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Bank Examiners

A lot of people are having themselves frozen," Ron says
to me. "It's a stab at immortality, I guess." Ron is a big

solid guy, an ex-Marine. It's getting late and I'm drinking
water to rehydrate, but Ron is still going, shot and a beer,
shot and a beer. He's a bank examiner from Roanoke,
Virginia, trying to entertain himself in a motel bar. He's
wrapped too tight for the time and place, and alcohol doesn't
seem to relax him at all. I met him about an hour ago.

"It's a thing that wasn't possible fifty years ago. That's
what you call the exponential curve of technological develop-
ment," Jocko says. Jocko was in the Air Force. He has pushed
his chair about three feet away from the table, into the
shadows. His voice is quiet. His words sound like they're
coming to us from far away. He's a bank examiner from
Roanoke as well; the two of them won't say what they're
doing in West Virginia. It seems sinister to me, but I don't
know much about the banking business.

"It's called cryonics," Jocko says. "Walt Disney did it. He
was one of the first. He pioneered the thing."

"Frozen," I say.
"Like a popsicle," Jocko says.
"There's a whole group of them in California that's got

a pact," Ron says. "When they check out, it's into the freezer,
one by one. I saw it on a show. They've got a date to play
tennis in a hundred and fifty years. They figure they'll be
young again and cured of whatever disease it was that killed
them, and ready to hit the courts."
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"They can play tennis with Walt Disney," I say. "Imagine
a world where a thing like that is possible."

"And Hitler," Jocko says. "I hear they've got his brain in
ajar down there in Argentina."

"That's nothing but a movie," Ron says. "Hitler died in
abunker in Berlin. They've got photographic evidence. He's
never coming back."

"Just a brain," I say. "You wonder where the harm could
be in that. What would they do with Hitler's brain and no
Hitler to put it in?"

"That's the only part they need, these cryonics guys,"
Ron says. "The minute you die they cut your head off your
body with this little electric saw and dip it into a vat full of
liquid nitrogen. Hundreds and hundreds of degrees below
zero."

"Absolute zero," Jocko says. "Put a banana in there, you
can use it for a hammer. Put your hand in and shake it, your
fingers will drop off."

"It stops all the processes that go on in the cells," Ron
says. "Preserves them without letting any more damage
happen."

"Jesus Christ," I say. "I bet it does."
"They've done it with animals and made it work," Ron

says. "They can bring the head of a cat back to life for hours
at a time. It looks around the room like it's alive and blinks
if you shine a bright light in its eyes. One guy even has his
head in a vat with five animal heads: two dogs, two cats and
a monkey."

"Wake up to that," Jocko says.
"Does he know it?" I ask. "Did he plan for that situation?"
"Who could figure a thing like that?" Ron says. "Maybe

he died unexpectedly and they had no place else to put him.
He won't complain."

"Not for a time, anyway," Jocko says.
"Or maybe it was cheaper that way. One price to get put

in with animal heads, another to get people. It's an expen-
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sive proposition, waiting until your youth comes around
again."

"The pharaohs in Egypt had a similar idea," Jocko says.
"Look how it turned out for them. You see them in museums
all the time and they're just coming apart."

We sit in silence for a while. Ron continues to wreck the
cigarette in the ashtray.

"Tell me," I say, when the lack of conversation gets to be
uncomfortable. "When they wake these guys up, these
frozen heads, how will they get around? I mean, just a head,
it seems inconvenient."

"Clones," Ron says. "Or they'll just make robots for
them. It's the future. Who can tell exactly?"

"I guess, " I say. "It's just hard to imagine how they'll fit
in."

"Probably they won't," Jocko says. It's the most excited
he's sounded all evening. "Probably they'll just use them for
cheap slave labor. What kind of rights would a person from
the past have? Would they have the vote? I don't think so.
They'll be just like dogs to those future people." He leans
forward. "They'll just wake up and stick them in some
starship and send them out to a mining colony on another
planet. Wire them up and use their brains for energy.
Nothing to stop it." He leans back again.

"Not a single solitary thing," Ron says, and he glares at
me. His look makes me feel like I should argue with him and
Jocko, but I can't imagine what my argument would be.
After he stares at me like that for a minute, Ron pushes his
chair away and joins Jocko in the shadows.

"What are you two guys doing here?" I ask. "Bank
examiners and all."

"Nothing," Ron says. "No big thing. Just checking some
records is all."

"We need to see some people about some things," Jocko
says.

"Cheaters?" I say. "You're on the trail of tax evaders."
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"No," Ron says. We're not from the government. We
don't do anything like that. "We're privately employed."

"No big deal then," I say. "I don't have to try to get my
money out of the bank before you shut it down."

"Negative," Jocko says. "Our company sent us up here.
We're just doing a routine job."

"Leave your money where it is," Ron says. Like Jocko's,
his voice now seems to come from a long way off. I take a
drink of water and decide that, in a minute or two, I'm going
to get up and get out of here.

DANIEL WALLACE

Beautiful, Faithful Asian Ladies Seek
Friendship/Marriage

1
He sees her picture in a catalog full of pictures and out

of all of them he wants her. Yoshiko Omari, Age 24, 5'4",
110 lbs. Job: Department store clerk. Enjoys walking, cook-
ing and gardening. Seeks lifetime partner aged 30-40. It's a
grainy, black-and-white photo, and she's not very beautiful,
but Charlie knows there are other kinds of beauty in the
world, and maybe that's what they mean in this case. Maybe
that's what he sees in her, why he feels compelled to do what
he does next.

He makes a little check in the box beside her name. It's
not easy, checking the box beside her name as if she's a
commodity, as if perhaps they have more than one Yoshiko
in stock. How many men are checking the box beside her
name at this moment? he wonders. What if she's already
taken?

She isn't. They write to each for a couple of months
before she comes, not love letters yet, but letters full of facts
and information, full of likes and dislikes. He likes Lucky
Strikes, bowling, goldfish, cash registers (he sells cash
registers). She likes old movies, long walks, pennies, oranges.
Neither likes to swim. Their letters are translated—English
to Japanese, Japanese to English (that's part of the service he
will eventually have to pay for)—and so Charlie isn't sure, he
isn't secure that what he writes gets across to her. Charlie
wonders, Is my personality translatable?
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Even after she comes, they continue to write letters to
each other. He finds them under his pillow, beneath his
cereal bowl, in his shower cap, his left shoe. His mother
never wrote him letters, but maybe that's because he's never
gone anywhere. He hasn't married, hasn't traveled so much.
It's never been long distance if his mother wanted to call
him—which she does, constantly, until Yoshiko comes.

In the beginning she knows only a few words, two or
three key phrases, but as time passes her English improves,
it gets better every day, and this bothers him. He doesn't
want her to get too good, to lose the ability she has to make
the language cute. Once she tells him, You are the stars in
my heaven, Charlie. People who speak good English don't
say things like that, do they? Not to him, anyway, not ever.
It bothers him how complete her sentences are getting, how
sensible. Of course, he is also afraid that, once she really gets
the hang of it, she might say something he doesn't want to
hear. He is afraid she might start using words like statistics
or self-aggrandizement—words his mother uses. His new
wife picks up things on television—two-for-one, Oval Office,
appeasement—things she probably doesn't fully under-
stand, and so for a while he monitors everything she sees.
He explains what's important, and the rest he tells her to
forget. He changes the channel before she's through watch-
ing a program, this sort of thing. Finally she tells him,
"Charlie, I know how to watch television."

A few weeks here and already she knows how to watch
television. She knows how to say it, too. He wants to tell her
how this makes him feel, but he can't. He can't find the words.

Yes: he finds certain words elude him since she came, he
can't remember how to express a simple thought. They are
moving in different directions toward each other. They will
meet (perhaps) in a beautiful linguistic paradise, where
nobody will be able to understand them, but them.

She came on a Wednesday, at 4:21 p.m.—he couldn't
believe the plane was on time. From San Francisco to Atlan-
ta, finally to Raleigh—on time. He waited for her right
outside the gate—and waited and waited. Where was she?
It seemed she would never deplane. He was on his toes,
looking down for his diminutive future wife. He didn't see
her. Hundreds of people passed him by, and none of them
were Yoshiko. They had exchanged half-a-dozen photos, he
wasn't worried about recognizing her . . . but what if she
changed her mind? What if, at the last moment, Yoshiko
decided she didn't want to come?

Finally, he saw her, the very last person off the plane.
Yoshiko. She corresponded completely with the woman in
the pictures, and with the image of the woman in his mind.
All the way down to her tiny black tennis shoes.

But she wasn't beautiful, not that way. She smiled when
she saw him.

"Yoshiko," he said.
"Charlie?" she said. "Charlie Williams?"
"Yoshiko, how was your flight?"
"I want to tell you, Charlie," she said, her eyes averted.

He knew this was something she had practiced. He could
tell. She had been practicing it all the way from Nagoya.

"I want to tell you—"
She didn't finish her sentence. He waited, waited for

almost ninety seconds, but as hard as she tried she couldn't
get past "I want to tell you." All the way home, all that
afternoon and evening, she attempted this sentence, over
and over again. But she never finished it. This was the extent
of their conversation, the entire first day.

When he tells his mother—his mother who can't believe
he actually ordered her, who can't believe she actually
came—he says, predictably, "You could do better, Charlie.
You could find a girl who knows a sentence."

"Mother," he says. "I wish you—"
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"What Charlie? What do you wish?"
But he doesn't tell her what he wishes. Instead he says

goodbye.

To hold her—to squeeze her—this is a strange and
wonderful experience. Before Yoshiko, he simply wasn't
inclined to touch that much. He embraced his mother on
occasion, and his father, once, but as far as most of the rest
of his intimate life was concerned he may as well have not
had arms. Even in bed with a woman he seemed to flounder
on top of her, as if he were trying to balance there.

Now it's different; everything has changed. Charlie
can't keep his hands off Yoshiko. He really likes her. He
loves her, too, but this liking—it's a strange thing. He likes
her the way he used to like girls in high school. The way
he used to want them, want them badly, without really
being sure what he wanted them for. Why is it that no one
ever told him of the immense satisfaction that comes from
touching hair—the ends of it, where it falls on shoulders?
Why is it nobody told him what would happen if he drew
his index finger slowly down her soft brown arm? How it
is when they're standing near each other—at a party, say,
or in line for the movies—and suddenly he's overcome by
her propinquity and takes her in his arms, takes her and
squeezes her until the top part of her body almost disap-
pears. Her black head fits comfortably into his armpit—
comfortably for him, anyway, like she's his missing piece.
Like this is where she goes.

Then she laughs.
She laughs, but pulls away gently and says, "I am not a

ketchup bottle, Charlie."
"I know that," he says. "It's just—"
But she won't hear it. She places a hand over his mouth,

removes it, kisses him.

Wallace/15

The first three months she sleeps in his guest room.
Every morning she is up before him, every night the last to
bed. They get used to each other. Long walks, picnics, zoos.
Oranges. They eat. They are always eating. His mother took
care of him, made sure he had his vegetable, his meat, his
tiny dessert. She didn't do anything wrong, exacdy. But
Yoshiko, Yoshiko feeds him. Chicken, hamburgers, salads,
desserts, everything, even the desserts, tasting faintly Oriental,
soaked in soy sauce. They use chopsticks. Once a week she
fixes him something exquisite and Japanese. Shabu-shabu
he likes the best.

One night she slips into bed with him after he's gone to
sleep. They cuddle all night long. When he wakes in the
morning she is gone. He feels for warmth on the other side
of the bed, but there is none, it is already cool. He falls into
his pillow.

It was a dream, he thinks, knowing all along it wasn't,
that it just felt like one.

Then a terrible thing happens. It's summer. Charlie's in
the kitchen making himself a big glass of iced tea. He walks
to the back door for a view of the bright day outside and sees
her, Yoshiko, being held and kissed by the neighbor's Negro
gardener. It's not a passionate—what Charlie would call a
tempestuous kiss. Yoshiko is just standing there. Her arms
are at her side, head raised. The gardener—his name is
Franklin, and he's about sixty years old, these rough-looking
gray and white whiskers on his chin, the palms of his hands
are as pink as a sea shell—he has his arms around Yoshiko's
tiny body, but barely: she could slip out of the embrace at
any time, she's not there against her will. It's more like an
experiment than it is a kiss, it seems to him, but it's a kiss,
too: their lips are definitely touching.

A few minutes later Yoshiko comes inside. She finds
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Charlie in the morning room, staring at his jumbo cup of
iced tea as water beads up on the side of the glass and falls
into a puddle at its base. She knows he knows. After six
months together, not talking so much as merely being, she
has no trouble knowing what is on Charlie's mind, in his
heart. But his sadness and confusion now are of such a size
anybody would notice.

She sits down beside him at the table. For a while he just
shakes his head.

"I'm thinking of sending you back," he says, and she
nods. Charlie doesn't look up from his tea. "Maybe this was
a mistake. Franklin," he says, almost loud enough for
Franklin, still working on the bushes next door, to hear it.
"He's a gardener! And a negro," he whispers. "A negro
gardener. This is something . . . "

"You never expected," Yoshiko says.
"I never expected."
"You are devastated," she says.
"Devastated," he says, looking up for the first time.

"Devastated. When did you learn that word?"
"I've always known," she says. "But never had a chance

to use it, until now."

He does not send her back.

8
Charlie talks to his mother about once a week these days.

It's strange: after living with her for most of his life he gets
Yoshiko, and suddenly it has all come down to this: one
telephone call a week. Painful, the way she pretends that
nothing is the matter. The way she laughs—so false.
Whatever it is they once had they don't have anymore. If
they ever had anything at all.

She pretends she can't remember Yoshiko's name. It
always happens. She makes names up, names like Yum-
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dedum, Bumpdeboop—Amoco. As in, "How is Amoco?"
When she comes over for dinner—once a month when she
comes at all—she won't touch anything that looks or tastes
remotely Japanese. Sometimes this means starving.

Finally, she breaks down. She cannot bear it any longer.
She tells him how frankly embarrassing it is for her that her
son has had to order an Oriental woman, that he couldn't
find a perfectly good American one here, in town, on his
own, the way most men do. Not even American, she wouldn't
have to be American, just so long as she didn't come with a
purchase order number. People talk, she tells him.
Everybody knows what he's done. She can't remember ever
being this mortified. She can't even walk the streets
anymore, that's how it feels!

Yoshiko gets about half of it, the other half she supposes.
She has become good at supposing.

But she understands. Yoshiko understands Charlie's
mother as a person who does not know how to accept a gift.
Even a small gift like dinner, yes, but Yoshiko means the
larger gifts, too. Like herself. For a while Mrs. Williams
thinks of Yoshiko as a product, just another product shipped
over here from Japan.

Yoshiko thinks of herself as a big beautifully wrapped
package, a surprise, something somebody has always
wanted. This is a thought she cannot express quite yet. She
cannot explain Charlie's mother to Charlie. All she can do
is hold him. So she holds him.

In Japan, Yoshiko worked in an elevator. She worked in
a department store elevator six hours a day, taking people
from one floor to the next, wearing a pale blue outfit and a
hat, never turning from the buttons to look at who was
behind her but announcing as the elevator slowed, "Third
floor: cosmetics, ladies wear, fashion. Fourth floor: sporting
goods, music, electronics . . . "
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She lived with her parents and her grandparents and
her little sister and a cat. The house they lived in was so small
that the cat had to live outside, on top of the roof. There was
no room for it inside, it slept and ate on the roof, coming
down two or three times a day for a long walk or for affection.

When she turned twenty and was still not married, her
grandmother began to arrange a marriage for her, but
Yoshiko wouldn't cooperate. Her grandmother brought her
snapshots of men her age, working men too busy to find a
sweetheart of their own. But Yoshiko wouldn't even look at
the pictures.

"I told them I am going to America," she says. "And they
laugh. And I tell them, Write me in America. And they laugh.
Now I'm gone, and I don't think they're laughing. And they
are not writing, either."

10
What a pair. They look like a mistake together, like

somebody's idea of ajoke. Charlie's this beefy, hairy white man
six-feet tall, with a pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket, along
with a couple of pens. His overstuffed wallet bulges in the
pocket on one side of his butt like some sort of awful growth.
Somebody should tell him to wear socks, that his bare white
ankles aren't pretty enough to show around like that.

And there she is, this rather exotic (though you wouldn't
really say beautiful) Japanese woman, small and dark, glossy
black hair and the face of an angel—an Oriental angel. She's
a foot shorter than he is, maybe; certainly, he is a foot wider.
Not really fat (yet), but clearly, he's had more time than she
has to accrue the circumference: he's at least fifteen years
older. At least. You can see it in his face, on his old head.
What are they doing together? She could fit most of an arm
into one of his shoes! Wear one of his shirts as a dress! He is
ridiculous, an embarrassment. A mail-order bride indeed!

Look at them.
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11
In the corner of their bedroom she has erected a shrine.

It looks like a miniature wooden temple. Inside the little
temple is a pocket watch, old flowers, three candles, a box
of sand, one rock, pictures of her grandparents, her aunts
and her uncles. Sometimes he peeks at her through a crack
in the bedroom door as she kneels in front of it. She claps
her hands a couple of times, waits. Then she starts talking.
Not praying—she's having a conversation. He doesn't un-
derstand a word she says, but he can tell she's talking about
him, and her new life with him. How happy she is. How
much Charlie has done for her. How she wishes they were
here with her to see.

Though she has been here for eighteen months, Yoshiko
has yet to make one friend in their neighborhood, in this
city, in this new world. Besides Charlie, the only people she
ever talks to are dead.

Charlie considers setting up a shrine for his own father,
dead now a dozen years. But what would he put in it? A
photo, of course, but what else? His father worked in adver-
tising. Maybe he would include some of his work. A pithy
aphorism or two. A golf tee. The old stub of a rubbed out
cigarette. His favorite glass. His key ring. A box of sand.

12
Charlie's relationship with his mother gets worse and

worse. Weeks pass now when they don't even speak. Not that
he doesn't try. Sometimes he calls her. He lets the telephone
ring three, four times before hanging it up quickly. He knows
she knows it's him because it's Sunday night at nine—when
he always calls. He sees her sitting there in her kitchen,
shaking her head, watching the telephone ring, crying,
maybe. Who knows? It seems not to matter so much
anymore what she's doing. But he wishes—he wishes things
were better.

Finally, she calls him. He answers the telephone, says
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hello, and there's this long silence. He knows it's her. He
would know her silence anywhere.

"Charlie," she says, and the way she says his name it's
like some sort of emotional exhaust. "I give up, Charlie. I
don't know what I'm giving up, but I give up. Yoshiko's a
fine girl, okay? Maybe she's not what I had in mind but if
you like her—"

"I love her, Mom," he says
"If you feel that way about her and she makes you

happy—what can I be but happy myself? Charlie?"
"What."
"I asked you a question. If you feel that way about her

and she makes you happy—what can I be but happy
myself?"

You could be miserable, he thinks. You could want
everything your way. You could feel betrayed by me because
you always wanted a certain kind of son, a certain kind of
daughter-in-law, a certain kind of life you are just not
getting. You could be bitter, a martyr, pathetic, lonely, a
cast-away. You could want me the way you've always had
me—a bird in a cage, unable to be who I am, to do what I
want when I want. To love even this woman.

"So you're happy, Mom?" he says.
"How can I be otherwise?" she asks him, and treats him

to her special brand of silence once again. In the background
he can hear her refrigerator running.

"I'm happy," she says, finally. "But I've got to go now.
So call me, Charlie, okay? I've got to go now. Bye, Charlie."

13
They get married in the living room. Charlie's sister

Beatrice, her husband and Charlie's mother are the only
people there to watch, to witness the final, most holy union
of love between these souls. No one is crying, not even his
mother: her face is as dry as an old rock. She will never accept
this woman, even though she's been here almost two years
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now—quite a courtship, if you ask Charlie. Of course, he
would have married her at the airport, right out there on
the tarmac if he could have, that's how certain he was about
Yoshiko and him, and still is, still is. There have been
problems—kissing the gardener, some homesickness, and
the way his mother has left him, has abandoned him—but
all in all he is satisfied. He is happy. He is in love.

As the minister reads his preamble to the vows, Charlie
hears cars going by outside. It rained a little bit this morning,
and tires on the road make sounds like paper tearing in front
of his house. Whoosh, whoosh. He wonders who these
people are, riding around on a Saturday, passing his house
not knowing what is going on inside. Maybe friends of his
he used to know, missing out on the big wedding. But it's
okay. It's okay for everybody in the world to miss out on this
but him, him and wife-to-be. Yoshiko is the most beautiful
bride in the world. The white wedding dress, her black hair,
her dark eyes, her perfect size—already, even as he says "I
do," he wants to do it again. He wants to start over and marry
her again.

In bed together later that evening, Yoshiko cries. He
holds her close. Her head is on his shoulder, and she's
sobbing. He wonders why at first, until he starts crying
himself. Then he draws her even closer.

14
One day Yoshiko says, "Maybe you should stop smoking

the cigarettes, Charlie."
His Lucky Strikes. He can't imagine doing without them.

He closes his eyes and really tries to imagine life without his
Lucky Strikes. He can't. In his mind he sees himself alone,
without Yoshiko, without a home, without any money,
without any clothes or shoes on. Still he sees himself clutch-
ing a pack of Lucky Strikes in his right hand, a wooden box
of matches in his left.

"Inside, it is killing you," she says, and he smiles at her,
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because this is Yoshiko, and even though what she's saying
is terrible and true, the way she says it is so kind, so caring.
She's not trying to change him, she's trying to save him.

He still won't quit, though.
And as it turns out, he doesn't have to. Every time he

lights up, Yoshiko removes the cigarette from his mouth and
breaks it. She runs water over the burning end and drops
the ugly thing into the waste-basket. He gets one, maybe two
good puffs before she's there and his cigarette is gone.

Charlie realizes he could smoke all he wanted if he drove
around in his car more or went on walks by himself or if he
just wasn't at home so much. But is it worth it? he wonders
for the first time in his smoking life. He's fixed things in his
life so he could be with Yoshiko more, not less. He gets to
work at home three days a week. He doesn't travel at all.
This is where he wants to be. With Yoshiko. Smoking.

And so he continues to smoke, and Yoshiko continues to
remove the cigarettes from his mouth, continues to break
and water them. This goes on for years. When she's not
around (if he's at the office, if for some reason he's without
her) he takes a drag or two and puts it out himself.

He is as faithful as she.

15
Three, four, five years pass. Yoshiko Williams can read.

She can read the telephone book, magazines, newspapers.
She read a novel recently. She read a poem. She says, "Please
pass the pancakes," and you wouldn't know there was a time
in her life she hadn't been able to say that. The L's are still
rough, always will be, but that's about all that's left of the
woman who couldn't complete a sentence her first day here.
Charlie watches as she buzzes around the house, looking for
a pair of sneakers: she's playing tennis today. Every
Thursday she plays tennis. Every Tuesday she eats breakfast
with Joanie Longshore and Eva Camerena. She wears a scarf
around her neck which matches the cute little car he got her
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last year. With the top down, the scarf blows in the wind, it's
as if she is flying an airplane, laughing, tearing out of the
driveway, waving to Charlie as she disappears around a bend
in the road, on her way somewhere, somewhere unknown . ..

From dreams Charlie wakes up from a little bit panicky,
and he reaches for his wife, who is beside him. Touching her
he remembers who she is. Yoshiko. She can read
newspapers, magazines and telephone books. She can say
just about anything she wants to. She has friends, women
friends. Which is fine, fine. In his heart it's what he wants
for her.

What he doesn't want is this feeling he wakes up with:
that he's losing her. That the more she sees and the more
she knows, the less she'll love Charlie. That he would rather
she stay just the way she was when he met her: totally
devoted, totally dependent, totally his own. It's not a feeling
he likes or approves of, but he cannot escape it. Charlie is
not in a cage, Charlie is the cage itself.

Then one day something happens. Charlie is in the
living room, in the barcalounger, and a feeling sweeps over
him in a sudden moment of clarity.

It's love, and at first that's all it is. It's an overwhelming
feeling of love as he watches his wife, Yoshiko, in the garden
outside. She is on her knees, turning dirt with a spade. The
sliding glass doors he had installed last year allow him this
perfect view. She's planting something, he doesn't know
what. A flower of some kind. On her knees in the garden,
wearing an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt torn at the
shoulder. He can see her collarbone, fine against her skin.
The last of the afternoon, blues, pinks and grays, are in the
sky behind her.

Then there's a sound. At first Charlie thinks it's a pine cone
falling on the roof, or even a rock thrown by a neighbor's kid,
it's that loud. But it's nothing like that. It's a bird.

The bird—a little goldfinch—has flown into their sliding
glass doors. Stunned, it sits near the hose on the deck
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outside, a tiny yellow ball, unmoving. Yoshiko stands and
approaches it. It seems to be unhurt, wide-eyed. But the way
it just sits there when Yoshiko kneels beside it, Charlie thinks
it's one of the strangest things. The way Yoshiko just picks
it up, picks the bird up in her hands. The way it rests in her
hands and doesn't move, doesn't seem to want to go
anywhere, be anywhere else, even when she brings it inside,
a little yellow bird resting in the palm of her hand. He is in
the presence of something incredible, and he doesn't know
what to say.

"Ever seen a goldfinch, Charlie?" she asks him. "This
close, I mean?"

He shakes his head. He stands, slowly so as not to scare
the little guy, and goes to her. He reaches out and touches
its little head, ever so softly, and still the bird sits there.
Charlie can actually see its heart beat—a bird's heart, beating
in its chest! Sitting in his wife's hand.

"It's a boy," she says. "See how pretty?"
"Yes," he says.
"I'll put him under a colander," she says, moving toward

the kitchen, but Charlie stops her by suddenly asking Why?
He doesn't understand at all. Why is she going to put that
bird under a colander?

"To protect him, Charlie," she says. Where did she learn
all this? How does she know? "Until he's ready to fly."

"Then we'll let him go?" he says.
"Of course," Yoshiko says. "Then we'll let him go."
"Okay," he says. "Just checking."
He follows her into the kitchen, and then back out to the

garden, where she puts the bird on the ground, and places
the colander above him. They can see him through the little
holes. His eyes are open. His heart's still beating. What a
collision that must have been, Charlie thinks, suddenly glass
where he thought it was free, plain air. What a terrible thing
to have happen. Yoshiko moves away, begins digging again,
but Charlie doesn't budge from his post above the colander.
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Today is Saturday. He has nothing to do all day. He will wait
for this bird to find its wings. He won't need to help or
hinder—just witness, just be there when it happens.



MARY O'CONNELL

Boxing Day

My father drives down the highway carefully, his hands
at the twelve and two position, just like they teach you

in Driver's Ed. He has set the cruise control for the exact
speed limit and shouts out every time a car passes us, "Enjoy
your car wreck, buddy," or "Pal, I hope you've got some extra
cash to pay that ticket." We are fifteen miles out of Leaven-
worth when he asks me to light him a cigarette.

"You shouldn't smoke when you drive," he tells me
evenly. "I've got thirty years of driving experience and even
I don't do it very often. But goddamn." My father is a
fireman. He does not smoke in our house. He is afraid of
fire; cautious of that one cigarette butt that will smolder into
crackling flames and leave us all standing in the front yard
holding trophies and singed photo albums.

"He was a good kid," my father says. "Correction. He is
a good kid. He just got messed up in the dope." My father's
knowledge of the drug world is not extensive. He was sitting
in the courtroom when the judge sentenced my brother to
six years in prison for distribution of cocaine, still, to him it
is all dope. He hooks his thumb over the back seat at my
mother who lies stretched out with her arm slung over her
face. She has fallen asleep quickly, despite my father's warn-
ings to fellow drivers and the pouring rain, which usually
makes him so nervous that he gives continuous lectures on
the correct way to handle your vehicle during inclement
weather.

"It's hard on your mother," he whispers, his eyes still on
the road. "It's like, you know when the Soviets shot that dog
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up in space? That's the way visiting prison is to your mother.
The metal detectors, the gates clanking behind us, seeing
Paul in his prison gear—it's like a whole new world to her.
One she never wanted to see." He smiles a slow sad smile
and takes a drag off his cigarette. I think of all the times I
have seen my father on the back porch smoking: in the
summer, wearing a short-sleeved shirt and calling out to the
neighbors; in the snow and rain, wearing a windbreaker,
standing with an umbrella over his head. At night I could
sometimes look out my bedroom window and see the glow
of his cigarette. He has smoked so much in his lifetime that
I think his lungs must be like a burned house, still standing,
but hollowed out, ruined by fire.

"I think it's easier for us," he says to me, as if we were
old prison buddies, hardened by tough times. The world will
not surprise us. My sweet father. My sudden comrade.

The morning my brother was arrested, my mother called
me at the dorm. I was curling my hair before French class.
"Sheila," she said. "Sheila, Paul's been taken into custody."
I looked in the mirror and held my bangs tightly with the
curling iron. I thought about the word custody, about all the
words that sounded similar: custard, custodian, customary.

"Sheila," she said, "are you there?" When I finally
released the curling iron I had a bright pink strip of new
skin on my forehead. The night before I had taken two
steaming hot baths and thought, for the first time, about the
idea of a godless universe.

When we pull into the garage, my mother wakes with a
start and asks, "What time is it?" Her face is patterned from
the car upholstery. My father turns off the engine and smiles
at her. He says nothing about the red ridges on her face.
"Ten-thirty," he says. "It's only ten-thirty."

We walk in through the house single file: my father first,
then my mother, then me. This way, if someone is in the
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house, if some robber has come to add further drama to this
dismal Christmas, my father will be the first to know. He will
take the brick in the head, or talk to the man calmly, saying: /
know times are tough, pal, my own son's in the clink. But we are the
only ones in the house. My father flips the light switch, and at
the same time the Christmas tree lights up, the Elvis Presley
holiday medley starts to play. My father claps his hands
together and shouts, "Hey! How do you like that! It worked!"

My mother and I look at each other in amazement.
Surely wiring the Christmas tree lights to the stereo must
constitute some safety hazard, however minimal, that my
father would never consider.

"Frank, when did you do this?" My mother is smiling.
Elvis is her king.

My father picks up a vase off the coffee table and holds
it like a microphone."From Graceland to Gloryland, my best
to you."

. The room is filled with so many Christmas decorations
that they almost overshadow the main decor, my brother's
boxing trophies. Paul started boxing when he was in
junior high. By the time he was in high school, he was a
strong regional competitor, and we would travel to Kansas
City, Omaha, or Des Moines on the weekends to watch him
fight. This was, of course, before he got messed up in the
dope. But even in elementary school he was something of
a legend. There were benefits to being his sister. I never
suffered from embarrassing nicknames or had my chair
pulled out from under me in the cafeteria. Once, in the
third grade, a boy in my class accidentally knocked me off
the jungle gym. As I stood up to examine my scraped arms,
he apologized profusely. The rest of the boys in my class
gathered around sympathetically, and thinking of my
brother, the scariest sixth grader in the school, they said
in unison, "You're dead."

That's the thing about visiting someone in prison. They
don't look so tough.
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The Elvis music has made my parents jolly. They are
singing along with him, rocking around the Christmas tree.
Paul's stocking is hung on the mantle next to mine.

My mother prays to Saint Jude for it all to have been a
terrible mistake, a mix-up. She wants a full apology along
with articles in the newspaper proclaiming my brother's
innocence; people will be outraged by the miscarriage of
justice. They will write long angry letters to the editor, and
have a parade for Paul. My mother will bring the trophies,
though she hated boxing, hated seeing Paul's face bruised
and swollen. This afternoon as we were escorted out of the
visitor's room with the families of the other prisoners, Paul
shouted out to us, "Tell Santa I'm in jail."

My father says that timing is the most crucial factor in an
emergency situation, that, and a clear head. He knows; he
has been in flaming warehouses, carried children out of
smoke-filled apartments. But I met David Foster at the
library—he was checking out Emily Dickinson's collected
works. He was an English major like me. While we walked
the two blocks to the bar, we discussed poetry. Who is your
favorite poet and why? A light rain was beginning to fall. He
reached down and held my hand.

It's difficult to remember that this was only three weeks
ago. I had a paper due in my psychology class the next
morning. On the way back from the bar, we were cutting
through backyards, taking the quickest way home.

It seems like there should have been something in my
favor: someone out walking his dog, someone turning on
her porch light, something. And it was Import Special Night
at the bar; I had sampled beers from all the corners of the
world. It was like an algebra problem that I would never
fully be able to comprehend: how do these factors add up?
Solve for the unknown.

One moment we were walking through the wet grass,
laughing and talking, and the next moment we were down
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on the grass, and he was pulling at my skirt. "Hey," I said,
"hey, wait a minute." He had me pinned on the ground, one
hand on my chest, the other hand yanking at my tights.

Somehow I managed to scream. It was like a scream you
would only hear in the movies, loud and shrill. He kept me
pinned down, but lifted his head, and twisted it around in
the darkness.

"Oh, fuck it," he said, and got up and walked quickly
back toward the street. I stayed on the ground, listening to
his footsteps crunch through the wet grass. I ran my hands
through my hair and rubbed off the mud that had coated
the base of my neck. Then I got up and walked back to the
dorm, pinching the rip in my skirt shut with my hand.

One thing I never asked my father is this: What do you
do in an emergency situation if your timing is bad and your
head is not clear? What do you do then? What is your best
course of action?

We go to midnight mass like we do every year. My
parents have their our-son-is-a-convicted-drug-dealer-but-
what-the-hell-do-we-care smiles frozen on their faces. It is
all new to me. The legal system was strangely efficient with
Paul. When I came home for Thanksgiving, he was here and
now I am home for Christmas, and Paul is in prison. He is
celebrating the birth of Christ in the Kansas state peniten-
tiary, smoking Camels and watching television.

The priest talks about the miracles that happened in the
city of Bethlehem, and reminds us not to overlook that
miracles that occur every day in our own lives. I miss my
brother. In church he would grow bored and intermittently
hand me notes written on the hymnal: This sucks or Could
Dad possibly sing any louder?

My mother has her head tilted forward; she listens
intently, waiting for the priest to say something special,
something she can take home with her and think about on
all those nights when my father is at the fire station and she
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is alone watching The Tonight Show. Her favorite sermon of
the past month detailed Christ's humiliation and exaltation.

After the children's choir sings the Hallelujah Chorus,
we file out of the church and socialize. My father pumps
people's hands and wishes them a hearty merry Christmas.
My mother is not so friendly. A woman I do not know pulls
her close to wish her peace during this difficult holiday
season. My mother says nothing and gives her a frosty smile.
And suddenly, my sixth-grade teacher approaches to give
me a hug.

"Sheila," she says, "how is your first year away at col-
lege?"

My parents are beaming down at me, grateful for the
transition. My old teacher smiles at me, like my parents do,
like I'm the same person I always was. It's unbelievable. An
unnoticed transformation, not glorious or holy, but
miraculous, still, in its way.

In Psychology 104 I learned that a dream is an unful-
filled wish, that Pavlov's dog salivated at the sound of a bell,
and that, in a survey, one out of five college-aged men said
that they would rape a woman if there was absolutely no
chance of being caught. The professor said that this survey
was probably not entirely accurate. It is always best to find a
more empirical way to test your theory.

Still, this survey has been a great comfort to me. Essen-
tially, it seems to me that you play the odds. It is a mathe-
matical equation. Judgement is not the deciding factor.
Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I give you Emily Dickinson.

In my Reptiles and Man class I caught up on my sleep,
until afterwards, when I could never sleep. Then I kept my
eyes open, I paid attention and learned that in certain
aspects, reptiles are far luckier than man. They can assimi-
late easily to new surroundings and disguise themselves in
a threatening situation. Once, my brother had a chameleon
that could turn the exact hue of the living room drapes. We
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would go weeks without seeing him. Almost all lizards,
including the majestic iguana, will freeze and play dead in a
dangerous situation. The luckiest, by far, of the Reptile
kingdom is the snake: the venomous cobra, the common
garden snake, the rattlesnake, the water moccasin. How
good it must feel to be able to shed your skin, to leave the
shell of your old self in a heap in the backyard, like a ripped
skirt that you could never fix.

Christmas morning we all go downstairs right on cue to
open our gifts. My stocking is bulging with small presents
and candy, and so is Paul's. My presents for my parents are
boring: a tie and a subscription to Reader's Digest for my
father, a bottle of perfume and some earrings for my mother.
I literally have heaps of presents, and I open each one with
gusto. It is Christmas, though not like any other, and we
each do our best.

My father's eyes are frozen on my mother as she slowly
unwraps his gift. It is ajade green skirt and sweater combina-
tion, and it is lovely. He smiles as she holds the sweater up
close to her face.

"I thought it would be nice with your eyes," he says. And
then my father actually blushes. Somehow, I think this sort
of thing must be the payoff for my mother, for having
endured weekly tornado and fire drills.

After the presents are unwrapped, my mother walks
over to Paul's stocking. She takes it off the mantle and wraps
it in tissue paper before she puts it in a shoe box. In a couple
of days, my mother will be riding in the car with the shoe
box on her lap, going to the prison to show her son what
Santa has selected for him.

I see David Foster on campus two days before I go home
for Christmas break. I've just taken my algebra final and my
mind is still humming with that unnatural match of letters
and numbers. He is walking across the street with a friend
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of his, and he calls out to me, "Hey, Sheila." He raises his
hand and makes a motion that is somewhere between a wave
and a salute, and he walks on.

That morning I was getting dressed when my roommate
Caroline gasped, "You're still so bruised." A hand pressing
down on you tightly leaves a mark like a traced kindergarten
turkey: each finger bold, a thing of its own. And there he is
walking down the street, walking the way anyone walks,
talking to his friend and laughing. He punctuates his con-
versation with his hands, they jab and point at the air as he
walks down the street.

I steer myself into the closest building. It is so warm. Why
is it so warm? The heat is on in the building; the heat is
turned up way too high. An exam is just letting out and
people are flooding past me, they come in swarms, and my
head is just so light and suddenly I am down for the count.

Then I'm back again, lying on the carpeted floor of the
humanities building with concerned faces peering down at
me. Someone brings me a cup of water. In the distance, I
can hear a girl giving her verdict: "Dieting. When I was on
the Diet-Coke-and-popcorn diet, I passed out twice."

Christmas night my father has to work, so it is a girls'
night. My mother and I play Scrabble at the kitchen table. I
think I have scored with the word plateau, but my mother
battles right back. She arranges her letters and smiles.

"Passion," my mother says, "I was waiting for a P." She
looks at me and smiles. "If you're not watching a soap opera,
passion means suffering, specifically, Christ's suffering." My
mother is a woman possessed by the spirit of God. She
believes in miracles. Someday, when my father has retired,
she wants to go on a dream vacation—a pilgrimage to the
Holy Land. She has a shoe box full of pamphlets describ-
ing the places she will see: the Mount of Olives, the River
Jordan, the Wailing Wall and the Church of the Nativity
in Bethlehem.
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So far she has made it to Our Lady of the Snows, right
outside of Saint Louis, the largest outdoor shrine in the
country.

Now, she says, "I love Scrabble, I can never get your
father to play with me."

Finally, the snow has come, a light snow that barely sticks
to the windows and makes the whole world look like it has
been iced in spun sugar, frosty and magical, like a Disney
movie where the prince's kiss wakes you from eternal sleep
or where the dog finally comes home, limping and with a
bandage around its foot, but certainly in time for Christmas.

Once, after a particularly bloody match, I asked Paul how
he could stand the sight of blood shooting out of his nose, the
feeling of his veins being burst. He was sitting on the kitchen
counter. My mother was pressing an ice bag over his bruised
chin and muttering about the foolishness of violence.

"Doesn't it hurt?" I asked. "Doesn't it hurt a lot?"
My brother rolled his swollen eye at me. "No, it feels

great. Of course it hurts. Of course it does. But you can't let
your opponent know that you're in pain. You just have to
keep hitting back." Paul punched at the air, knocking my
mother's hand out of the way. "If he figures out that he has
really, really hurt you, you're as good as dead."

When I think about it, Paul has given me a lot of good
advice.

In public service announcements, the drug dealer is always
some thug standing in the shadows around a playground. My
mother told me that when Paul was sentenced the judge gave
a long speech about how drugs are ruining America and
depriving our children of a decent future. Though I know this
is true, I still wish that Paul was here with us, that the judge
had just given him a stern reprimand.

Yesterday at the prison, a piece of paper fell out of Paul's
shirt pocket as he took out his cigarettes. I watched over his
shoulder as he opened it. In his funny block printing he had
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written a note to himself: Don't forget, Star Trek on Thursday
at eight.

Star Trek was always our favorite show. When we were
little we would watch it together stretched out on the living
room floor. As he folded the paper back up and put it in his
pocket, my heart did a little flip and I stared straight ahead
and never blinked.

I wake up to the sound of my mother telling me to look
outside. It must have snowed and snowed last night, because
everything is covered; the cars and houses in the distance
are just snow drifts against the sky. My father is still sleeping,
tired from his night shift, so I know my mother and I will
just eat a light breakfast. My father likes a big breakfast of
steak and eggs: what he calls a Heart Stopper Special.

My mother drags me out of bed and we go down to the
kitchen together. Right away, she takes a black Magic Marker
and crosses out Christmas day on the calendar that hangs above
the stove. Every morning she crosses out the previous day, a
habit I have picked up now that I live away from home. There's
something reassuring about looking at the year like that—the
days that are finished, the days that stretch ahead of you.

Today is December twenty-sixth. A couple of years ago,
Paul looked at this date on another calendar, at the words
in parentheses next to it that said: Boxing Day, United
Kingdom. Right underneath that, Paul had written in big
letters: THIS IS MY DAY!! I wonder if Paul remembers this,
I wonder if he's looking out his window at the perfect snow,
remembering what day it is.

My mother is happier today. After we have some toast,
she wants to go for a walk. As soon as we put on our coats
and boots, she opens the door and says, "Ah, it's minty cold,"
just like they do in commercials.

The year is full of surprises: the moment my mother
steps off the porch, she lies down in the snow and stretches
her arms wide above her head. The sun is glinting off the

'I
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snow. She squints her eyes at me and says, "Snow angels,
Sheila."

I lie down on the snow next to her and bring my arms
out to my sides. At the same time, we start waving our arms
and legs through the snow. My mother is laughing, asking
me what the neighbors might be thinking.

"Now, be careful to step around it as you stand up," she
says. "You don't want to ruin your angel." We stand up
carefully and tiptoe a couple of steps back. My mother is
breathing heavily, and she reaches out and holds my hand
as we stand there looking at our work.

My father has appeared at the front window. He is
wearing his striped flannel pajamas and he has his hand
caught in mid-air, watching us, looking like he's about to
open the window and shout out a warning about exposure
to snow, looking like he wished he knew some important
safety tip that could crack the code and save us all.

I keep having the same dream, whether I'm safe at home
in the room I grew up in, or at the dormitory. It's terrible, an
instant replay, just as it happened: I can feel David Foster's
hand pressed down on my chest, I can hear my own scream.
I have heard that a terrible nightmare can actually make your
heart stop; you can literally die in bed, and I believe it. But the
dream has a second sequence to it. On a playground, I am
standing close to the swing set while my brother is beating up
David Foster. He has on boxing gloves, and as he methodically
pummels him, David Foster's face becomes unrecognizable;
his blonde hair is matted to his head. My brother the graceful
fighter has not yet broken a sweat.

My brother pauses before he delivers the final blow and
I walk over to David Foster. I lean down and listen to his
labored breathing before I ask him about the worst part,
before I ask him what I am dying to know. My voice is a
whisper: Who is it? Is it Walt Whitman? William Blake? Was
it Emily Dickinson? Who is your favorite poet and why?

DAVID KLEIN

Notes on Writing
the Death of My Father

Bill Evans, The Paris Concert, Edition One ends, and the
room is suddenly flooded with ink-blue sky and moon-

light and the lights from windows that serve as stars when
you live in the city, and silence. I've always felt that the sound
you hear when you sit in a room still and alone is the sound
of the Earth brushing against the border of atmosphere and
space as it spins, a feeling hypnotically comforting, and I find
myself being lulled to sleep, which is not the ideal condition
for writing, and that is why I start glancing through the
fifteen or so "writing music" cassettes lined up on a bookshelf
until my gaze settles on the empty Paris Concert container.
I know that, like an obsessed lover, I have to keep coming
back to Bill Evans again and again. I rewind, wondering
about this, as the tape hurtles back to the beginning.

Maybe it's to keep my father near me, since it seems I can
capture him for a time, like firefly on a pitch black night,
within the shimmering, blinking notes, as though he could
live again but only as long as the harmonies keep spinning
out from each other.

His eyes had collapsed into craters in his head. There was
nothing of himself in that room. His life had fled him. All the
noisome, tumultuous stuff of a life-in-progress had fled him.
One might stray into my father's rectangulated corner of a
hospital room (defined, as it was, entirely by the cot they
called a bed), shuffle about mysteriously, and wander out
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again. Nothing left but bare being itself. Not even a wife
there to hold his hand in the waning hours, just me.

He looked out from the hollows of his face, like the
emaciated wooden Christs I'd once seen in a church museum
in Santa Fe, with their garishly painted expressions captured
somewhere between stupefaction and die transfiguring grace
of forgiveness. He looked almost beautiful now. The chemo-
bloat that had distended his stomach and ankles had complete-
ly reversed itself, and his body seemed melted into the gently
sloping sheets, the length of his bony, tapered fingers accen-
tuated by the long, scooped reeds that were his arms. His
eyelids fluttered weighdessly, randomly. I could not be sure if
he recognized me. He wheezed something I could not follow.
It might have been my mother's name.

Bill Evans. Spare, elegant, euphonious, stripped to the
essentials and yet, despite the economy—or more probably
because of the economy and the way it suggests roiling
depths and densities beneath the surface cool—so fraught.
There's something in his sound that captures my father and
his own cool surfaces and restraint and depths and densities:
a gentleness and lightness of touch that give it a somehow
iridescent sadness, like Seurat's dots or Hopper's stillness.
And could there be some deeper meaning in the fact that
the song that brings him back the most, and that I play
repeatedly to keep him near me, is, "I Do It For Your Love?"
If there is some hidden meaning, what could it be? What is
it exactly that I do for his love? Write this story? Keep his
business going? Impel memory?

Several times a week after work, my father would accom-
pany himself at the piano, show tunes mostly, and these
sessions seem to have had a cathartic effect for him (a
suspicion I can confirm at least to the extent of my own
experiences later on in life, singing along with my Original
Cast Albums, unrestrained, oblivious to the paper-thin walls
and wide-open windows, ending shaken and swamped by
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tears) and perhaps a palliative as well, although he would
have sworn that he had nothing at all in the world to palliate.

I remember his size, sitting at the piano, and mine, a
shadow of his shadow, bathed in his umbra, cooled, com-
forted, our voices trumpeting joy and feeling, and his, always
holding a little something back, no small thing for my father
who shared space, least of all airspace, with no one, a fact
which fills these litde pockets of recollection with so much
more appreciation for that tender, loving restraint.

The mustard-yellow upright sat beneath a painting
whose scrawled signature read something like "Moses" or
"Moishe," a gift from the painter, a family friend. It was of
Times Square facing south with all the marquees and
billboards announcing a different song written by my father
in the days when he was an up-and-coming songwriter being
recorded by the likes of Sammy Davis, Jr., Patti Page and
Julius LaRosa. The piano was gone one day when I came
home from school, the songwriting followed shortly there-
after. The piano was later replaced by a baby grand, and the
songwriting by law, which made the baby grand possible.

I had a collection of his 45s (the block-lettered Decca
labels are imprinted on my mind forever) which I would play
endlessly, staring obsessively at my father's name paren-
thesized as the author. Most of these, too, were gone one
day, lost, including my all-time favorite, a doo-wop ballad
recorded by Tony Perkins, of all people, pre-Psycho, in his
boy-ingenue days, called, "She Used To Be My Girl."

Some things remain. The baby grand, but not the mus-
tard-yellow upright; a dozen or more records, but not, "She
Used To Be My Girl"; the painting, though still on display,
relegated for years to a dark upstairs hall; and until recently,
my father the lawyer, but not my father the songwriter.
Somehow it seems appropriate, in thinking about his death,
to think about these things.

I still sing, all the time in fact, but privately, for myself,
or maybe on a good day if I'm feeling lighthearted, I'll sing
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for my son, Samuel; or when Eva is nearby I'll sing out loud
"allowing" her to listen in. Mostly though I sing under my
breath, in the car, on the street. I hoard my voice, protect it,
I shield it from the world of "not good enough" and "yes,
but." For all the happy memories I have of singing with my
father, it seems I stopped early on, and then—although I
did work in a couple of professional productions during one
summer break from college—I stopped singing to the point
of refusal, even for the people I loved. Eventually I stopped
completely, but especially for the people I loved. For years
I would sing only during those episodes of private catharsis,
which in any case were less like singing than some kind of
bizarre, ritualized purgation.

And finally that went, too. There are reasons that are
merely practical, a wife, then a son, making aloneness a rare
commodity. More serious still, something closed off in me,
withdrew. At first it was a kind of losing touch, a wandering
off-course, as I allowed myself to become increasingly ab-
sorbed by the myriad daily distractions of life, but then, after
my father died six weeks before Sam's birth, it became a
matter of self-preservation. I got through it all by dulling
emotion and shrinking it so that I could press forward, but
it grew little by little into a fortress of toughness, grim
pragmatism, gravity, so that it felt unseemly to sing on those
now rare occasions when the urge popped up, indecorous,
and even perhaps at odds with the unblinking, hard-bitten,
full-steam-ahead man that I had become.

And what was it anyway that made me so early on stop
singing with my father? Perhaps it's nothing more than that
I had fallen in love with my father the performer (and not
just because he had actually in his youth been paid to sing
and write songs, but also because of his glamour and actor's-
sized ego), the wild, limitless love of childhood that
presumed a kind of pact, or vow. And he had broken that
vow and become a lawyer at a time in my life when I was too
young to make sense of it.
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He was trying to say her name. His desiccated lips peeled
apart. Her name cleaved to the roof of his mouth. His
Adam's apple spasmed and jerked along his neck.

My father's diminished eyes shifted in their murky pools
to look my way. He hissed, water. There was a glass of ice
water on a nightstand. My father had forearms as thick and
veined as Popeye's. My father slept four hours a night, five
if he was feeling lazy. He got up at 3 a.m. to run through
stultifying summers and frigid, skiddy winters and drench-
ing squalls and once roller-skated from our house on Long
Island to his office in the city. I never had to feed my father
water from a glass.

His skin radiated a moist warmth, a hothouse humidity,
and I felt ashamed to be so close, so intimate. With all his
effort he lifted his head an inch or two off the pillow. He
could not swallow. Bewildered, I brought the glass to his lips
and the water collected in a little pool between lip and gum,
trickled down his chin and neck and soaked his hospital
gown. He looked up and sighed, a profound, full-bodied
sigh, and then he began speaking.

He was pleading for my mother. She is the love of his
life. He did it all for her. His desperation and urgency were
palpable, but I had no idea where she was, and I flung myself
down the echoing, DiChirico hallways toward a phone.
Through tears and great, choking sobs I threw the same
quarter into the slot, over and over again, but I could not
rouse her.

My father's idea of himself as Hero always depended on
enduring great discomfort or mistreatment, even when his
situation could be eased with the smallest effort. Instead,
he'd gird his internal forces for battle. To my father, to
prevail was everything. But of course, prevailing requires an
obstacle or opposing force, and often my father would go to



42/Notes on Writing the Death of My Father

baffling lengths to promote discomfort and even danger,
roller-skating from Long Island to Manhattan, for instance,
or his habit of running at night on streets where graveyard-
shift prostitutes with daggers hidden in garters would run
alongside him for several panting seconds. Playing handball,
he would throw himself to the ground and roll around on
hard concrete after shots that had in reality floated toward
his hand, just so he could rise, literally bloodied but un-
bowed, shaking his head as if to say, "Whew, that one almost
did me in!" I think these self-denials and exertions had a
private, invariably successful ulterior motive, as small
crowds would gather to gape admiringly at his bloody
heroics.

The problem with allowing certain music to become
associated with a particular event or time is that while that
time is unfolding, the music rushes in to infuse it with the
weight, depth and color of heightened emotion, but when
it's over you can never really listen to that music again, not
for the music itself, because it seems that somewhere along
the way the process reverses, and the emotion of that
heightened special time spills into the music, so that the two
are forevermore indivisible.

I used to favor Dave Brubeck, carried a torch for Oscar
Peterson and his ebullient volcano of music, moved on to the
classy, less adorned Errol Garner, briefly, but none of them
moved me to write. I write to Bill Evans. Struggling with my
wavering attention span every word of the way, trying to
torture from memory images of my father inebriated by pain
and with death on the wing, I feel strangely happy.

The story of my father's last day on Earth remains
unfinished, with me dropping quarters into a pay phone,
trapped and frightened, and that's the thing: why finish?
Even, should I finish?

But I keep writing because I've no other choice but to
write about how hard it is to write what I'm trying to write.
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Perhaps I believe that to forestall the end of the story is to
prolong his life. What started out as a mere exercise with
elements of purgation and expiation took on a life of its own,
took on his life, at least in the sense that if I never had to
write the words "and then he died," he would not truly be
dead.

So here I am, throwing quarters into a hospital pay
phone, and what's next? Given the rootedness of post-
vaudeville "variety" entertainment and Broadway musical
in my soul, I lean toward the "Big Finish"the Poetics accord-
ing to George M. Cohan. How about a smiling-through-the-
tears scene of bitter renunciation? Perhaps I can resolve to
unburden myself, finally, of long-suppressed hard truths,
only to return to his bedside to find him gone, too soon?
Maybe he should die in my arms. Maybe he should reach
under the bed and pull out a top hat and cane and launch
into a killer, "On The Sunny Side Of The Street?"

What really happened was I couldn't rouse my mother,
so I collected myself and resolved to get through it as I
resolved to get through everything that followed, with a
measure of dignity and without undue drama. Just before I
turned back into his room, the swinging doors at the other
end of the hallway blew open, and there she was. A gust of
cleansing, cold air followed her in and swept her perfume
across the floor. She was wearing an orange-tinted fur stole
and some magical brand of makeup that made her eyes seem
hued, like rainbows. It would take another story altogether
to explain how bizarre was this particular emotional con-
figuration between my mother and me, but let it suffice to
say that she had never looked so beautiful and that I had
never in my life felt like such a boy in need of his mother.

My father was relieved to see her. The little else he was
able to say did not make much sense. He did manage to
convey that he wanted me to get him a Coke from the
cafeteria. When I'd brought it to him, he wanted me to leave,
which I did. The next morning he died.



441 Notes on Writing the Death of My Father

I was with my mother in her apartment when she called
to find out what kind of night he'd had. They put her on
hold, then a doctor came and told her he'd had the kind of
night you have when you die. Relatives gathered, there was
a funeral, we sat shiva, and my son Sam was born. That's not
much in the way of a Big Finish, but that's all there is.

The thing is, to put a writerly ending on the story of my
father's last day on earth would be to lie, and to think that
the "story" is our story, is literally his life, is foolish. And of
course, there never is a Big Finish, no eleven o'clock number
to bring the audience to it's feet. That's the promise and the
lie of fiction, of Hollywood and Broadway. In the surpris-
ingly good and cleansing light of real life, there is no ending,
ever.

JOSIP NOVAKOVICH

Alternatives

Mary Anderssen was dazed in the green heat. Squeaking
chimps leaped from liana to liana. For two days Mary

gazed at the monkeys, in love with monkeydom. She sang to
herself in her smoky voice, "I'd rather be a monkey than a
man."

Before coming to Africa, Mary had whirled in a dance of
dates with a Brazil-debt broker, which had ended in their
being below and atop and behind and in front of each other,
and in the end, beside each other, in love—but a day later
the lover had disappeared with her best—that is, worst—
friend. Then, Judy, her second best friend, surprised her
with gentleness, gentility, and understanding, which turned
into affection, touch, lust, gasps, but not love, because Judy
too vanished—with Mary's jewelry. Mary sought solace in
computers—their infinite possibilities—but they left her
lonely. Dogs failed to break her loneliness because they were
so obedient that in the house there was only one will, hers.
Her cat, fabulously sensual and willful, had too much will;
she ran out into the street and was squashed under the tires
of a police car. Mary had been depressed until this immer-
sion into primate freedom. She wished she could join in the
jolly monkey games.

A little dizzy, having forgotten to eat at all on the third
day, Mary fell in love with a quick, humorous chimp, who
appeared to her as an epiphany of joy. She inquired how
much he would cost. For two thousand dollars the tour
guides netted the chimp. She faced the chimp self-conscious-
ly, wondering what impression her make-up and designer-
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safari clothes made on him.
He was a little shy—perhaps intimidated by the Western

industrial smells. He hunched, his eyes facing the ground,
fists curled inwards, as if ashamed to show his nails. Mary
found him to be a dear hairball, and she brushed him. She
wanted to tell him something. He raised his eyes as if to make
fun of her thought about speaking to him.

Why speak to him, look how well he understands me!
He lifted one eyebrow—most of his forehead—as though

skeptical.
"How old is he?" she asked the guard.
"Heaven knows. We don't really keep track. It's a pity

they are not like trees. Otherwise, you'd cut off a finger and
count the rings. He's about four years old, I'd guess."

Mary named him Jinx. He was not permitted into the
passenger plane and had to be shipped on a cargo plane.

At JFK she seated Jinx in the front seat of her Volvo. He
jumped from the front to the back, and back to the front,
and stared at the moving things on the ground, and some
things taking off, others landing, big things with clouds
running after them. He hid on the floor. And then he leaned
against Mary's calf. "Yes, I know, it's terrifying here. All
these metals thundering about, but of course, you couldn't
know what metal is."

He looked at her pleadingly, as if to say, 'Come on! I do
know and that's why I am so scared!'

Mary stroked his hair. He leaned his head against her
belly, and his mouth stretched from one ear lobe to the
other. He stroked her cheeks.

When the elevator stopped on the eighth floor, he
jumped up, clearly wishing to recreate the sensation of the
elevator stopping, to remain weightless for a second.

Mary quit using make-up, took him upstate, to Beacon,
to climb oaks with him. Adults are supposedly too stiff (and
therefore fragile) to enjoy climbing trees. Mary thought that
adults would certainly be able to enjoy jumping from branch
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to branch if they loved life. She daydreamed of opening a
practice: arborotherapy—climb trees to attain the equi-
librium of mind and body. Unswathe and revive the child in
you. Let it jump from tree to tree.

Jinx sniffed at an oak, bit its bark, tore its leaves. He'd
never seen a tree like that, so stiff and bumpy, but soon he
loved all the branches—as a southerner he was prone to like
northern things (shade), just as northerners love southern
things (sun).

Mary bravely jumped all over the oak. Now and then she
did several push-ups and chin-ups; she stretched her legs in
the manner of dancers. Jinx teasingly imitated her. While
she hung precariously from a thin branch, he tickled her.
She screamed and laughed and slid. He grabbed her by her
armpit—he saved her—and held her in his arms, as if she
were his baby; and he imitated the whimpering of baby
monkeys.

In a year Jinx grew to be quite a man, or rather, monkey.
Mary's apartment was too small, the job too cold, and the
city too stinky and brutal. Mary sold her apartment, and with
Jinx, moved to Florida.

Mary bought a two-story house in the wooded country
thirty miles north of Miami. She had the ceiling of the
ground floor (or the floor of the second) removed. Cranes
lifted the house and lowered it onto a tree, so that the tree
occupied the entire house. Instead of a regular roof, she
installed skylights.

Jinx approved of the walnut tree, and leaped over it,
swinging.

Mary looked at the house, and saw how lucky, how
happy, she was. She hugged Jinx. He took her into his arms
and carried her onto the tree, while she hung on his neck.

In a cold spell, when it snowed, Mary clung to Jinx's
warm fur. He got a shining erection and pointed it out with
his thumb. She laughed, but he nodded his head and raised
his eyebrows as though to indicate it was a serious problem.
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She tickled him, he snorted with laughter. His nose became
radiant, and he breathed heavily. He touched her breasts,
her nipples grew. They gazed into each other's eyes as he
stroked her thighs with his feet, and with his hands he picked
her pubic hairs and caressed her belly. Enthralled, she
trembled. They laughed for the joyous discovery; blood
rushed into their lips. She sat astride his lap.

After several slides, Mary received his liquid ecstasy, his
lava. He gazed at her, mighty proud. They reposed in each
other's arms, breathing warmly into each other's ears, in
grateful slumber, after their fullness was reached and
emptied, inhaled and exhaled, femaled and maled. And
when they woke up, they found that they were plunged into
the full rigor of sexual striving, contorting muscles, distort-
ing their bodies, stretching, expressing, compressing, press-
ing. They buoyed into the nut tree, where Jinx became so
acrobatic that not even a most up-to-date sexual manual
contained all the positions he and Mary made, until in one
abrupt motion, he outpoured his jungle potion.

Several months later, Mary's bulk increased. She walked
to a phone booth, nearly swooned on the sidewalk, and
crawled back into the house and lay on the cot under the
tree. A car crunched gravel on the driveway, casting lights
and shadows over the leaves. A gainly red-faced woman in
black walked inside.

Hearing Mary's moans, the midwife said: "The Lord told
Eve that she would give birth in pain. But He didn't give us
so much pain that we could not bear it."

"How do you know? You have a child?"
"Do you have a bottle of wine?"
Mary grunted.
"See," the nun said, "a glass of wine would ease your

pain. Let the child come out into the world in good cheer,
like a good Catholic."

"I have no wine."
"Never mind. I have something. Here, have a sip." She
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pulled a flat flask of gin from her bra.
Mary sipped. The midwife tilted the bottle, big gulps

throttling in her throat. And as she tilted her head, she faced
Jinx sitting in the branches and observing quietly.

She was startled. "What's it doing up there?"
"That's Jinx. Jinx, this is". . .
"Where is your husband?"
"I don't have one."
The midwife frowned. "An illegitimate child?"
"Not illegitimate. Nothing to do with the laws."
"What man's the father?"
"No man. Fortunately."
"You must be joking."
"No more than the Gospels."
The midwife was reluctant to go on. But when Mary

gasped with a bout of pain, she started to help. Jinx, too,
moaned from the tree. He hung on a branch by one hand,
and with the other touched Mary's face gently, and stroked
her belly.

"These pets these days, just like people, inexorable" the
midwife muttered. "I'm glad you have no crocodiles."

Her forehead sweating, Mary bit her lips. Dark hair of
the baby's head peeped out of her.

"Your baby has nice hair!" The midwife exclaimed.
"He'll be like Absalom, or Absalom's sister. Oh, my good-
ness, look at his forehead!"

Jinx jumped off the tree and cheered Mary. He leaned
over the midwife's hands and moaned happily as the wet
head came out.

Hairs covered the neck, the small shoulders, everything
except the fingers and the broad nose with large nostrils.
The nun let go of the baby and swooned, crashing against
the nut-trunk. Jinx rolled her aside and pulled the baby to
himself while Mary cried.

The midwife came to, grabbed her things, and ran. She
turned around as if catching sight of some vision that had
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persecuted her. She overlooked a root, tripped, and
slammed against the door.

The hair-clad baby was connected to Mary by the um-
bilical cord. While Mary blew breath into the baby, Jinx bit
off the cord. The baby screamed either from the shock of
being out in the cool or from the oceanic and the umbilical
Biblical pain.

On a hot day that made a pimple grow atop her nose, at the
office of births and rebirths, deaths and redeaths, Mary
asked to register her child. She declared Jimmy had been
born four months before.

"Four months ago?" exclaimed the registrar.
"It's not too late, is it?"
"I guess it isn't. Do you have a birth-delivery certificate?"
"What's that?"
"The hospital where your child was born should have

issued you a certificate, stating where, when, and who did
the delivery."

"A midwife did it."
"You have her statement? Forms? She should have

written down something . . . " He stroked his pointed mous-
tache.

"She ran out without finishing, drunk and scared. I
looked for her at her cloister, but the Mother Superior did
not know where she'd vanished."

"How could she run out in the middle of delivery? Who
did it then?"

"I did."
"You can't register a child just like that. You must have

witnesses. People could steal children and register them as
their own."

"But there was nobody else to testify."
"How about your husband?"
"I don't have one."
The clerk stroked the hairs on his chest, making crunchy

Novakovich 151

noises inside his shirt. "All right, let's get down to the basics
and see what we can do about it. Date of birth?"

"June 12."
"Place?"
"Scroton, Florida."
"Mother's date and place of birth?"
"May 31, 1960, Philadelphia."
"Father's?"
"Salisbutu, Zaire, around 1978."
"Oh?"
"Yes."
"You are pulling my leg, lady, he can't be nine years old

and a father!"
"Why not?"
"Impossible. He's just a kid. Are you sure he was not born

earlier? What lunacy! Race?"
"Not applicable."
"What do you mean, not applicable? What's the color of

his skin?"
"Dark gray. All right, write down gray for his race."
"Are you some kind of a liberal? I can relate to tha t . . . "
"No, no."
"Color of eyes?"
"Dark yellow."
"Hazel then?"
"No, dark yellow, orange."
The clerk shouted, "You must be some kinda junky

modern painter! Get out at once!"
"What do you mean? I have to register the kid, how will

he go to school, get a job, if. . ."
"All right, bring your child here, and I'll see what I can

write down."
When Mary brought her baby several days later, the

clerk laughed. "Why, that's a monkey!"
"Monkey?" shouted Mary back. "Don't insult my child!"

But then she remembered that it's better to be a monkey
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than a man. How could a man insult a monkey? "He is
Jimmy, and he is my child. I have no need to label him a
human being or a monkey or anything else. As a matter of
fact, that is an irrelevant question. Were it not, your birth
certificate would ask something to that effect, wouldn't it?"

"Well, it's understood . . . And if he is a monkey, he can't
be your son. If you don't mind my asking, do you have a
therapist?"

"Just register the child!"
"It can't be done." The clerk peered above his bifocals,

over his nose in the shape of a potato and the color of a
tomato. "I can't do it." He stood up and examined Jimmy,
who was fumbling through his fur, looking for fleas. "A
monkey, if I ever saw one. Register him at the vet's and get
all the shots."

Mary slammed the door. She decided she should consult
a lawyer. But a lawyer laughed and refused to handle the
case. She decided to fight her own case, but she could not
get the case registered.

She thought medicine might help. If the father's sper-
matozoid contained 23 pairs of chromosomes instead of
22—as would be usual for a monkey—then everything
would be settled. But what if his chromosome count was 22
and there was only once an anomalous extra pair of
chromosomes? Or perhaps her ovum anomalously contained
22 pairs?

But doctors wouldn't bother to run the tests. Mary
concluded that if society were so rigid, her son would do
much better outside of it.

Mary and Jinx raised their son to be free. He climbed as
much as he liked. He chummily sat on Mary's lap as she read.
She read out loud, and he often mimicked her. And if she
read at the table—a tree stump—he sat across from her, and
frolicked at the new sound combinations. He'd bang pots,
jump on the tree, hang by his foot, leap onto another branch,
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and back into the seat. Now and then Mary read the il-
lustrated Alice in Wonderland and many other favorites from
her childhood, and Jimmy, on the opposite side of the table,
drew copies of the pictures, which he then would chew and
spit out.

At the age of three, Jimmy liked to wander in the nearby
Everglades park. And so the park guards netted him and
passed him on to the Miami zoo, from where a monkey had
escaped around that time.

Jimmy's cage was larger than his native house; the trees
were thinner and leafless. His neighbors were stand-offish
at first. They whispered behind his back, beat him up a
couple of times, and then ignored him. One monkey used a
mirror while combing his hair, another looked for fleas in
his sister, a mother suckled a child, a youngster made
somersaults. Jimmy joined in the jumping game, climbing
against the grates, hanging from the ceiling.

Many people gathered and watched Jimmy and his new
family. Children screamed, "Daddy, see how smart he looks.
I think he understands us!" Jimmy blew them kisses.

It took several days for Mary to find Jimmy. She read
in the papers that a young chimpanzee, who had escaped
from the Miami zoo, was found in the Everglades park.
Mary asked the zoo manager to give her Jimmy, but as she
had no certificate that the monkey was hers, the manager
denied her request. Although the guards threw Mary out
of the zoo, she came back and stood by Jimmy's cage,
talking to him. He screamed and jumped to get to her. A
guard noticed the special attachment between the two.
Mary came to the zoo several times a week, bringing along
nuts and books, and the guard passed the gifts on to
Jimmy. Jimmy held a book upside down and read it right
to left since he was used to seeing the text upside down.
People laughed at him for what he was doing, and the
other monkeys stole his books and pretended that they too
read.
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The reading monkey became a famous attraction of the
zoo. National television and scandal sheets all had pictures
of Jimmy reading. He listened to the people talk about him,
"Look how he's pretending!" Whenever he became annoyed
with the arrogant audience, he pissed at them and his
comrades did likewise. So when the Mayor of Miami showed
up with his elegant entourage to admire the spectacle of the
reading monkeys, Jimmy and the other chimps went in the
back of the cage, drank as much water as they could, and
several minutes later yellowed the Mayor and his mafia from
the closest branches, shrieking triumphantly.

Although Jimmy soon learned the language of his new
family, his passion for reading grew. He liked war novels,
detective stories, and particularly prison escapes. He longed
to escape to his mother, but he wished his companions could
be free too. Mary brought him Das Kapital and The Complete
Works of Lenin. Monkeys played with Lenin, tearing out the
pages, rolling them and sticking them into their ears, noses,
asses.

To enter the zoo, people paid in bananas, coconuts and
the equivalents, but not all the fruit that the zoo keepers got
did they pass on to the chimps. Chimps soon realized what
a raw deal this was, how exploited they were. Besides, people
could go wherever they liked, but the chimps had to stay
there all the time just for human pleasure. Jimmy said they
should all run out to the Everglades and set up their own
land, plant and crack their own coco, and now and then, if
they missed their hairless brothers, they could keep them in
cages.

Most of his companions disapproved of the plans at first
because they did not know anyplace else, and in the zoo it
was safe.

The older ones who still remembered their native habitat
said it would be wonderful to be in a jungle again but that
by now all their relatives had died, moved out, or forgotten
them, and the trees had either grown bigger, or died, or
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forgotten them. "We wouldn't be able to find our way
around," the wise ones said. "We are too old and weak to
fight leopards."

But some said, "Yes, let's go to the trees that shoot out
leaves and bear fruit, where it is sunny and warm, where you
can wander great distances and climb great heights."

Jimmy schemed. He wrote a long letter to Mary, explain-
ing his plan and asking for maps. When she visited next, she
wept rapturously. Writing notes back and forth, she and her
son evolved the plan.

Early in the morning a week later, Jimmy and a primate
friend knocked out the guard, unlocked the cage, ran
through the woods and over the fence into Mary's waiting
RV. Mary, Jinx, Jimmy, and their friends easily crossed the
Mexican border because Mexico welcomed tourism from the
States. They journeyed to the rain forests of Yucatan, and
further. In the diminishingjungles they now plant and crack
their coco, enjoying respect of other monkeys as the largest
monkeys around.
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The Occupants

The summer I was twenty I sublet an apartment from a
woman who tried to make a living writing children's

musicals about rodeo. Her bookshelves held manuscripts
filled with elaborate stage directions describing round-up
pens, wooden fences and the sounds of "garrulous, un-
bridled hollering." On the bottom shelf sat her chief non-
rodeo effort, three large binders holding her unpublished
novel, A Woman's Life. A dusty, brass Menorah was perched
on the top shelf along with a framed copy of her birth
certificate. She had been born Sarah Alice Kripstein on
December 5, 1951 in Braintree, Massachusetts. Her kitchen
had nothing but rice cakes, wrapped safely in Ziplok bags to
keep away pests. In the freezer were year-old diet
fudgesicles, frozen to the point of being burnt and gooey,
spoiled from too many times where she'd begun to open the
wrapper and, at the last minute, thought better of the seventy
calories.

Sarah Kripstein was a smart, shrewd woman, rail thin,
who charged me four hundred dollars for the privilege of
staying in her fashionably located, Upper West Side duplex.
She was in Canada teaching improvisation at the University
of Alberta summer program. The building was under rent
control; she paid the same three hundred dollars a month
she had that first year after her college graduation. That was
a year she waited tables and tried to get work as an actress.
She also wrote a ninety minute monologue for herself about
the relationship between an anorectic Long Island princess
and a talking piece of Rice Krispies treat.
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I spent most of my twenty years in a New Jersey suburb,
one harrowing bus ride away from the city I would eventual-
ly claim as my surrogate home. The town where I grew up
had a "crack house" where remedial math students gathered
to do bong hits and smoke Parliament menthols. When the
police busted the place in the fall of my senior year, six
"unnamed minors" made the crime log section of the local
paper. There was a duck pond where I often went running
and returned with Canada Goose droppings on my
sneakers. Joey Gander, a sixteen year old menace with a
penchant for lighting fire crackers in school biology labs,
once jumped out at me from the bushes and screamed, "The
Cold War will kill us! Why bother with exercise?" Everyone
called him Commander Gander because he ripped army
recruitment advertisements from the pages of Scholastic
Monthly and taped them to the inside of his locker. I think
he served in the Gulf War. I know I saw him in the gourmet
cheese spread section of the Grand Union last time I was in
town. Sometimes that suburb makes me shiver. But New
York is so anonymous you can almost construe it into
something friendly. You can do anything you want with it if
you're willing to do the work.

But I did very little work that summer at Sarah's. When
I wasn't at the talent agency where I worked as a temporary
receptionist, I stayed still and quiet, musing about my lack
of social initiative and wondering when I would embark on
my resolution to visit every major museum. On Sundays I
would climb out the upstairs window to the roof, read the
newspaper and sweat until the ink penetrated my hands and
got in my mouth. The Sunday New York Times was something
to be inhaled, frantically sucked as if it would clear the
humidity that settled all around me that summer, putting
me in a perpetually drenched state that I took to work and
to the deli and even back to New Jersey on weekends when
I couldn't bear the thought of sitting in Sarah Kripstein's
apartment for two sweltering days alone.
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Old brownstones are charged with noises of their in-
habitants, shouts and door slams from neighbors who know
nothing of each other beyond occasional meetings at the mail
box. But as the weeks passed, I had the sense that the building
had other residents too. The combination of the brick wall and
the quiet, whirring air from the apartment's rear windows
made Sarah's home a relatively silent place. But at night, when
I'd be perusing her books and sliding around the wood floor
in my stockinged feet, I was aware of subtle, almost inaudible
ticks and scratches coming from within the walls. There were
small, hushed squatters who moved freely and paid no rent.
And although Sarah assured me she hadn't seen a mouse since
the Carter Administration, I did my best to wrap up the food.

Even now, when I walk around that neighborhood, I can
feel parts of my twenty-year-old self creaking inside me.
These are bone fragments of stupid excitement, frightened
rage, and a ceaseless, almost asthmatic intoxication with the
indelicate power of the city around me. When I was twenty
I had nothing to lose. I ran in Central Park everyday and
only washed my jogging shorts twice the entire summer. I
swiped marinated pasta shells from the salad bars of Korean
delis because I was making just enough money to pay for
Sarah Kripstein's apartment. One weekend, when I was
reading Sarah's ratty manuscript for A Woman's Life, page
seventy-nine fell out and blew off of the roof. It was the middle
of a particularly charged scene with the protagonist's therapist.
The dialogue was going something like "Open yourself up,
open yourself up to the pain." I still don't know where the page
went. It could have been on the adjacent terrace, in a tree, or
in some slimy puddle of uriney water on the street below. But
in keeping with that summer I did nothing about it.

It would all have been okay if not for the mice. I had
never seen one that wasn't white and used for purposes of
scientific experimentation. You know what they say about
the unknown. I lashed out in the manner preferred by most
humans. I killed out of hatred.
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The first mouse I saw was in the kitchen but I don't know
if that counts because it turned out I had been smelling a
dead one under the desk for a couple of weeks. I didn't know
the smell of a dead mouse but could detect a peculiar
sourness from the wood floor every time I did sit-ups. When
I finally reached under the desk, I pulled out an ancient trap
attached to a small gray mouse with a snapped neck and a
limp and useless tail. Horrified, I flung it across the room
each time I lifted it, imagining it twitching despite its rigor
mortis. It took six tries to get it into the garbage.

The second mouse scampered across the stove as I was
boiling water for macaroni and cheese. I've heard they hide
in the burners and pop up when the flame goes on. But
hearsay doesn't convey the horror felt by those who have
lived through it. During the two hours that followed the
mouse's first appearance, I maniacally jumped around the
apartment, clapping my hands and shouting in the hopes of
frightening it away.

At myjob, I answered the phone by saying "Hello, Talent
Associates." It got to be such a habit that I sometimes
answered that way at home. It had happened once when
Sarah Kripstein called to check on things. She said she was
distraught about it and that it might be better if I called her
next time. That day of the mouse, I did. She had some mail
anyway.

"Sarah?" I said, calm and assured, as if I were making a
business call. As if I were ordering lunch for the office.

"Yes? Lauren? Oh my God, what happened? Was there
a fire?"

"You got a letter from the Allendale Community
Playhouse."

"Open it!" she squawked.
"Dear Ms. Kripstein, I read your manuscript with interest,

although it's not quite—"
"Okay, okay," said Sarah. "This . . . I've already dealt

with this."
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These exchanges were torturous. By mid-August, I had
read her at least twelve rejection letters from theatrical
producers. It was embarrassing, like seeing your parents
naked or telling that ubiquitous little girl in the back row of
the sixth grade that she really should invest in a cute little
bottle of deodorant—perhaps one of the fun kinds, like
Tickle in "soft powder pink." On this particular night,
Sarah's rejection was an obligatory starting point, the painful
precursor to the most disturbing news of all.

"I need your advice on the best placement of mousetraps
around the apartment."

"There are mice? Are you kidding me?"
That liar. I thought of the mousetrap. I was tempted to

tell her about page seventy-nine of A Woman's Life.
"It's ten o'clock here, you know, Lauren. I'm afraid you

woke me."
"I found a dead mouse in a trap under the desk," I said.
"It's very hard for me to concentrate on speaking right

now," Sarah said. "I rise at dawn to work on relaxation
technique."

She was not the kind of person you could sum up by
examining specific objects around her apartment. The
rodeo motif was baffling. It was an invisible beeline in the
opposite direction of The Matzoh Cookbook, Victoria's
Secret underwear, and Bruce Springsteen's complete album
set. Although I had apparently interrupted her most crucial
moments of REM sleep, Sarah managed to mutter some-
thing about the kitchen counter and the far west living room
corner where the lamp and television were plugged into the
same extension cord. It was all speculation though. She had
never seen a mouse in the entire fifteen years she had lived
there.

The all night drugstore only carried glue traps. "The
stick kind. The mousey-mousey goes stuck and can't get up,"
explained the clerk. His name tag read Chang, I'm happy to
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serve you. Nearly all of his name had rubbed off and it looked
like G, I'm happy to serve you.

"These kind, most nice," he said.
"Then they're still alive when you throw them out?" I

asked. I imagined the rabid varmint squirming and squeak-
ing as I attempted to toss it in the garbage with the empty
Grape-Nuts box. Then it would feast on the crumbs and
grow huge.

"I guess that's okay," I said.

That night I lay trembling in Sarah Kripstein's bed,
mistaking every rustle of the covers for a mouse in the
kitchen, and every brush of hair against my cheek for a
mouse in the bed. My early misgivings about the loft—I
could fall off in my sleep, it took forever to get to the
phone—had been transformed into tempered appreciation.
Although I imagined fur against my skin, tails between my
toes, I knew it was doubtful a mouse could climb eight feet
to reach me.

In the morning I rose early so I could stop at the bakery
for breakfast before work. I couldn't go near the kitchen.
The most I could do was glance beneath the counter where
the glue trap had fallen. To my horror, there was no mouse,
only a thin carpet of gray fur. Nausea crept up from my
knees and delivered me down the five flights of the
brownstone, the stairwell swollen and steamy even at eight
a.m. There was a bald mouse in my apartment. I was alone
in New York and hated it with all my heart.

I faxed a memo for one of the talent agents at work, and
casually asked him if he knew about mice. He always seemed
the most accessible of the Talent Associates people.

"If you're having mice in the summer, I would be very
suspect of the building," he said. He was having lunch in his
office, the usual Coke and six sushi rolls. He flipped blindly
through Variety.

"Suspect?" I said. "Like there could be worse things?" I
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shouldn't say the word "like" so much, I thought. I was
glaringly twenty.

"The R word," he said.
I prayed he meant radioactivity. Rat traps look like dog

traps. I want to sprinkle them along Fifth Avenue to control the
mini-schnauzer population engineered by the geriatric rich.

I bought four mousetraps at O'Regan's Hardware Store
on Columbus Avenue between 74th and 75th. Altogether
they cost a dollar ten. Cheaper than the subway. Cheaper
than the hour long ride to Coney Island where you rattle
over the Manhattan Bridge and the view is so spectacular
that to blink, even once or twice, is to miss a thousand
different ways that light can impale a river. I set three traps
in the kitchen and one in the west corner.

I ran. The reservoir in Central Park is an homage to the
great New York disciplinarian. There are only runners,
heaving steadily through the haze. There are no necking
couples and no roller skaters. There are no forlorn dogs on
temporary leave from prison apartments. I loved the reser-
voir that summer and when I ran the buildings surrounded
me on all sides, throttling my brain with the din of sirens,
typewriters, and noises from dark, terrifying little animals,
products of the evolution of garbage itself.

All summer I had feared that Sarah Kripstein would
return home unexpectedly. I tried to keep the apartment
tidy and had even dusted the furniture several times, a
practice I wouldn't even imagine among my own belong-
ings. But when the mouse showed up I didn't dare touch a
thing. A peek beneath the sofa or an item placed in the
cupboard might reveal a mouse that would frighten me so
much I'd have a heart attack and lie dead on the floor for
weeks until someone noticed I was missing.

I saw very few friends that summer. My rationale was
that it was a respite, a time to get some air and put some
energy into my new, solitary, adult self. But the mouse made
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me crave company like never before. I decided to go away
for the weekend and hoped to find it dead upon my return.
I went to Brooklyn with a friend. He said we'd go to Coney
Island and look at things far more atrocious than mice. The
train slugged over the bridge and my glorious view of the
East River unveiled its cloudy, unfortunate Friday edition.
I thought about how I'd never ridden a roller coaster. I
decided that the Cyclone, with its constant rickety threat of
catastrophe, would be a brave and dramatic initiation. I
should conquer fear, I thought. I should throw myself
scrunched nose first into the boiling vat that was maturity,
that was independence and New York City.

"The Cyclone's closed today," said my friend. "But look,
over there is where they blew up an elephant. Around the turn
of the century, they wired up a giant elephant and charged
admission and just blew her up. Smoke came out of her ears.
I saw some early film footage."

"They must have made a fortune," I said.
"It was before the time of professional wrestling," he

said.
I was at once disappointed and relieved about the

Cyclone. From the boardwalk we could see it in the distance,
looming translucent like a mirage, like something from the
past that couldn't be exterminated, a ghost-structure. If I
had managed to ride it I would have stepped off a new,
powerful person, someone who could pick up mice with her
bare hands and hurl them out the window. From five stories,
a medium-sized mouse might gain enough momentum to
give a concussion to the person it hit on the street below.

Back from Brooklyn, my prayers had been answered in
a beautiful and gory display. The trap on the counter had
snapped the mouse so hard it had landed in the sink. There
were two messages on the answering machine. One was from
Sarah, calling to say that, after thinking it over, she had
decided it was okay for me to answer her phone by saying,
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"Hello, Talent Associates." The other was from my father,
sounding puzzled about my whereabouts early on a Saturday
morning. Picking up the trap meant reaching down into the
sink, having my hand be restricted should the mouse come
alive, and I was so scared that I debated calling my father
before I even attempted it. But I didn't. I slid the garbage
can right up to the sink, reached in, grabbed the trap, and
making little shrieks all the way, dropped it neatly between
a used coffee filter and a discarded bed of cottage cheese.

That day it hit ninety-nine degrees, and when I took to
the streets in search of a Sunday paper, all the news stands
were out. I went to the park and lay in the grass, wanting to
be alone, away from Sarah Kripstein's possessions, away
from her half-eaten food and the deflated career that
teetered on her bookshelves. It was too hot to run. Sweat
rolled off my neck and dribbled down my shirt. I'd have to
go back and turn on the fan. I pictured the apartment
cooling down, the newspapers rising and falling onto the
clean, mouseless floor. There is a kind of strength that lodges
itself behind the knee and lets you walk even in extreme
heat. I think that day I might have felt it but it's hard to tell.
You can only be sure years later, when you feel it like
arthritis, gnawing wistfully, creaking with age.

MICHAEL G. CASEY

Messrs. Trimble and Cluestar

Of course Mr. Trimble existed. He had the Cryptic
Cluestar down to a fine art, not suprisingly after thirty

odd years of practice on the train home to the suburbs.
When he first tackled the crossword he could hardly get

out any of the clues but as the years passed he got to know
the linguistic quirks and even the personality of the puzzle-
setter, the reclusive and, sometimes infuriating, Mr. Clues-
tar.

Mr. Trimble had divined the dominant traits of the
cryptographer as follows: A contrived and reluctant drollerie
as evidenced by, for example, Clue: A strong Mohammedan.
Answer: Mussulman.

Mr. Cluestar sometimes sailed close to the wind of
lavatorial humour. Cine: Contains what sounds rude from a
ruminant. Answer: Farding-bag.

He was clearly not very fond of women. Clue: Spinster
who tots badly. Answer: Missummation. Or again, Clue:
French tennis singles upsets libbers. Answer: Simple Dames.

(Mr. Trimble was almost certain that Mr. Cluestar had at
least one bad marriage behind him. The former Mrs. Clues-
tar probably could not tolerate her husband disappearing to
his study—most likely in the attic—to construct his cryp-
tograms.)

There was also a hint of racism, as in, Clue: Recent
American immigrant joined to part of bridge. Answer: Spic
and Span.

But above all, Mr. Cluestar was an engineer of words. He
took them apart with extreme care—perhaps he'd dissected
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earwigs in his younger life—by syllable, diphthong and even
letter, and reassembled them with minuscule ingenuity. No
Latin or Greek roots for him, he went to the irreducible
minima, the quarks of language, and only resorted to
anagrams when he had run out of degrees of freedom and
needed a simplex to close the system.

Mr. Trimble remembered well the first time he solved
the complete puzzle before the train reached his destination.
He jumped onto the platform and with a grand gesture
threw the mauled newspaper into the waste-bin. He
wondered why he hadn't kept it as a memento (or even to
read) but reasoned that when the puzzle was done it was no
more; it perished at the moment of completion. So it went
into the bin along with the day's news.

Now, over a quarter of a century later, he could, on a
good day, finish the crossword before reaching Monkstown
Station, the twelfth stop.

As soon as he finished his work he rushed to the train,
anxious to get a seat by the window if possible. If he saw a
familiar face on the platform he would skulk behind a pillar,
eschewing company on the ride home, not realizing that
others were also hiding from him. Once installed in his seat
he would attack his brief-case, draw out the newspaper and
biro and set to work immediately with great relish.

The old train sometimes shuddered and jolted so much
that Mr. Trimble had to wait until it stopped at a station
before putting pen to paper. Between stations he could
accumulate three or four answers in his head which he
would then quickly jot down when the train next came to a
halt. He would have a fresh batch of answers ready for the
next stop, and so on. On several occasions, just to prove his
own virtuosity, he completed the entire puzzle in his head
from first principles, i.e., disdaining the complementarity
between the vertical and horizontal.

He enjoyed the wonderfully taut consistency of the com-
pleted work, the little checkered frame so elegant and self-
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contained, the last word clicking into place with an incon-
trovertible Tightness of fit. Who said logic lacked passion?
Occasionally he wondered what, at the end of the day, it all
meant, but such thoughts were quickly dismissed. It was the
doing that counted, that non-referential activity which oc-
cupied him so completely.

At some point towards the beginning of the third decade
of this routine, Mr. Trimble began to notice a change. He
didn't quite believe it at first but as the weeks passed his
conviction grew that the puzzle had become easier on
Fridays. There seemed to be more anagrams and even the
engineered clues had lost their analytical bite. The flaccidity
was all too apparent in the following: Clue: A small mixed
drink erroneous and high-pitched. Answer: Falsetto.

And again: Clue: Open at this plus a small insect for show.
Answer: Pageant.

Examples multiplied, always on Fridays. What was
Mr. Cluestar up to? Though not given to rash action
Mr. Trimble was eventually goaded into writing to the
cryptographer C/O The Editor. The reply came back within
days:

"Dear Mr. Trimble,
Mr. Cluestar informs us that the

Friday Cryptic is not deliberately made easier than
the others.

Yours etc...."

The word 'deliberately' bothered Mr. Trimble; it hadn't
just accidentally found its way into the sentence. What if
Mr. Cluestar subconsciously made it easier on Fridays? After
all, someone with Cluestar's mathematical cast of mind could
well be lacking in the self-awareness department; indeed,
with his particular mind-set it could scarcely be otherwise.

So Mr. Trimble wrote back, suggesting that in his
opinion Mr. Cluestar was subconsciously making it easier on
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Fridays and that it would be better if he discontinued that
practice because, instead of cheering one up for the week-
end, it gave the impression of being patronizing and caused
a feeling of deflation and boredom.

"Dear Mr. Trimble (came the reply),
Mr. Cluestar does not depart

from his previously stated opinion but would
respectfully suggest that you, yourself, might im-
agine the puzzle to be easier on Fridays because you
may well be in a better frame of mind, having
finished your week's work . . . .

Yours etc."

It wasn't a bad riposte, Mr. Trimble had to confess to
himself, though he still wasn't convinced. It intrigued him
that Mr. Cluestar was now presuming to infer aspects of his
character as if he, Mr. Trimble, had been leaving a trail of
clues everyday for over twenty years.

Then, on the following Friday, Mr. Trimble received a
shock. The puzzle was a killer. By the time the train pulled into
Monkstown Station, he noted with alarm that there were some
ten unanswered dues to go. He still hadn't finished it when he
reached his destination, nor even at supper-time, and finally
he brought it to bed with him. On the last clue which was
simply, 'Mmmmm,' he had four letters and four blanks and in
desperation, well after midnight, cravenly resorted to the
dictionary: Mytacism, a too recurrent use of the letter 'm' in
writing. He flung the paper aside and still couldn't sleep
because he was too wound up and drained at the same time.

The following Friday it was even worse. "All right,
Mr. Cluestar, point taken," he thought. And although his
pride did not allow him to make this concession in writing,
the following weeks saw a gradual return to normality as if
Mr. Cluestar somehow realized that the lesson had been
driven home.
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Three years passed during which Mr. Trimble had no
complaints; puzzle-setter and solver returned to their
former symbiosis, a comfortable yet challenging cryp-
togramy. Mr. Trimble would settle into his train seat each
evening, unfold the newspaper and see what spicy food for
thought Mr. Cluestar was serving up. A smile would briefly
haunt his lips as each answer came to him, a smile that
recognized not just his own virtuosity but also the whip-
cracking intelligence of Mr. Cluestar. He was a wrestler who,
having broken the hold of a worthy opponent, gave a nod
of appreciation for the excellence of the bout.

Then, in the Autumn of that year, Mr. Trimble, on one
of his solitary woodland walks, picked up a virus that confined
him to bed for the better part of two weeks. For most of that
time he felt delirious and ran a temperature. Although he
had the newspaper delivered to his home, he lacked the
mental fortitude to attempt the crossword. His recovery was
slow, mainly because he was unable to look after himself very
well.

When he finally felt fit enough to return to work, he
assumed that he would quickly get back into his normal
routine. Two events made that more difficult than he'd
anticipated. The first was the sudden realization that he
would reach the mandatory retirement age within six
months. The second was that the nature of the crossword
seemed to have changed in quite a radical way.

Did he imagine it or were the clues lacking in precision
and based more on etymology and synonyms than on the
hidden personality of words? Was it conceivable that
Mr. Cluestar—whom he always regarded as being around
his own age—was beginning to rest on his laurels and take
refuge in a thesaurus? Even the little quirks and prejudices
seemed to be missing. Now, 'Pow-Wow' was simply 'An
Indian chat,' whereas some seven years previously he
recalled the same answer being predicated on, 'Italian in
reverse exclaims and discusses.' The patois was different,
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pedestrian with no snap or bite of logic. Instead there were
terrible, heart-scalding, dictionary definitions like: Musteline
(weasel-like), Papaverous (poppy-like) and so on. Mr. Trimble
wrote to The Editor again, complaining more in sorrow than
in anger about the degeneration and lack of spark, and was
ill-rewarded by the reply that stated:

" . . . Mr. Cluestar does not accept your contention
and suggests that sparks are in the eye of the be-
holder . . .

Yours etc."

Mr. Trimble was unconvinced but soldiered on out of
habit, having to put up with the likes of: A genus of fossil
birds found in New Zealand (Palapteryx) and the decadence
of an evolutionary series of organisms after reaching its
highest point (Paracme).

The latter bothered Mr. Trimble because it prompted
the niggling thought that maybe he had reached his
paracme. With his retirement looming, his health not fully
restored, and a sullen irascibility in his heart, he was vul-
nerable to the suggestion that the dreaded climacteric was
upon him. What if his mind was beginning to fail? But how
could that be if he could still complete the crossword? For
over thirty years, his reference point with reality and his alter
ego, Mr. Cluestar. But what good was a touchstone that had
itself changed— or was his perception of that change a
product of his declining faculties?

He continued to do the crossword with a certain grim
intent, trying to prove something, though not sure what. He
needed some hard evidence that the style had indeed
changed. So he published a piece in the letters page of the
newspaper, hoping that others would also write in to sup-
port his contention that the puzzle had changed. But no one
did, and he was left chasing his tail, with growing concern
about his own discernment, an underlying fear that he
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wouldn't be able to cope with his imminent retirement and
would become introspective to an unhealthy degree.

He came to a decision. He would phone up The Editor and
ask for an appointment to meet Mr. Cluestar. The prospect
excited him even though he felt sure that Mr. Cluestar would
be exactly as he had pictured him. He kept postponing the
moment partly because it was difficult to break the habit of
indecisiveness, but mainly because he quite enjoyed the
strange experience of looking forward.

The Editor was not available when he called so he
spoke to one of the assistant editors who said quite brusquely,
"Mr. Cluestar's been dead for two years."

Mr. Trimble sat down weakly and passed a hand across
his brow; it was as if he'd lost a close relative. Worse even,
because he knew Mr. Cluestar so well and was keenly looking
forward to meeting him for the first time. Why on earth had
he not made an appointment to meet him twenty years ago?

"Then who's been setting the puzzles?" he asked at last.
"I believe his son has taken over."
"But. . . he's calling himself'Mr. Cluestar' . . ."
"Well, he is his son . . ."
"But it's misleading. It's a completely different puzzle."
"Is it? I wouldn't know."
Mr. Trimble hung up and sat back, closing his eyes; the

news had sapped his strength. He was bitterly disappointed
and concerned about whatever future he had left. The only
bright spot was that he had been right about the change in
the puzzle; that proved something at least.

He sank lower into the familiar upholstery of his chair, the
discarded newspaper forming a crumpled tent on the floor.
A vigil was needed, a wake for Mr. Cluestar, and some belated
stock-taking for himself. Should he visit Mr. Cluestar's
grave? Maybe there would be an epitaph in the form of one
of his pristine cryptics. He imagined the following clue: An
arm or leg for Al (Limbert) which was of course an anagram
for his own name. No, too rich, overly dramatic. In any case,
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how could there be a perfect epitaph since it would have
fallen to the son to compose? His mind in overdrive, Mr.
Trimble imagined a scene at the grave-side: The son
apologizing for his inability to meet the demanding stand-
ards of his father who, on his death-bed, expressed the wish
that Mr. Trimble take over the crossword and carry on the
tradition. How wonderful that would . . .

With an abrupt shudder Mr. Trimble put an end to these
musings. He had never dreamt and wouldn't start now,
though he did wonder how else to account for the sudden
disappearance of half a century's worth of ill-remembered
time.

The next morning, Mr. Trimble didn't get up and
decided to take his retirement, in absentia, right there and
then. The decision, once taken, reinforced its own aptness
but the sense of satisfaction didn't last long. There was still
one puzzle left to decipher—perhaps it had existed all
along—and there were no clues, cryptic or otherwise. He
would have to invent some.

ROBERT KUNKLE

Gramps Oft Quipped

Gramps oft quipped that Uncle Dale spooned his
charisma on people like pancake batter on a skillet,

meaning Dale enjoyed the cajoling as much as his inevitable
flimflam. Gramps figured one flimflammer in the family
per generation was to be expected, seeing as how his own
father had been a loafer, and his maternal uncle Adam, a
first-rate clown. To be sure, Dale had seemed harmless
enough initially: a goofy talkative lad, effeminately featured,
with large feet, a klutz. Then that unlucky year, as Gramps
would have it (twisting facts, inevitably), happened. At age
thirteen, Dale bloomed, he got comely, he found he had
this flattering, buttery way with people, and it spoiled him
forever.

The suddenness of his transformation cannot be exag-
gerated; neither can it be adequately explained, except to say
that he got lucky, and how. On Friday, March fourth, in the
year 1959, at five p.m. sharp, Dale slunk through the back
door, late for chores for the first time in his life, and prompt
for the last. Much as he may have tried to conceal his change,
the family noticed instantly that he was a different lad, not
for any single variation, but rather for the sum of several. He
seemed taller, and at the same time, slinkier in posture, like
liquid rolling when he sat down, strolled, or turned a corner.
That slick black hair was slicker and blacker; the teeth whiter;
the eyes glintier and sharper, it seemed, as if pearl-handled
pocket knives or tongues were darting there, a quick pearly
tongue in each dark pupil. And Dale, naturally, got laconic,
now that his eyes had tongues. If he spoke, it was profoundly,
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in a profound voice, a grumbly showdown voice that cracked
but infrequently, no more than any mature man's, in fact.

Gramps always insisted that the unfortunate day had
been plainly foreshadowed by Suzy's forehead breaking out
in pimples a few days previous, as if she were worrying about
a date. Suzy was Dale's second cousin, boarding with
Gramps and Gran that spring, three years older than Dale,
hale, sinewy, a fierce wrestler and a lousy cook. From the
loft of the barn, where she had been fixing a rusty trap door,
Suzy spotted Dale slipping up the back steps and into the
house. Crowbar in hand, she bolted down a ladder, out the
barn, across the back yard (hurdling the hay bazooka), and
into the kitchen to confront him about his chores. There was
labor to do, always lots of labor to do on the farm: stalls to
shovel, a cow to corral, firewood to split:

Pointing with the crowbar, "Where've you—" she
demanded, but choked on the rest. Dale's new eyes licked
across her soiled face. She flushed, dropped the crowbar on
the hardwood floor, where it bounced, cartwheeled against
the refrigerator, knocked free a few pig magnets, and from
the sewing room Gran wailed, "Save the pieces!" Dale res-
tuck the magnets, smiled politely at Suzy's shock, a little
embarrassed perhaps, and slunk up the stairs, languidly,
effortlessly, like a pearl of mercury rolling up a ther-
mometer. He was carrying a velvet bag.

At supper that night, Gran and Suzy burst into giggles
at inappropriate moments, dropped knives, spilled gravy on
the gravy doily. Dale winked at them and swirled the milk
in his tumbler before drinking, as if he were a football star
at the soda fountain. Dale, who'd never run a down of
football in his life, suddenly had the irresistible timing of a
quarterback, and, of course, the sharp daring eyes.

Gramps stabbed a spoon of mashed potatoes in his
direction, "What's with you, Dale?"

"Not a yap." Gravel spilling in a cement mixer. Gramps
flashed a grin. Potato foam was lathered on his gums. "Your
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voice has changed," he announced for everyone, as if that
alone explained everything.

"Yeah, big wacks."
"You sound like a grown-up."
"Do I, old man?"
Gramps slammed his fist on the table, joggling

everyone's plate and the tumblers of milk. "Where'd you
learn that language?" he cried. "I'll be goddamned if my
son's gonna speak like that at this table." A few peas dropped
off the edge and hit the hardwood floor rolling. Nobody
chased them.

After an uneasy minute, Gramps served himself more
mashed potatoes, and everyone was eating again when Dale
asked, "Isn't anybody going to pick those peas up?" Sue
snorted, then Gran. Gramps put down his fork and made
for the peas, but Dale was already there, insisting: "Don't
worry, old man, I've got them. Here, you can put some in
your scrapbook."

He kept a scrapbook, Gramps did, a diary of sorts, for
family anecdotes, newspaper clippings, tufts of baby hair,
black-and-whites. He was particularly fond of a
photograph of young Dale, heels planted on the edge of
the family's white dock, backing Clearwater Lake, decked
out in his crisp marching band uniform and wearing that
winsome grin of his, sweet as warm cowcakes. Just after
the flash (as Gramps oft chuckled to remember) Dale fell
flat backwards into the water. In fact, he may already be
falling in the photograph. His right hand, at least, is either
saluting or flailing; the left dangles a clarinet by its thumb
key, the same soppy clarinet he wrapped around a tree
one day shordy thereafter, convinced he'd rather play that
brassy, showcase horn of Harry James: the trumpet. Told
everyone his clarinet had been stolen by a hobo, but
Gramps, sole disbeliever as usual, took that fibber behind
the tool shed and whipped his rear end raw with a fresh
hickory reed. The true story came out then.
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"Stolen by a hobo, you say?" Gramps hollered, thwack-
ing him with the reed. What Uncle Dale didn't know (until
years later) was that Gramps had always wanted to play the
clarinet as a boy, but growing up in hard times, there had
been no opportunity. The old man's Uncle Adam—that
same maternal uncle Gramps was always grumbling about
did find him a used clarinet for his thirteenth birthday, a
moldy old stick, a clarinet fit for a museum, a mockery of his
desire.

Finally Dale blurted, "I hate that clarinet, old man. Why
didn't you let me play the trumpet?"

The welts criss-crossing Dale's rear end throbbed. He
turned his head to see Gramps, purpling in the face, raise
his arm for another thwack, hesitate, then throw away the
hickory reed. "Pull up your pants," Gramps said. "Let's go
inside."

In the kitchen, he poured two glasses of lemonade. "The
trumpet, you say?" Gramps handed Dale a tumbler, the
sugar jar, a spoon.

"Yes, sir."
But Dale never got his wish; the band director said his

lips were too thin, too girlish for the trumpet, that they
wouldn't buzz correctly in the mouthpiece. Years later, the
only instrument he could play proficiently was the kazoo.

He had to quit marching band anyway, that same year,
on account of losing his left leg, just above the knee. He
misplaced it, you might say, right into the corn shucker,
while he was goofing around, according to Gramps, who
knew a finger or two about dismemberment, having once
misplaced a pinky in the irate jaws of an otherwise sedate
poodle. Against the doctor's recommendations, Gramps
removed the toenails from Dale's amputated foot and placed
the five of them between encyclopedia volumes for a few
weeks, but Dale had plans of his own by then, and before his
father had pasted the flattened nails in the family scrapbook
he swiped them for his own diary of memories and
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memorabilia. Four of them are still stuck on page one. The
other got lost, like all things, in time, get lost, or are forgotten.

I, however, have remembered everything flawlessly. On
Friday, September fifth, in the year 1972, at five p.m. sharp,
my Pop stopped by the Penguin Music Store to pick up my
first trumpet. He arrived home minutes thereafter to find
Uncle Dale and me on the front porch, swapping fish stories
and buzzing our lips blue with anticipation. Uncle Dale had
driven up from Boydum, a sparse place in the left margin
of Interstate 75, just miles south of Toledo, to witness my
false squirts and starts on the new trumpet. Its pipes seemed
plugged to me, and Pop and Uncle Dale guffawed helplessly
(inappropriately, I thought) as sick tones farted forth.
Humiliated, I offered Uncle Dale the instrument to try for
himself, and he hesitated before placing his lips gently
against the moist mouthpiece. Sucking up a chestful of air,
he paused again, and blew. To everyone's surprise, a fat
middle G sang from the sweetest depths of the bell, natural
as if he'd been playing it all his life. Pop said, "Now there's
a note," and Uncle Dale, sour-faced all of a sudden and white
like a stick of tube grease, let the horn drop softly into his
lap. We pressed him to try again, but he shook his head,
refused even our most enthusiastic proddings, and finally
returned the horn to me, saying he'd just sounded the very
depths of his nostalgia and was feeling overwhelmed by
leftover desire.

After that day, Uncle Dale appropriated me, bit by bit,
to be his protege, as a trumpet player and, inadvertently, a
fiimflammer. About flimflamming he knew more than about
playing the trumpet, but his mere attention to my musical
endeavors was as inspirational as if he'd been Harry James
himself. I didn't have a whit of talent, but learned more than
I ever would have without his intuitive direction. He taught
me to exhale from the abdomen, slur octaves without crack-
ing, frown for high notes, blow through articulations. On
Sundays, when the family visited Gramps and Gran in


