The virgins have given me the honor of preparing our meals. We
do our chores for the love of God, and He in turn keeps and pro
tects us.
We live in the small round house on the Aventino hill along
the bank of the river, Tevere. Each of our rooms (there are six)
are like spokes in a wheel. The kitchen is in the center, the heart.
This is where I spend most of my time. We have a garden. Egeria
tends the garden. We work hand in hand, she brings me beauti
ful growth from the garden, I transform wild things into nourish-
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ment. We do not eat together, but each in our own small cells. We
cannot risk too much of our own society. We do not speak unless
we absolutely must. In this way we can remain virgin not only in
body, but in mind. The Church Fathers say a mouth open in
speech is a woman open to the ways of the world.
Thus bathing is prohibited. Washing the whole body might
heat the blood, plus it is immodest. Even though being thorough
ly washed makes me feel fresh and alive, I must avoid this desire
for such beauty in feeling. There is no reason a virgin should need
to feel herself beautiful.
My sins lie elsewhere. Sometimes the food I am washing or
cutting or shaving appears...provocative to me. This happens to
me often while cooking. And for this reason I pray hard when I
cook. I find myself slowly stroking the food, looking at it with
fondness, in some peculiar way understanding it. I watch the
food change as it cooks. I believe it loves this metamorphosis.
Like a child becoming an adult. It can now wholly be itself. These
thoughts and sensations are so distracting that I must devoutly
repeat the Creed. To my shame, sometimes this isn’t enough, so
I meditate on Christ.
Just beyond the garden, Alexandra has sealed herself in a
small stone room with just one narrow window. She is the most
pious virgin of our house. Many years ago a man glimpsed her
and was tempted by her. So that she will not be responsible for
distracting a man and scandalizing his soul anymore, she has
hidden herself away. We all honor her faith and strength. The
penalty for transgression is high, even burial alive.
I bring Alexandra crusts of bread. Today, I will try to offer
her a small handful of peas Apician style. She never accepts sus
tenance other than bread scraps, but I will offer again today.
In the middle of summer, the Tevere shines like a yellow sap
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phire. As I step out from our house, I am always dazzled by it.
Today, the assembly of doves sits quietly in the ostrya tree. I
move as invisibly as possible so as not to disturb their contempla
tion. Down the little path through the garden I fix my sight on
Alexandra’s little stone room. It is unfortunate that her narrow
window does not face the Tevere. She looks out onto a modest
patch of road with a small rhododendron bush on its edge. I am
sure this is the view she prefers. Better not to excite the mind.
As I turn the corner of the stone room to reach her window,
my hand grazes the surface of the wall. It is rough and makes me
think of unforgiveness. I peer into the little window. It is dark in
there except for the slice of light the window opening paints on
the wall.
“Alexandra?” (for Alexandra I do speak.)
“Good afternoon, Melania”
“I have brought you some bread.”
“Just the crusts, please.”
“Certainly, just the crusts.”
I hand her the bread through the window. Her fingers take
it. They are as white as my gown. She doesn’t eat right away. She
looks at my face and our eyes meet. She looks away quickly. I
know she is afraid to know life outside of the room. She is strong,
but she must be careful, too.
“Would you care for a very tiny handful of sweet peas?”
I hold out my open hand to the window. Luckily my grasp did not
crush any of them. They sit there, trying to be modest so that
Alexandra will think nothing of eating them, but as soon as she
glances their way her eyes close tight. Despite their efforts, it is
impossible for the peas to appear unalluring.
“That’s all right. They don’t really taste very good.” I close
my fingers gently around them, taking them out of sight. “Would
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you like water?”
“Yes. Please.”
Alexandra hands me her small pitcher through the window.
It is smooth and narrow. Sparrow birds and floral wreaths adorn
the surface. I walk out to the fountain near the road, admiring the
loveliness of the pitcher. I do not need to adjust my shawl to my
face. There is no one around. The gentle wind holds my cheek. As
I reach the fountain, I peruse its unusual shape. Like an elliptical
urn it stands tall and brazen to the sky. I lean over its edge. My
eyes delight with the sight of the splashing, sparkling water. I
reach in and dip the pitcher under the water. I dip deeper than
necessary, I cannot resist getting my hand wet with the cool liq
uid. As I stand up, I let the pitcher balance on the edge of the
fountain and slip my wet hand to my brow. It is an unbelievable
sensation and I nearly swoon.
I turn back toward Alexandra’s room — and see, under a tree
along the bank, a man. He’s leaning there, looking directly at me.
I become so flustered, I nearly drop the pitcher. Some water
spills, and in my efforts to regain equilibrium I clench my other
fist, squashing my little garden-cooked wards. I rush over to
Alexandra and hand her the pitcher, pulling my shawl closely
around my face.
“What’s wrong, Melania?”
“I...I thought no one was there.”
“Did you see the man?”
“Who is it?”
“I don’t know who it is, but he watches.”
“Bless me Father, bless me Father, bless me Father, forgive
me Cyprian, Athanasius, Hilary...”
“Do not worry, Melania. He has been watching for a long
time. You have done nothing wrong. But poor Egeria. She is the
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one he watches most of all. She is in the garden every morning.”
“We must tell the bishop!”
“There is no law against moving on the streets.”
“But what about us? There is a law for us. The whole house
must be tempting him.”
“Now you understand why I stay safely withdrawn?”
“I must go inside. Be careful, Alexandra.”
“I am.”
I adjust my shawl over my face. I dare not look across to the
river bank. I watch my steps. Finally at the house door I enter,
and rush blindly into Egeria.
“Oh!”
“What is the matter, Melania?”
I catch my breath and shake my head. I do not want to add
to the problem by speaking excessively. I pass Egeria into the
kitchen and sit down to compose myself. As I begin to recite the
Creed in my mind, I open my hand and empty the crushed peas
onto a plate.
*

*

*

Transparent brown eyes.
“Soak the roots o f tulip or narcissus and parboil in
water.”

T

oday I am using tulip roots instead of narcissus roots.
Egeria brought me an abundant armful from the fields on
the Aventino. I am entranced with the pot alive with

bouncing water. The sun through the roof window sparkles on
the waters jumping surface. The roots pop up and down in the
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water like children playing on a hill.
“Thereupon fry them in oil.”
I spoon out the delicate roots then put a pan on the fire with
a little oil of olive. I dry the little roots in my skirt and gently drop
them into the oil. They will become golden. This is the time they
glow the most.
“The dressing make thus: take thyme, flea-bane, pepper,
honey, vinegar, reduced wine, date wine and a little oil.”
In my favorite terracotta bowl painted yellow with blue
asters, I place a little thyme, a thumb of flea-bane, two pepper
seeds, two spoons full of honey, one spoon full of vinegar, a small
wash of date wine and a smaller wash of reduced wine. I ladle a
little broth and a drop or two of oil. I will add origany even
though Aspicius does not say to do so. But the long branch of ori
gany Egeria brought me this week is all used. I have used more
than I remember. I do love origany, rather I should say I prefer
to use origany. I must constantly guard my thoughts about food.
I glance at the roots frying, they are becoming transparent,
happily advancing. If I am quick I can go out to the garden to find
a fresh branch of origany and return just as the roots are turning
gold.
I put on my shawl, ever since the day of the strange man I
wear my shawl whenever I go out. It keeps me safe. I slip it
around my head nearly covering my entire face.
I go out the front door. Suddenly, the wind seems to be com
ing from the ground. The Tevere moves rapidly in small hills of
water. The sky is gray up high, but light shines through under
neath. A sky in change. The rain will be here at any moment.
I run out to the garden. I do not know it as well as Egeria. I
must search for the origany. I see lemon timo, basilicum, maggioriana and salvia. Then there, next to the porro, origany. It
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seems to look up at me, excited to be included now. I pick sever
al small branches, caressing them tenderly, and then turn to
hurry back.
The wind whirls all around me, it pulls at my shawl, it flies
under my skirt. I hold tenderly to the tiny leaves, fingering their
smoothness. I round our house to the door and a strong gust
grips my shawl and carries it from me toward the road. As I
watch after it, a man suddenly appears near the bank of the
Tevere. That same man. The one Alexandra says watches our
house. He runs to my shawl and catches it just as it flies upward
in another gust. He runs toward me, holding it out within his
hands.
My instinct is to turn and scurry indoors. But I see his face
now. It is kind and gentle. He holds such reverence in his expres
sion. I pause instead, waiting to receive my shawl. Quickly he is
upon me, kneeling at my feet, offering my vestment.
“Pure Melania. Accept my humble service.”
His behavior is so startling I hardly know how to respond. I
gingerly accept the shawl, careful not to touch his hand, and turn
to leave. How does he know my name?
“May I ask you one question?” he says coming to his feet.
I cautiously nod.
“Do you believe that marriage is death?”
What is he saying? What could he mean? Is he challenging
the word of Jerome? Do I really speak my piety to him? He
watches me steadily for an answer. His eyes seem to be made of
liquid. Light brown liquid.
I speak. “Marriage fills the earth. Virginity fills heaven.”
A smile broadens across his face. He nods. “Thank you.”
He extends his right hand. I do not know why. He gestures
to my left hand. I lift it. Keeping his eyes on mine, he takes gen-
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tie hold of my hand, raises it to his mouth, and brushes his lips
across it.
Why I let him do this I cannot know! My head just became
empty and I couldn’t find a prayer. I didn’t even look for one. But
I am looking for one now. Now I take back my hand.
He bows. He turns and leaves. He walks back to the road. A
sudden wind whips about him. He walks steadily on toward the
river.
I cannot move. I feel stuck to my place. I can’t take my eyes
from the figure of this man. He becomes smaller and smaller as
he advances onward to the bridge, as he crosses the river and dis
appears into invisibility. My mind is prowling, searching for sen
tences of Creed. The only thing I can think is the little tulip roots
have fried to nothingness. And even this thought seems very far
away.
*

*

*

Night watch.

I

am very awake. I cannot sleep. Not last night. Not the night
before. Not tonight. I lie still looking into the black air of my
room, seeing shapes that aren’t there. Hearing wind speak to

me through the doorway.
I rise, dress, and silently slip from my room. All my sisters
are asleep, calm, blameless, they have no thoughts to worry
them. I stand in the kitchen. The room is my best friend. It’s
where I am most at home. The kitchen comforts me, and right
now the moon shines through the window making every surface
alert.
I step outside into the air of the Tevere. As soon as I exit I
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hear the tender lapping of the river. I move through the dark gar
den, quietly past Alexandra’s stone room. I walk to the fountain
and stop there, stop at this boundary of our sacred home. I listen
to the water falling. I let my eyes wander along the bank of the
Tevere, letting them casually look. Letting them happen to see.
But they see nothing. Only shadows sway through the trees along
the river’s edge. I am the only soul here. I stay to watch the river.
And to remember.
Alexandra’s room stands like a fortress nearby. Fine, pious
Alexandra. Suddenly in her window I think I see a ghost. But I
realize it is not a ghost. Only Alexandra herself, framed within
her narrow window, looking out at me.
I do not speak to her, or signal, or acknowledge her in any
way. It is how she would want it. It is how I should want it, too.
But why does Alexandra not sleep? Does she still feel her pain
after all this time? Now I know the pain she has suffered. She is
right to stay hidden within. I wonder if a room, a hard stone
room can protect a heart? One that breaks with every breath?
One that is confused between the way of earth and the way of
heaven?
I cannot live in two worlds.
*

*

*

The evil one.

T

he jurors of the tribunal are conferring. I sit in an isolat
ed chair in the middle of the room. My shawl close to my
face. Many men watch me here, my face is ceaselessly

hot, and must be quite red. They look at me as if staring into the
face of a ferocious animal. One that is safely restrained, yet
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growling at them all the while.
They take their seats in a row. All facing me. The Court
Patrician stands in the center. He addresses me.
“Melania, you are here in this Tribunal to face a very grave
transgression against the Church Fathers. To begin, we must
establish your position. You have taken the vows of a sacred vir
gin. You have taken refuge in the Creed, forgoing all customary
responsibilities and commitments, promising never to be a wife,
never a mother, never inherit your father’s estate, and never
bequeath an estate to an heir. By taking this oath you have cho
sen to seclude yourself from society and devote the whole of your
existence to prayer, solitude and exclusion. You also have
denounced sensual pleasure of any kind, suppressing the femi
nine power to arouse such in others, and therefore prohibiting
any exchange whatsoever with men, worldly women and fami
lies. Adornment and indulgence have been barred from your life.
“Do you agree, Melania, that such is the nature of your vow
to the Church Fathers, the State, and to God?”
I nod. It is all true. And yet, my brow is moist, I must swal
low hard. My heart pounds, reminding me that I have defied my
own promises. That yes, I have been swept up into earthly pleas
ure. And, to my distress, I know my deepest desire is to revisit
that glorious awareness.
“Your sister in devotion, Alexandra, has been witness to a
serious offense,” the Court Patrician continues. “She has seen
you conversing with a man outside the house of your sisters in
devotion. You were completely open as he observed you — no
shawl about your head, in great temptation. You looked at him
directly, in greater temptation. You spoke to him...as the Church
Fathers have said ‘an open mouth is an open woman.’
Whereupon you caused the man to take your hand in his and
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caused him to kiss it! And there you stood. Brazen, defiant to God
and state — welcoming, inviting, causing injurious calamity to
this man, to yourself, and to Alexandra who witnessed this cor
rupting scene from her reverent place. And you, we are told,
stood by and accepted this aggression without protest.”
He stops speaking.
Alexandra will not appear, but the tribunal has heard her testi
mony. The Court Patrician visited her at her room. Spoke to her
through her narrow window. She saw my lapse from Creed. She
saw my elaborate indiscretion, and she has told all. She had no
choice.
I stare hard at the floor, my eyes on fire with shame. Why
does God never come when we are weak, only when we are
strong? Holy Mother of God, come to my aid,

0 ...my Father in

Heaven, forgive me, forgive me, I am unreliable and beyond
repentance!
“Melania,” says the Court Patrician. “Is this true?”
I nod, without looking up. I recall the moment with a chill.
Largest in my mind are the transparent brown eyes of that kind
face. I have prayed and prayed. I have fasted and to my shame,
cried. But in my heart, no matter what I do, I cannot dispel the
sensation of happiness at this memory. Even though the conse
quences weigh heavy, I can still recall the moment with thankful
ness. For this I must be the devil’s own property...and yet, I do
not feel evil.
“Have you nothing to say in your defense?”
I speak.
“Your honor, it is a most unfortunate circumstance. I must
confess that I was weak, and allowed myself to be yielding. I am
very pious, your honor, but to my shame, I am afraid I may not
be pious enough. It pains me to say this, but I must speak my
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heart. I must live with it inside me, and so you should know the
truth as well.”
The Court Patrician considers me with wide eyes: a sacred
virgin who has transgressed, and has admitted her lapse from
piety. The penalty can be very high, and yet the highest has never
been put to practice. The tribunal will decide if the crime is griev
ous enough.
“The court has also heard of other indulgences in sensual
pleasure.”
Without a thought, I look up. What can he mean?
“We are told that you cook with spirits.”
“Wine? Well, yes, a little. It gives a bright flavor to the food.”
“Wine?”
“It is in the recipes of Apicius.”
“The recipes of Apicius are not intended for houses of devo
tion. Melania, are you not aware of the Holy Fathers’ decrement
regarding spirits?”
“Yes, but-”
“And you serve food with wine in it to your unsuspecting sis
ters in piety?”
“But we do not drink the wine.”
“I fail to see the difference. Eating wine is better?”
“It changes. The spirit altering qualities are cooked away.”
“Oh, I see. You know how to transfigure elements as well.”
“No, no, I am just a cook-”
“We are told that you emit strange compassion for food. A
kind of deep love for food. Alexandra tells us that you try to tempt
her with your cooking, talk about your concoctions as if they were
offspring from your womb...tempting a pious virgin such as
Alexandra who has vowed to eat only scraps of bread.”
“She has never taken any.”
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“And to her credit. She has had the added turmoil of having
to resist your interference with her reverence.”
“I am very sorry. I only thought she might enjoy-”
“Enjoy? Is that the life of a pious virgin?”
“No. Of course not.”
“Do you make it a practice to tempt others into your own
corruption?”
“No, your honor, I do not...”
“It seems by your actions that it is exactly what you are
doing, does it not, Melania?”
“It seems so, perhaps, but it is not what I intend at all...”
“No. Evil has its own way of appearing harmless, but only to
the evil one. And you, Melania, are evil.”
His voice sounds so final. So honest. So true.
“The Court Jurors will confer and give you our sentencing
within this hour. Do not stir from your chair.”
The Court Patrician stands, the Jurors stand, too. They are
leaving. To protect himself, one juror spits on the floor before
me. But not one looks at me. They consider me absent, unworthy,
gone. And they are just. My fate weighs heavy except for one hor
rible, wonderful and enormous thing: how can I repent myself to
God? Whatever the Court decides is of the earth’s domain. What
decisions will be made for me in the domain of heaven?
*

*

*

Final faith.

I

know when the bishop came to Alexandra’s room she kept
her head bowed so he couldn’t see her tears. I can imagine
her, telling all, each word pulled from her mouth like teeth. It
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was the day Egeria and I left for the Gianiculum to gather pop
pies. It was the day Alexandra could not stay silent anymore. She
wanted to protect me. She wanted to save me.
What does that mean? Save me from what?
My trial is over.
My death begins.
The deep columns stand about me as I am brought to the
ceremony. They stand like skeletons, like old trees; they’ve wit
nessed death before, and birth and prayers. Just like trees, they
know everything silently. But they are hard, cold and stoic. I can
find no comfort here.
My tears fall shamefully.
They place me in a box of Cypress wood. Before the lid is
nailed a face appears before me, a face of pale brown eyes.
“You have not fallen from grace,” he tells me. “You have
given me the gift of faith.”
The lid of the box covers my light. I close my eyes. The
pounding of nails echoes. Tears still roll. I give my life away. It is
the sacred virgin’s duty.
But...is it a sin to love?
I open my eyes.
The pounding stops. The nailing is finished. I feel myself lift
ed up and carried.
I am lowered to my grave. No one moans for me in the deep
hole of the earth, silence. Clumps of dirt dive onto my box. I lis
ten carefully until no sound is heard, just stillness of muffled life.
My throat closes tight with panic. I cannot breathe. My chest
rises high and low, I cannot breathe here. O, God, O, Jesus
Christ, O, Jerome, O, Matthew, O, Holy Mother, Virgin Mother
keep me from harm, help me to be with you, give me your hand,
be with me, please come to my aid...
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A heavy rain makes puddles in the dirt around me, mud sur
rounds my coffin. I feel restless in this small space. I hold tight to
my cloak. My fingertips are white with holding. My fingers disap
pear...am I of this earth? Do I belong in heaven? Is there a home
for me? A place where Melania lives.
The sounds of the earth quiet. The rain flees from me too.
Soon I will be led by the Holy Ones to my just fate.
I will take with me this heart...aching and full. ■

Busy London Pavement
by Tiphanic Vanique

W

e had moved to the mother country from Ghana
when I was six. I’d learned English. I dated white
girls.

And Chinese girls.

And one memorable

Italian in fourth form. I played football on the junior national

team, even though I still didn’t have a British passport. I’d done
everything my friends back in Accra talked about over stolen
swigs of aktpeteshie. I was going to be a hero. I would play foot
ball, representing Ghana in the elite British clubs. Those of us on
the junior national team hoped for the World Cup. The chaps
looked forward to playing for their nations: England or Ireland.
Only a few of us looked forward to playing for places like Nigeria
or Cameroon. But we were all mates. Joined by the sport we
loved. Singing songs about Margaret Thatcher’s private parts on
the bus to games.
Every morning, in my parent’s flat in Brixton, I’d wake up
before anyone else.

Before I brushed my teeth or sipped hot

milk, I’d go running in the crisp morning air. Our coach didn’t
tell me to do this. I just did it. Sometimes I ran when I didn’t
want to. Even when I was sick or tired from studying. I ran.
Discipline—I chanted to myself as I passed the kiosks only now
beginning to fry johnny cakes for the morning breakfast buyers.
Though the smell of dough frying would follow me around town,
I was never distracted. We on the junior team were being trained
for greatness, but I had a special mission for myself.
My mother didn’t know I ran. Even my nosey know-everything sister didn’t know. My father knew, but not because I told
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him. Sometimes when I was running out, he was just coming in.
We acknowledged each other and as he went towards his bed
room, I went towards the front door. He knew discipline. Going
to graduate school, working full time. Often, he wasn’t home for
dinner. Sometimes when I came back from running, the sweat
cold on my neck, he’d be in the living room on the couch. His
body deep into the creases, the couch sinking into the floor
boards. His shoulders and head leaning into a text book.
I ran even in the winter. The cold shooting like nails into my
nostrils, cracking at the skin of my face. I’d have to rub Vaseline
around the corners of my mouth and nose. I ran in the summer
and hated it most of all. I had to suck hard on the air. I was
sweating before I’d even gone a hundred yards. And still, the air
would claw at my insides, burning the place where my throat and
chest met. My father always said I should love the summers,
being from West Africa. I have always hated summer.

I ran

because I had to be good. I needed to come to the kitchen table
and sit with my parents and sister and know I was the first born,
the only male child, done good.

I wanted my father’s eye of

approval. The slap on the chest from my mother’s two hands.
Her lovely face, laughing when my team won. My sister asking
me for help in math, calling me “Elder Brother,” despite her hav
ing cursed me for chatting up her pretty friends earlier in the day.
Even in Brixton we were always an African family. There was no
reason I should contract Kayak sickness. There was no reason I
should find myself emulating a people I had never known.

I

n the Yukatan, an Inuit often sits in his canoe waiting in
quiet, being as still as possible. This is the way they hunt
seals.

Sometimes, the stillness takes over and the young

man, the husband, the father, the breadwinner; realizes that he
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cannot move. His quiet becomes him and he cannot shout or
even whisper. The only way he can fight through this paralysis is
by leaning his mind into the wind or breathing into the shadows
as they move across the canoe.
Recovering movement takes a long time. Often the seals
have come and gone. Sometimes hunters die of starvation, their
entire families starving behind them.
It happened to me. Not in the Yukatan, but in London. In
my parent’s closet in Brixton, to be precise. For those who suffer
from Kayak sickness, precision is the only way to be saved.

I

did do one thing that may have caused things to turn against
me—made me more susceptible to illness or ill will. I dated
Sally Brune. My mother had warned that if I dated a British

girl, I might eventually marry one. A British woman wouldn’t
know how to comb their young daughter’s hair.

My mother

would raise her eyes subtly to point out the half-British/halfAfrican girls in the supermarket with knots in their heads. My
father said my half-British sons might not respect me. It was
hard enough to get sons to look up to their Paa’s, he said. How
much harder if the son had the colonizer’s blood in him? I had
dated other British girls before, but Sally Brune was different. A
little plump. Blond hair. Brown eyes. A little short with smooth
legs that she shaved everyday. She was smashing, really. Sally
was different because she and I weren’t just talking, I wasn’t just
chatting to her. Sally was my girl. I’d asked her after a game,
that’s always when I felt most bold. And she’d said yes. Just like
that. She started coming to my football practices. Imagine. Hot
babe Sally Brune with her little tag-along friends yapping over
her head, while she stared out at me.
She wasn’t shy.

She was bold, like I like my girls.
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Sometimes she’d ask why I didn’t run after the ball. Why I let
other guys get the goals. I explained to her that I was a defend
er, not a striker. And she said she figured I was too sweet, too
nice and giving. I wanted to tell her I loved her then, but I did
n’t. I never did.
y father was rarely at my practices or at my games.

M

But I still respected him. He was a big man. Not so
handsome but he had an air. He was a lecturer by

habit and I knew that when he got his PhD he’d be one of those
long-winded profs who ramble on and lose people, cracking jokes
that the students don’t get. He worked so hard for that PhD. He
never got it, though. His visa ran out and they wouldn’t renew it.
And we all had to go back to Ghana. But he worked hard. All
night out. Mum would leave his dinner in the pot and send us to
our studies. She was strong. She raised us, really. It wasn’t until
I was already a grown man that I realized she was young as well.
That she should have been pursuing dreams, breaking hearts,
discovering the world. Not raising us.
Then one evening my father did a weird thing. He came
home early. Dinner hadn’t been served. The tomato stew on the
stove wasn’t even the dark red my mother said it needed to be
before she could add the canned tuna. My sister was putting her
hair into curlers. I was trying to study my European history but
I kept thinking of feeling up Sally’s tits. Sally wasn’t a slag, she
wasn’t letting me go all the way. Which was good for me, ’cause
coach warned that shagging before a match could be bad news
and I know for sure that some mid-fielder’s screwing had caused
us a game before.

So I’m there with Sally’s knockers and

Churchill, and my dad comes bursting in.
We’re all surprised. He does a spin. He calls to my mother:
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“Woman, fix my dinner!” in an exaggerated way that makes her
kiss her teeth and giggle a little. He calls to us: “Offspring!” and
he waves his lecturing hand into the air. “Today your paapa is a
star!”
There should have been a sound track, someone should have
banged a gong. Instead, there was silence. I’d never seen him so
emotional. “I finally made it to a film. Children, go to the the
atre and watch me.

I’ll be there.

Representing Africa!” My

mother placed a slice of bread and a square of cheese on the
table. She smiled boldly and told him to sit. He winked at me as
he bit into the sandwich.
I was the eldest so I asked. I didn’t ask well. I didn’t know
how to ask. “Paapa. Why were you in a movie?”
“It’s my job, son. It’s what I do to bring money home.” He
chewed for a while and we all waited. “I’m an extra. I’m not real
ly a star.” He nodded and chewed. “Perhaps one day I can take
the family to a film. Yes?” He looked over at my mother. But her
tomato stew had turned dark red. She was dumping in the tuna.
It was a long time before he came home early again.
After he went to bed that night, one of the few times he went
to bed before the rest of us, my mother told us that Paapa was
working hard. It wasn’t easy finding a job when he wasn’t legal
ly allowed to work. He was in the country on a student visa. All
he was supposed to do was study. My sister lowered her eyes.
“Can you imagine Paapa out there in the middle of the night,
waiting in line in the cold just to get some small part in a foolish
movie?” I couldn’t imagine. My sister shook her curlered hair
and it made a clattering sound. I felt ashamed of my father, not
pity or pride. I looked at my mother to see what she felt. She
looked at me and nodded.
My mother was beautiful. I knew that even though I was her
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son. Not beautiful the way other sons think of their mothers, but
beautiful the way a man thinks of a woman. Which is why when
Sally told me what she told me, it made my head go loopy for a
while.
Our team had just won a friendly and I was feeling strong. I
was in my old Puma trainers but my new football boots were
slung over my shoulder. I thought maybe today she would invite
me to her house to meet her parents, and today I would say yes.
“Your pop said he was in a movie?”
“Yeah. My old man is a joker.”
“Have you ever seen him in a movie?”
“He’s just mamaguying, I think. Giving an excuse for never
coming home. He’s studying all the time.”
“So your pops is never home?”
“Nah, babes. But Mums is, so no private place there. Don’t
be getting no ideas.”
“So your pop doesn’t even sleep at home?”
“He sleeps alright. But sometimes on campus, you know.
He’s a student. Gonna be a doctor of Philosophy.”
“Doesn’t your mum get lonely? For a man, I mean?”
“Nah.”
“It never crossed your mind that your pop got himself a lit
tle tart on the side?”
“What you getting at?”
“My pop’s got a whole other family. How you know yours
en’t?”
Imagine what that did to me. My best girl revealing what
should have been in front of my face. I left her and my soccer
boots there and walked away. I ran away. I didn’t hear Sally
scream after me. She knew what she’d said. She was a smart girl.
More mature than the other silly biddies. She made me run.
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Running, you should know, is a kind of stillness. I ran away from
Sally and I didn’t feel like I was moving. The music shops blast
ing out a bass-warped zook and highlife, the restaurants painted
in red or yellow, the loud ladies haggling for imported mangoes
and yams; they were all being swept away by some mighty force.
I was standing still and that mighty force was me.
I ran through the park where some of the blokes smoked
weed after school. I ran past the rose bushes where I’d once
kicked a girl when she called me a black coon. I ran towards my
house. My thighs were quivering with a weakness I had never
known before. It hurt. I thought about how foolish I would look
to Sally the next day. I thought about my dad out all hours. Not
working a real fulltime job. Studying more than I did. I’d never
seen him touch my mother affectionately. I imagined him now,
touching some cow of a woman. I pushed through the pain.
At the door I stopped to sit on the steps. I leaned over. I
thought about throwing up. I thought about it hard because I
wanted to do something like that. I wanted to heave and grunt
and be sick. It didn’t come. Instead, I went in and sank into bed.
When my mother called for dinner I pretended to be sleeping.
My father didn’t come home until it was almost morning. Until
it was the time when I would normally run.
That morning I did something I had never done. I did some
thing little children do, the kind of thing that scars them for life.
I went into my parent’s room when I began to hear my father
snore. It was morning. My mother was still sleeping. My sister
wasn’t even up burning her hair with the curling iron for school.
I hid in the closet. I sat down among my mother’s shoes and
wondered if I was ruining them as they crumpled quietly.

I

leaned into my father’s trousers, knowing I was wrinkling them.
Knowing I was taking out the creases. I made myself still and
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quiet. I did not sleep. The smell of starch and leather was heavy.
I stared out at their sleeping bodies, wrapped up in their light
blanket. I realized for the first time that they’d given me the
heaviest comforter we owned.

I wondered if my sister’s was

heavy enough for her. Perhaps I wanted to cry with the weight of
my parent’s marriage on my shoulders. The weight of my manself lying there in my father’s skin. My mother was on her side,
facing me in the closet. Even in her sleep she was beautiful and
strong.
Their room was not a place in our flat I was familiar with. It
was the same size as mine and my sisters, with one big bed
instead of our two. My mother hadn’t made the peach colored
curtains. She’d bought the fabric on the street a long time ago
when we were shopping together for provisions. I had to hold my
sister’s little hand as Mama and the bejeweled woman went back
and forth over prices. Mum had said it reminded her of home.
She’d said sometimes memory was better than food. That was
back when we’d first come. I could see now that the curtains
were almost white with fading.
My knees were drawn up to my chest. I held them in place
with my hands. A little of the dawn came through the slants in
the closet door. It made lines of light on my arms. I was there
because I wanted to see if he touched her. They never kissed or
held hands in front of us. I thought this was just their African
modesty. If he loved her, he would touch her in private. Kiss her
when they woke up. If they began to even look like they might
have sex I’d burst through the closet. I’d be embarrassed, maybe
I’d never get the image our of my head, but I’d know my father
wasn’t giving it to another woman. Wasn’t out with some British
hussy.
Perhaps I did cry. But I was still. I wanted them to be nat
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ural. I wanted them to be unsuspecting. Eventually, my father
shifted. It was such a sudden thing that I wasn’t sure if I had seen
it. Then he leaned over and kissed her temple. He didn’t wait to
see if she awoke. He rolled back over onto his back. Then she
opened her eyes. She looked straight at me. From behind the
closet door my heart moved more than a beat. I wasn’t excited or
scared. It was if I had already witnessed something that really
would ruin me. Her hair was wild around her face. I thought I
would jump. But I didn’t. Of course, this was because I couldn’t.
My mother didn’t smile, her eyes were open but nothing else
had changed. Damn it, shouldn’t she smile? What else was smil
ing for? Then my father’s hand came around and tugged at her
hair. Her hair was thick and strong and he didn’t caress it like I
caressed Sally’s. He grabbed a piece of it in his fist and pulled her
towards him as if he was simply tugging at her hand. She rolled
over and settled into his shoulder. Her back was now to me. I
could feel one of her buckled shoes digging into my thigh. They
didn’t speak. They seemed mysterious and foreign. I couldn’t
tell if they were okay or not. I couldn’t tell what had just hap
pened. They stayed like that for while. I thought maybe they had
gone back to sleep. But then I heard the door open to the room
my sister and I shared. Then my mother rolled over and sat up.
She pushed her feet into her house slippers. As she walked away
from the bed my father’s hand trailed along the back side of her
night gown. He held on to the edge of the silky fabric until she
finally smiled and smacked at his hand as she pulled away. I
could hear my lungs and my heart and even the pulsing in my leg
because it had fallen asleep.
And still I couldn’t move. It was as if I had become nothing.
I didn’t even exist there in the closet. That’s why I couldn’t move.
I wasn’t a body anymore. I couldn’t feel a body. Was I dead?
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My father grunted. I wanted to hear the grunt

again. Perhaps the sound would move me. My sister was yap
ping loudly. My mother was cooking redred. Discipline! I said
to myself. To what existed of myself. Move! Run! I knew my
body. But my body wasn’t supposed to do this. Perhaps I was
dreaming.
I thought about movement. I contemplated it. I tried to
imagine the smallest part of myself. My arm. My forearm. The
hair on my forearm. If I breathed heavily maybe the hair would
move. Move, hair. Move, damn it! And then one single hair
shivered under my light breath. I saw it move, though I never felt
it. As suddenly as I’d had that success my entire body collapsed
from the fetal position I’d wrapped myself into. My head hit
across my mother’s heels. My feet slammed against the closest
doors. I stood up quickly and pushed myself out. I saw my father
watching me as I ran towards the shower.
I didn’t wait up for my father again. Sally didn’t bring it up
again, though she did bring my boots the next day. My sister
started dated a Nigerian boy and that caused my parent’s some
agony. He wasn’t from our tribe. He wasn’t even from our coun
try. Yes, he was African. But a Nigerian? She might as well have
dated a Brit. I was spending less time at home. So much prac
tice. To be honest I was taking Sally to the movie theater on a
regular basis.

Using the money coach gave us as allowance.

Somebody might say I was looking for my father in the films, but
really I was looking to get under Sally’s skirt. I’m not a bad guy.
But, like I said, Sally was hot.

I respected her, don’t get me

wrong. But she was my girl and that’s what couples do. I could
never afford popcorn but Sally would buy the sweets and soda
without even making me feel less of a man. She was good like
that.

We’d usually watch something fruity that she wanted.
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Though sometimes we’d watch an action flick. We were watch
ing “My Sunshine Boardwalk” when it happened again.
I wasn’t being very cool. I had one hand around her shoul
der, which was a good move. But I’d leaned over a little and I had
one hand in her knickers. I had popcorn butter on my fingers so
they were sliding around her hair down there. She was staring at
the movie screen as if nothing was happening. I was staring at
the movie screen as if nothing was happening. Then I saw my
father. Right there in the same jacket he wore when coming
home. His very own school books under his arm. He stopped
right in the middle of the screen. He looked far away at some
thing. How did I see him? He was in the middle of a crowd.
Other people were looking up, looking at their watches, taking
out their umbrellas. But there was my father. I remembered my
mother not smiling for so long. Him pulling at her hair. She
nestling into his shoulder. Everything without words. Without
sound. Almost as if they hadn’t moved. I took my hands off
Sally. Then I froze. I felt myself incapable of moving. I wasn’t
sure if I was breathing. It was like I was on the roof s edge and I
wanted to jump. You know the feeling. But I couldn’t. I imag
ined myself moving. I imagined my feet lifting off the cinema
floor.

Nothing.

Something sad was happening on screen.

Something devastating. I couldn’t move. Sally wouldn’t touch
me. She wouldn’t reach out to push me, make me move. My eye
lids fluttered. I could blink. But I couldn’t move my mouth. I
couldn’t whisper. ‘Move,’ I said in my head. My father had left
the scene. He’d walked off the screen into the city. Did he walk
towards our house? Did he walk to campus? Did he walk to
stand in another line where they would ask him to look at some
thing else in the distance and walk some more?
The main character died. The leading lady was in mourn
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ing. And I was burning with stiffness. I felt as though I had run
too many miles and my muscles had grown loose and liquidy.
The leading lady was waiting on a busy l^ondon pavement. All
these people were rushing by her. Going places. Many of them
were in dark grey suits. There weren’t any saris or kente among
them. These were movers and shakers. They were hunting down
their destinies. I couldn’t remember what the leading lady was
waiting for. But she just waits there. With all the other people
rushing around her. I wanted to go to her and tell her, ‘Lady, get
out of the street.’ Tell her that she should move on. Her lips are
quivering, she’s looking like she could melt under all the rain,
because she’s got no umbrella. And then he walks behind her
and pauses. Just like that, as if he doesn’t know that this is the
same bloody movie. My father looks at her as if he would tell her,
‘It’s okay. This waiting isn’t okay but you, you are okay.’ And
then he walks off the screen. The leading lady is crying now. Her
crying is like a child's. It has a rhythm. I begin to lean into the
rhythm. The movie ends with the woman still waiting and cry
ing.
Then the credits came rolling up and I felt myself leaning. I
felt myself about to lose balance. About to hit the floor. About to
feel an impact that would shake me loose of the stiffness. Then
Sally smacked my leg and I stood straight up as if she’d slapped
my face. I guided her out of the theatre as if nothing had hap
pened.
I couldn’t get the last image out of my head because it
seemed as if my father had looked at a stranger and understood.
Or perhaps because it was as if my father was there in the movie
theatre right when I was feeling up my girl. Or because my father
was suddenly larger than his true self. Or just because my father
was something I didn’t know he was. There was nothing so grand
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in these things. Nothing really. But I didn’t go with Sally to a
movie ever again because I was afraid that all I would see would
be him big up there. Him sitting down to a meal in a posh restau
rant. Him driving a mini-cab like any poor foreigner. Him in a
world he wasn’t supposed to be in.
I’ve had the sickness since. At a game. When as I went to
tackle a striker, I suddenly saw my father on the sidelines, mak
ing a fist and yelling. Suddenly his voice was all I could hear. The
ball went by me. If I hadn’t been kicked to the ground I would
have stayed there and stared at him. Unable to move towards
him.

Unable to move towards the goal.

When I got up and

looked around he was not there. Perhaps he was ashamed that
I’d let the ball go by me. Perhaps he knew that I wouldn’t want
him to pity me. I’d rather pretend he was never there, then he
could congratulate me afterwards and skip the lecture about the
importance of staying alert in this country.

N

ow I fear the sickness. I fear it will come on me when
teaching my fifth form history class to the students in
the Accra Day School who dream of Britain. We will be

reviewing the years between 1940 to i960 when the colonized

world clamored for independence. We will turn to civil move
ments and we will discuss the decay of small economies and
indigenous family structures.

I will pass out a National

Geographic that features the Inuits who my pupils insist on call
ing Eskimos. The girls will whimper when they read about killing
baby seals for fur and food. But even that will not do it. I will be
telling them about the movement of African and Caribbean
immigrants to the UK. I will say a word like Brixton and then I
will be unable to say anything else. My students will look at me
quietly for a minute, maybe many minutes because they are
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polite. Eventually, they will move into mayhem. They will throw
things and laugh and I will be at the head of the class hoping that
something they throw will hit me. That their laughter will grow
into a thing that can reach out and pull me down.
I fear that the sickness will take over when I am sitting down
to dinner with my wife and daughters. My wife of twelve years
will serve groundnut soup and gari with the spices that my moth
er could never get in Britain. I will remember how my mother
would explain all the cooking to me, not just my sister, because
she felt a man should also know how to take care of himself. I
will be thinking of how I love my mother but of how my wife’s
cooking is better. Then, without being able to help it, I will be
wondering about Sally. I will be thinking about my fingers in her
flat slippery hair and I will feel bad for thinking this. I will say
out loud that I am glad we do not have sons. Then I will be star
ing into the bowl unable to move. My daughters will go on chat
ting and I will be hoping the soup will steam up at me, push into
my skin and move into my pores. Move me.

A

fter my family was sent back to Ghana, I decided against
becoming a professional football player. I had the sick
ness that I felt wouldn’t really ever let me play. I had to

concentrate on my studies so I could have a chance at university.

A chance to still fulfill the role of the first born and the only male.
During the A level exams I would whisper to myself like a
mantra—Discipline. Discipline.

In Accra it was hard to run.

People would shout at you as you went past. You were a specta
cle. Instead, I would juggle the football in some dusty corner of
our neighborhood park. Reciting lines of Shakespeare to the beat
of the ball hitting the ground.
I got an upper level degree in college. A lecturer had encour
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aged me to go on but then my sister married an AfricanAmerican and my parents moved to live with them in Ohio City.
It wasn’t so easy for her to get her brother over, so I had to get a
job in Accra. I married a Ga woman my mother and father would
have approved. Now I look at my daughters, their hair processed
straight like my wife’s, and I think that someday I will tell them
the story of how I was going to represent us in the World Cup, as
a star defender on the national football team. ■
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