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Edna Alford

COMMUNION
On the sun porch, where the ladies of the lodge took their afternoon
tea, the brightness of new spring light almost hurt the eyes.
A young woman hurriedly stacked cups and saucers on a tray. Her
confident and off-hand manner of doing so irked the old women who
lined the porch walls like assorted house plants on window sills. They
had finished their tea, and now sat occasionally and unabashedly
belching while they watched the young woman collect the dirty
dishes and sweep up fallen cookie crumbs from under the tables.
They noticed that her hips and thighs were too large; that her
breasts were too small in comparison. She was out of proportion, they
said. She was not tall, but short and rather chunky. Most important,
they thought that she was impertinent and at least a little immoral, a
unanimous conclusion reached when they had decided that her
uniform skirt was indecently short.
One of the ladies who regularly attended the afternoon tea and
chat, was today missing. Mrs. Pritchard usually sat in the beige
plastic armchair near the door leading from the porch to the main
building. She was an aristocratically fragile lady, being not only
small and white-haired, but also blind.
In fact, this day, Mrs. Pritchard was the reason Aria hurried to
gather the tea things into the kitchen. The matron of the lodge had
given Aria explicit instructions to have Mrs. Pritchard's room
prepared for a visit from the Reverend Paul. He was to arrive at any
moment now to administer the sacrament to the old woman. The
room was not yet prepared.
When the young woman had finished stacking the cups and
saucers and teaspoons in the sink of the dietary kitchen, she hurried
down the hall to the linen closet, her nylons making a strange whishing noise against each other at the top where her legs rubbed
together and against her uniform when she walked quickly.
She opened the door to the closet, walked in, and pulled the string
attached to the dusty, bald lightbulb in the centre of the high ceiling.
She tousled her young brown hair, and with the back of her hand
wiped away some sweat which had accumulated on her forehead.

Her skin was olive-coloured and clear, her face sensuously pretty.
Accurately, she guessed the shelf on which a small white linen cloth
lay. She plucked it off and whisked out of the closet, pulling the light
string before she left, leaving the closet still warm, again dark.
Mrs. Pritchard's room was the one nearest the dietary kitchen on
the same side of the hall. Aria knocked and without waiting for an
answer, entered. The room was small and dark and very cool. There
was a large closet placed in front of the long window of the room,
and it blocked nearly all the light that would have come through the
window these late spring days, but it did not block a cool draft which
seemed to seep through the window, around the closet, and into the
room.
Aria began to clear away the empty, stale-smelling chocolate box,
the water glass, and the scattered bits of cotton batting and kleenex
from Mrs. Pritchard's bedside table. The old lady sat in her chair,
unseeing, erect. She was smiling, waiting.
"Well, Mrs. Pritchard, are you ready?" Aria's voice was a paradox ; it was gay, but at the same time, metallic and hollow.
"I am," the old woman replied quietly.
For days before each visit with the Reverend, Mrs. Pritchard
would go on and on about how much she needed to be cleansed, how
her soul longed for the body and blood of the Lord. Once, after the
old woman had received Communion, Aria had asked, "Well, Mrs.
Pritchard, do you feel any better now? Cleaner or anything?" She
was going to ask if He had satisfied her appetite, but she saw no
reason to deliberately hurt the old woman.
Slowly, wistfully, Mrs. Pritchard had answered, "Yes, I am made
clean by His body and my soul has been washed through His most
precious blood." She paused, then continued, dreamy-eyed, which
bothered Aria, knowing she was blind, "I like to know where I am
with Him, you see."
Aria had snickered too loudly, and had been afraid the old woman
had heard. But then, what difference would it make, she had thought
to herself. She had a right to laugh if she wanted, didn't she? Anybody would have — the old lady didn't even know where she was
here on earth, let alone how to locate Him or herself off in space
somewhere. Furthermore, what possible need did she have to be
cleansed? What on earth could little Mrs. Pritchard have done, here
in this old folks lodge, within the last month that required cleansing?
It was beyond Aria, and it bothered her.
Nevertheless, she now spread the white cloth with the small,

brightly-coloured flowers impiously embroidered on the corners, over
the bedside table. Since they were only small flowers, the matron had
thought this cloth would do, and indeed, it had done the job many
times.
By the time she had finished laying the cloth, and tidying the
room, the Reverend Paul had arrived. He appeared tall and black
and straight, framed in the doorway of Mrs. Pritchard's room,
blocking out almost entirely what little light had filtered through
from the hallway. The room grew nearly dark enough to switch on
the ceiling light, which Mrs. Pritchard never used. The air in the
room seemed to Aria uncomfortably and strangely close and cool.
After the standard greeting, "Good afternoon. How are you today?"
"Fine, thank you," she excused herself and went back to the kitchen.
Mrs. Pritchard's door remained open.
While washing the crockery tea dishes with thick green lines
around the rims of the white cups and saucers, Aria only half heard
the rise-and-fall drone of Reverend Paul. She was familiar with the
service, and her mind sometimes lapsed into the sing-song hours she
herself had spent on her knees in a cool church. She felt again the
chilliness, and shivered involuntarily as if she were, in fact, back
there before the Communion rail, hungry.
"Almighty God unto whom all hearts be open, all desires known,
and from whom no secrets are hid; cleanse the thoughts of our
hearts by the inspiration of . . . " The voice of the Reverend trailed
away and Aria went with it.
The mid-afternoon shadows had begun to crawl up the nearly
bald hillside which was all that could be seen outside the window of
the dietary kitchen. Aria was drowsy, and she gazed aimlessly, sleepily
at the hill where lime green patches of new grass had begun to
sprout. She rarely saw any live thing moving on the hill, but this day,
two dogs walked from right to left across the frame of the window.
One was large and black with black eyes and short, pointed ears
which were erect. Aria speculated that it was mostly of the German
Shepherd variety; the other dog was light brown and tiny, not even
a third the size of the shepherd. It was shapeless and almost hairless
except for a few scraggly tufts hanging from rather large and drooping ears.
Again the Reverend's voice grew loud, "for us miserable sinners
who lay in darkness," and on, "He hath instituted and ordained holy
mysteries as pledges of His love and for a continual remembrance of

His death, to our great and endless c o m f o r t . . . " And again the
voice faded away.
Aria mechanically dragged her soft dishcloth over the cups in the
sink, but she paid no attention to what she was doing. She watched
the dogs.
The shepherd pranced behind the little mongrel. He lowered his
large head and sniffed the haunches of the smaller dog, sometimes
shoving his nose against her so roughly that she faltered, stumbling,
seeming to feel some pain.
"Of course," Aria thought, "it being spring and all, the dogs and
s u c h . . . " She smiled a small smile. Yes, she had needed to be
reminded that it was spring. Her thoughts continued, "But he's such
a huge dog, and good god, I can't believe that, because, after all,
she's just a little thing, not a quarter his size."
In Mrs. Pritchard's room, the Reverend's voice leapt without
warning to a higher pitch, probably a preventative measure on his
part, taken to keep himself from falling asleep. Aria began to listen
again. "And are heartily sorry for these, our misdoings. The remembrance of them is grievous unto us. The burden is intolerable. Have
mercy upon us. Have mercy upon us, Most Merciful Father."
Aria pictured them to herself in the small, dark room with the
heavy oak closet blocking the window, Mrs. Pritchard with her
wrinkled old eyelids clamped piously shut over her watered blind
eyes, longing to be on her knees if only she were not too old and too
pained even to stand. And the Reverend Paul, reading to her from
the wine-covered prayerbook with the gold lettering on the front,
reading them both either into stupor, or into some kind of static,
paralyzed ecstacy. It would have been impossible to tell which,
particularly through the shadowed doorway.
When the Reverend's voice again drifted down into low throat
tones, Aria's mind and eyes drifted back to the dogs, who had become
more feverish in their chasings back and forth across the kitchen
window, in and out among the spindly bushes at the bottom of the
hill. As Reverend Paul moved into "Therefore with Angels and
Archangels and with all the company of heaven . . . Holy, Holy,
Holy, heaven and earth are full of Thy glory," Aria wagered in her
mind that the little mongrel would run away, that she wouldn't let
it happen, that she couldn't; that the whole thing was ludicrous,
impossible. And yet, her body longed beyond all reasoning that it
would happen, and all the while, she too became more feverish
7

between her haunches, even as the huge shepherd and the little bitch
became more and more feverish.
The dishcloth floated aimlessly over the saucers in the sink, and
the Reverend Paul droned on, "We are not worthy so much as to
gather up the crumbs under Thy table."
But this time, Aria could not take her eyes from the window. She
stood completely still as if she were hynotized, and as she watched,
she was filled with wonder, and with unbearable excitement as the
little bitch stopped and braced herself on the grass. The shepherd
began to mount, his black, hard-pointed flesh clearly visible to Aria.
The girl caught her breath. If she had been with others, her friends
perhaps, she would have laughed with them, as expected. But there
was no one around. She was alone with the dogs, and they were
alone with her and that made it different.
When the shepherd was deep enough, so deep in fact that Aria
expected the little dog to split open and to see her entrails bloody,
spilled out on the hillside in somber testimony to her belief that it
could not be done, he began to move, slowly at first, and then
hysterically fast, but rhythmically, perfectly rhythmically. Aria could
not take her eyes off him or the little bitch receiving him wholly,
convulsively.
Then, it was over in the sun, and the dogs moved after each other
into the shadow of the lodge. But Aria still stood watching, waiting,
hoping it was not over, yet marvelling that it had happened in the
first place. "So huge," she whispered to herself, "he is so huge, and
she so — " She stopped.
Beyond belief, the shepherd had chased his bitch back into the
sun, bowing his head and shove-sniffing between her hind legs. Aria's
mouth dropped slightly, her lips hung open, tingling, thick and
sultry. Her heavy thighs clung together, moving slowly, almost imperceptibly against one another, making the whishing sound at the
top of her nylons. She prayed she could see it again, that they would
do it again, and at the same time, she speculated that another time
would surely kill the little dog.
Finally, the black shepherd did take the small leap, clamping his
great black paws on the back of the bitch. Then he arched himself
so that his concave body seemed to cup his pointed flesh. When he
mounted his bitch this time, Aria leaned forward over the sink,
straining to see him again, comparing his length and thickness with
the first mount, deciding that this time it would be even better. And
8

it was. Even faster, more hysterical, more convulsive. Again and
again.
Aria was frantic with the pleasure in her breasts and between her
thighs. She arched her back as far as she could; her breasts strained
against her brassiere, protruded as far as she could make them.
The shrill voice of the Reverend now read loudly, clearly, " O
Lord, I desire and long for the Bread of God, which is the flesh of
Christ. I desire and long for the Wine of Heaven, which is His
Precious blood. O give me a deeper longing for this heavenly Food,
and satisfy my soul with thy goodness."
Aria wiped her hands quickly, compulsively, on a tea-towel and
fled to the basement staircase. She thudded heavily down the steps
and through the laundry room to the small washroom in the corner.
It had only a toilet and a sink, no mirror and no window. The light
was on, and she reached quickly to switch it off. The room was
stifling, the air dry. As soon as she had locked the door, Aria reached
down and lifted her dress and slip. Then she reached into herself,
quickly, as if someone were watching and she thought she could do
it without being noticed. Her fingers slipped through the dark hair,
black as the shepherds, to the warm, wet, white flesh. And as she
began to move these fingers, she thought of the dogs, imagined the
dark shaft of flesh moving in her, hysterically, deeper and deeper.
" T h a n k s — be unto God for His unspeakable — gifts," Aria
mouthed disjointedly. It was convulsive, she knowing where they
were, the dogs, the Reverend Paul, and Mrs. Pritchard. Her forehead was shiny and wet with perspiration.
She shuddered when she withdrew her hand. There was dark
blood on her fingers, and she remembered. And she also remembered
that part of the service which said we are not worthy, not worthy to
gather up the crumbs under His table. And she repeated quietly,
mechanically, "Have mercy upon us, have mercy upon us, have
mercy upon us . . . " She was tired, and she took the stairs sluggishly
on the way back up.
Aria did not look into Mrs. Pritchard's room on the way by, as she
would normally have done, but kept steadily walking until she
reached the dietary kitchen. She had heard the Reverend begin his
whisper of, "Take and drink this," as she passed by the doorway. It
had startled her that they had not finished the service by then.
She had already washed the remaining tea dishes when she finally
brought herself to look out of the kitchen window. She was grateful
that the dogs were gone, but she anticipated, half-afraid, that the

black shepherd and the little brown bitch would reappear on the
now full-shadowed hillside. They did not.
She felt deeply chilled. The skin on her arms shrank and divided
itself into small mounds. She began to shiver.
Finally, she took a cup and poured some left-over tea into it and
drank. The tea was still hot, and she hoped it would warm her before
she left for home. She also ate the one remaining oatmeal cookie on
the tea plate, and afterward, laughed quietly, bitterly, to think of
herself eating and drinking as if nothing had happened.
When she had finished, she washed her cup and saucer and the
tea plate, and put them in the cupboard. She wiped the crumbs from
the counter top, quickly, for it seemed that the grey-white dishcloth
and the oatmeal crumbs had set up some sort of sinister and brutal
conspiracy together. Then, without writing her customary, daily
report, she went to the closet and put on her overcoat.
She left by the side door and walked slowly down the street. She
seemed preoccupied in some private repetition, her lips moving,
contorted. She did not hurry to catch her bus.
When she arrived at her small apartment, she dug through a box
of old books stored in her linen closet until she found a little blackbound book. She leafed through the pages rapidly until she came to
the Service of Holy Communion. She took the book into her bedroom, and sitting on the edge of the bed, she began to read a section
she remembered having read some years ago while waiting for the
others to return from the Communion rail. It was a passage entitled,
"The Prayer of Humble Approach." It began, "Again we come back
from our burst of heavenly joy to earth, and ourselves, and our sins.
It must always be so. We cannot yet praise God as the Angels do.
Wrhile we are here, the remembrance of our sins and unworthiness
must ever mingle, like a dark shadow, with our brightest praises."
When she had finished reading, she flung her arms flat out upon
the bed, and put her head face down between them, and she wept,
not knowing or remembering in the darkness who or where or even
what she was.
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Marcel Bealu
Translated from the French by Michael Bullock

THE WATER SPIDER
It is because we now have to turn away from one in order to go toward the other that the one cannot be ours without being an obstacle to
the other. — MEISTER ECKART

I was walking innocently — let us say aimlessly — by the river, when
I was brought to a stop by a distant voice that seemed to come from
the depths of the water. The high-pitched, rather shrill song it was
singing stood out clearly from the vague hum of nature. Surprised,
I parted the reeds and bent down. There was nothing on the moving
surface traversed by a golden sheen except one of those water spiders
that summer draws out from their mysterious dwelling-places. It
came and went amid the green transparency. And suddenly, while
the strange series of sounds, at once fragile and sonorous, resumed
quite close to me, I knew that this spider was expressing, in its almost
human song, its insect's joy.
At that moment, in the solitude that surrounded us, it did not
seem ridiculous to speak to it.
"Do you know that your song lacks very little to make me completely fall in love with it?" I said half-serious, half-joking. "With a
voice like that your place is in the world."
"First take me out of here," she replied, "and you'll see how I can
please you."
At the risk of falling in, I caught the little creature, whose damp,
furry feel made me shiver slightly. But no sooner was it resting in my
palm than I seemed to see a tiny face appear between its mandibles.
Profoundly touched by this effort to get closer to my species — in a
way, to look like me — I promised never to throw her back into the
vile environment in which chance had caused her to be born.
Such efforts to escape from her wretched condition certainly
deserved to be rewarded.
"Oh yes, keep me, keep me," she said.
And I no longer felt any repulsion at hearing her speak like this.
Taking care not to crush her, I carried her away. From time to time
she struck up her song again and increasingly I enjoyed its charm.
II

When we came within sight of houses, she fell silent. I re-tied my
tie, brushed my jacket. The road passed alongside a copse and I felt
very much inclined to throw the insect into it, because it was beginning to tickle the hollow of my hand. But a secret feeling of pity
(such as I sometimes experience before a pebble, a tree trunk, a leaf,
an unavowable emotion I take care to keep concealed deep within
me) made me slip into my pocket the spider that had now fallen
silent again.
A little further on I met one of the few inhabitants of the village
still willing to speak to me.
"Fine day," he said, looking as though he wished to expand on
this interesting beginning.
I was about to reply evasively when he suddenly exclaimed:
"There's a spider on your shoulder."
Blushing, I flicked the creature off with my fingers. But as soon as
the troublesome fellow had left I hunted everywhere for it, bent
double, with despair in my heart. Finally I found it. Thank goodness,
she didn't seem to have been injured by my brutal gesture.

I hid my fragile friend in a drawer, with three blades of grass. Whenever I happened to be alone, I would be free to look at her.
Day by day the little creature taken from the water increased in
size. A reddish brown in her aquatic setting, she was now covered in
a fine silvery down tinged with pink. The eyes in her tiny head had
grown larger. There was no longer anything repulsive about her.
Had it not been for the fact that she moved, and for the astounding
song that swelled her abdomen, she might have been taken for a
strange carved jewel as she rested on my desk on her eight legs.
One morning when I was watching her as though spellbound by
this miracle, the door opened. I can't stay in my office for a quarter
of an hour without Catherine coming in on the pretext of tidying
something or other, of looking for a pencil, or asking me the most
abstruse question in the crossword puzzle. The spider immediately
crossed the desk and my wife, uttering a scream, ran to fetch a
broom. By the time she came back the insect had already got to the
curtains and hidden in the thick folds.
"You should have crushed it," Catherine said to me reproachfully.
"Oh, you know how things like that disgust me."
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And Catherine did not fail to conclude with a tear in her eye:
"Spider at dawning, trouble in the morning."
A few moments later, when I saw my protegee reappear, climbing
up my trouser leg, and had taken her in my hand, I was somewhat
startled to hear her say: "She's a wicked woman!"
"No, no," I wanted to reply.
I contented myself with murmuring, "Ssh," and then, in order to
avoid any further incident, I went and put her in a corner of the
attic.
I was a bit irritated without knowing why and I was pretty sure
she would find some way of escaping to freedom again. Nevertheless,
during the next few days, I never stopped thinking about her, to the
extent that every evening my wife's watchful eye became a positive
burden to me. Now there was this secret between us.
How am I to relate the facts in all their simplicity? Most people
think that the last word, the word at the end of every mystery, is that
there is no mystery. However, to each one of us, some day or other,
the supernatural manifests itself. Some people take no notice, imagining that the event has nothing to do with them, because it doesn't
correspond exactly to what they were expecting. For many, death
comes like this. How could I tell Catherine that I had lived for
thirty-eight years without anything happening to me and that on a
certain day in my thirty-ninth year something had happened? Something which, no doubt, I had been expecting.

One evening when she had gone to see one of the poor women of the
village, upon whom she lavishes such care, I was dreaming by the
door leading to the garden, still vaguely obsessed by my spider.
Suddenly, above me, as though coming from the dark corner of the
porch roof, there rose a song. I recognized it immediately, almost
frightened by its volume and by the depth and sincerity of its tone.
This time, without a doubt, it came from human vocal chords.
"Is that you?" I asked. "Are you still there?"
A single yes was the answer, but uttered with such ardent conviction that I looked around me several times, surprised not to find
anyone. Fortunately Catherine, when she returned, did not notice my
disquiet.
Assailed by a thousand thoughts, I had difficulty in getting to
sleep. Next morning, as soon as my wife had gone out, I would go up
to the attic.
r

3

No sooner was I in the darkness, under the roof timbers, than I
saw a pale-coloured object scuttling along two feet from the floor
towards a pile of old rags. It never crossed my mind that it might be
one of the cats that Catherine and I collect. No doubt because it took
flight at my approach, whereas these familiar animals always ran up
to me.
"Don't be afraid, it's me," I murmured. "Where are you?"
And I heard the same voice as the previous evening reply: "Bernard, please, don't come, don't come yet."
Although dumbfounded by the anguish of this voice emerging
from the shadows, I moved closer, impelled by curiosity. A movement of panic appeared beneath the shapeless heap and I guessed
that something was hiding there. Raising one corner of the rags, I
seemed to see two limbs the size of baby's legs and ending in tiny
feet quickly curled up. Then I observed that, in reality, they were
composed of four limbs as yet incompletely melded together two by
two. This assemblage shaken by trembling seemed to be enveloped,
in places, by a kind of downy skin. I hastily covered it again and fled.
Later, trying to analyze the fear that had prevented me from
raising the veil entirely, I understood that it sprang from the deep
sources of pity. At the moment when this flesh in gestation had
appeared to me in its nakedness, I had been seized with shame, as
though some repulsive secret forbidden to humans had been revealed
to me against my will. Mingled with this feeling was not the fear of a
spectacle surpassing the known degrees of the horrible, but rather an
apprehension of the punishment that would inevitably follow the
gesture that would disclose it to me. So it was after all a kind of
cowardice that had made me obey the supplication that had come
from the formless body. I resolved to wait several days before returning to the attic.
Now these two beings were spying on me: Catherine and — the
other. What a difference between their two presences. The former
devoid of mystery, bristling with defences, with distrust, exasperating
me with her unceasing attention, the latter filling me through her
novelty, the ubiquity of her invisible watch, with a disquiet I dared
not define.
I could not remain silent without my wife immediately questioning
me, and how could I answer her without embarrassment? God knows
that, in spite of the tumultuous desires of a man in the prime of life,
it had never crossed my mind to cause her pain. Her affectionate
solicitude was enough to satisfy my passion, and if I had ever had to
14

renew the contract that united us I would unhesitatingly have signed
all its clauses for an unlimited period.
It was solely the strangeness of the events that forbade me to confide in her. Her tendency to distrust the vagaries of my mind would
have led her to consider these strange facts absurd. Perhaps not
altogether wrongly. Through putting the phenomena created by my
imagination on the same footing as concrete objects I was going to
end up by losing a clear vision of reality.
At least this was the idea that assailed me when, on one of the
following evenings, as night was falling and I was alone in the
garden, the song made itself heard anew in the apple tree beside
which I was meditating. Once again I was so surprised that I wanted
to run to Catherine, as the child who is doing wrong throws himself
into the arms he fears.
I was certainly going mad. But with a natural delicacy, "she"
must have guessed my thoughts. The song stopped and shortly afterwards I heard a whisper: "It's me, Bernard, don't move."
And soon it seemed that a face, a real face despite its fluidity and
its thinness, slid down onto my shoulder, as though it had been
hanging from the lower branches. Then, motionless with the fear that
a moonbeam might reveal some hideous aspect of this face at present
hidden by the shadow, for a few seconds I managed, by slightly
turning my eyes, to distinguish in the midst of features as vague as a
halo the brightness of a pair of pale eyes swimming with fervour.

From that evening on I could not take a single step outside the house
without a strange sound, a song coming from nearby or far away, a
word, the hesitant, hasty touch of a hand, recalling the invisible
presence. No, this mysterious spying on my reactions, my desires, the
sound of my voice, was not the wandering of a sick brain. Meanwhile several times, in vain, I returned trembling to the apple tree at
dusk.
When the idea of a second visit to the attic came to me I dismissed
it as though it called up some repugnant memory. At the least sound
above my head I whistled to drown it and pretended to be absorbed
in my work.
"Listen," said Catherine, who has a horror of rats.
Dear Catherine! I should have liked to break the intolerable constraint of her everlasting suspicions. But a single word from her, in a
certain tone, was enough for me to feel at fault. Everything, particu15

larly anything she didn't understand, served her as a pretext to forge
weapons that wounded her before they touched me. Rather than
arouse her suffering, was it not better to remain silent, as though I
were guilty?
Moreover, how could I speak now without risking the destruction
of what I hoped for and feared with equal ardour?
One day, while I was deep in those researches that have for many
years occupied my life, I heard my name being called in a faint
voice. I looked up from my desk. Leaning against the door that had
just silently opened a kind of tall, supple young girl with a very small
head and alert features was bent towards me. I immediately noticed
that her feet were not touching the ground, that they seemed to be
gripping the door frame about two feet from the floor.
The same moment, the strange creature seemed to double up and
I observed that her real height was no greater than that of a tenyear-old child. She was clumsily wrapped in scraps of cloth through
which hair and flesh appeared in places. From this get-up emerged
the face and two thin arms that dangled as though incapable of
movement. The astonishingly regular face seemed to be painted.
I must have stammered, overcome by stupefaction, and the sound
of my voice brought life to this mask, which blushed and swayed
oddly from one shoulder to the other. The lips moved in an effort to
pronounce words which the throat doubtless refused to utter, as
happens under the stress of intense emotion. Then, suddenly, the
apparition disappeared, drawn up towards the ceiling of the next
room. When I rushed in, all I could see, by the door of the second
room that opened onto the orchard, were the branches of the nearest
tree still swaying to and fro.
Faced by a reality I had so often taken pleasure in imagining, and
although it had already vanished, I was seized by an indescribable
confusion made up of enthusiasm and fear. Terrified, and at the
same time delirious with an unknown happiness, I felt myself invaded
by the consciousness of my responsibility. If Catherine had been
present, I should have shouted out the event, the advent, to her,
imagining that she could not possibly have resisted the purity of my
joy, its manifest reality. Fortunately I was alone.
Grand passions begin with a make-believe enactment, the dance
before the sacrifice. From the moment the transformation of my
fragile friend was complete I realized, not without apprehension,
that I was going to have to love her in very truth. Before this very
acceptable child of man, which the water spider had become, feelings
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hitherto feigned, out of pity or for fun, took hold of me all the more
powerfully because, having so long simulated them, I had no need
to dissimulate them.

The particular circumstance of the place favoured our complicity.
In this partially dilapidated building which Catherine and I occupied, a sort of barracks a few hundred yards away from the village,
we had only arranged two rooms for living in. It would have been
difficult to furnish the four storeys, the outbuildings, the vast attic,
without having costly work done. When the weather prevented me
from wandering in the woods, I could stretch my legs by walking
about the many empty rooms and corridors, from the ground-floor to
the attic. This area full of mysterious corners, of closets that were
never opened, of dark basements, made it — if not easy — at least
possible to lead the double life which I was already craftily planning.
How many times henceforth should I secretly take the route to the
attic, leaping from stair to stair, running with a ceaselessly increasing
joy through corridors and deserted rooms to get to the top of the
house, where, hidden from all eyes, my little animal become a girl
was waiting for me?
What did it matter whether she was beautiful or ugly? What did it
matter to what ambiguous category in the scale of beings she belonged? The almost painful impression left by her first appearance
had quickly faded. Such will-power, I mean such innocence, animated her almost human form that her imperfections would have
passed unnoticed to more clear-seeing eyes. Soon I saw nothing but
the ardour of her look, heard nothing but the sound of her voice,
longed for nothing but her bewildering touch. To be sure, an element
of strangeness remained from her origins, a surprising agility, a score
of unexpected reflexes, which prevented me from forgetting that she
did not belong to the human race. But these oddities were perhaps
the most powerful ferment in a love that had nothing in common
with the insipid agitation usually implied by this word.
Every day I carried her in my arms, amused that she was so light.
We looked at the tree tops through the gaping holes in the roof. Her
eyes on this dusty space that let in the wind, she said: "The sun, the
leaves."
And every word was the echo of such a profound discovery that,
listening to her, I seemed to be rediscovering the world.
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When I left her she said, "Bernard, you're going," in such a tone
of voice that this simple sentence filled me with tenderness.
In the beginning, to baptise her, I made her choose a name blindly
from the almanac. It was Narcissus. Repeating the experiment, her
little finger pointed to Lydie. In order not to betray chance, I created
from the two names a third: Nadie. Nadie! . . . Already this name
had taken possession of me like the unintelligible song that, one day,
had made me bend down over the river.

Too quickly, I made myself believe in this fantastic existence, as
though it had been the sister or the daughter of my own. Did she not
draw her vitality from my faith in her? Perhaps a little doubt would
have been enough to obliterate her. But how could I doubt a reality
that was at my disposal, the moment I was alone?
Several weeks passed and, thanks to a hundred miracles, Catherine
did not notice the change that had taken place under our roof. The
house hid Nadie like a secret, but it raised invisible barriers between
my wife and me. This division of my life into compartments to which
she had no access intensified a confusion before which I felt only
impatience, the same impatience inspired in me by the dark rooms in
which we lived, this furniture, these objects with their outworn
charm; whereas the new element in my life was adorned with a sense
of escape, with a light and uneasy tenderness, with a mysterious
excitement. A simple partition, of whose fragility I alone was aware,
separated these two alien domains from one another.
I no longer even waited for Catherine to be away before running
up to the top of the house. Slipping out of the office in which she
believed me to be shut up, I crept upstairs to Nadie.
There was nothing impure about this attraction. But through the
boundless admiration of these eyes to which everything was new, I
was fostering the birth of a monstrous image of myself. The contagious tension of her presence made me extremely talkative. Sometimes I would run on and on, forgetting that she was listening. The
centre upon which her longings converged, was I not her living god,
the creator of this phantasmagoria of forms, sounds and colours
coming to life around her? She never tired of asking me questions,
and I never tired of answering. Beyond the limits of my being, her
only country in the world, began another planet that didn't interest
her. Thus every minute stolen from Catherine's trust added to my
first gesture and its consequences.

The strange girl, having continued to develop, was already showing all the signs of adolescence, which added uneasiness to my desire
for an outcome that I longed for without being willing to picture it.
The course of events was about to speed up of its own accord.
One day I found Catherine in a heated argument with one of the
inhabitants of the village. He was complaining of the actions of the
"girl from the house". My wife, having no idea what he was talking
about, protested that we didn't employ anyone. But the peasant stuck
stubbornly to his statements.
In spite of the confused nature of their discussion, I quickly understood that Nadie, probably by jumping from branch to branch, went
to the village every night to carry out the thefts necessary to her
existence. How was it that this important question had never entered
my head before?
I did not allow any sign of my disquiet to show, but the inquisitorial eyes of the rustic would have passed through the walls if they
could. Without a doubt, he imagined he was in the house of the devil.
After a more and more confused discussion, I managed to quiet him
down. As for getting rid of him, I had to take out my wallet and,
finally, to raise my own voice.

Immediately Catherine, nonplussed, demanded an explanation:
"Will you tell me what that was all about?"
I was on the point of telling her everything, when, for the first
time, I saw the impossible side of this story of a spider turned into a
human being. Catherine would never believe it! My inability to
convince her became a hopeless inner torture. When you uncover a
truth that goes beyond acknowledged truth, you have to go on lying
in order not to be taken for a liar.
A brief silence enabled me to recover an appearance of calm and
I simply made up a story, or rather slipped a veneer of probability
over my recollections. Walking in the forest a few days ago I had
come upon this child dressed in rags, who had apparently lost her
memory, and had brought her home.
"You were out at the time . . . Some kind of fear prevented me
from introducing our guest to you when you got back. I hid her in
the attic, so that she could get a few hours' rest before leaving. But
evening came without an opportunity occurring, and next day, when
I went up to see Nadie — that's her name — she wouldn't go. I was
very worried, because now I didn't dare reveal my little deception."
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At this point, in spite of the logic of my account, Catherine perceived my underlying embarrassment and suspected that I was lying.
Her face had turned crimson. It seemed to me that indignation, or
some other feeling of hurt pride, was preventing her from speaking.
Her jaws were moving in an odd way. Finally, she uttered a few
unintelligible sounds before collapsing on the floor. I dragged her to
the divan. The ceaseless moving of her lips scared me. Her wide-open
eyes no longer saw me. Fortunately, I had the idea of placing a wet
towel on her brow, and she sank into a motionless apathy.
For a long time, I listened to her heart, felt her pulse. She slept, as
though overcome by an immense fatigue. I took advantage of the
fact to get a clearer picture of the situation. I now had to stick to my
story, which was perfectly coherent and, after all, merely a transposition of reality. The fact that my wife was no longer ignorant of
the essential point — Nadie's presence in the house — was a tremendous relief. But her suffering, whose cause I did not want to admit,
was intolerable to me.
Suddenly her voice rose up from the depths of sleep. Long silences
broke up her sentences, although she was speaking without effort,
slowly pursuing a single idea, as in an obsessive dream.
"The cats . . . they were trying to take me up to that g i r l . . . "
Was her mind wandering? Not at all. Catherine and I had always
been fond of cats. There were at least four in the house.
Now she murmured, in a rather theatrical manner: "Ssh . . .
Ssssh!"
Tears rose to her eyes, flecked her face.
"Catherine! Catherine!" I cried.
Fearing that she might lose her reason I shook her head, her
shoulders, as though to hold her back from the edge of a precipice.
Her confusion and bewilderment were beginning to take possession
of me too, when her mind became perfectly clear again and in a very
calm voice, her normal voice, she said: "So you did that, Bernard,
you dared to bring a girl under my roof!"
This scene was repeated several times during the next few days, as
though the supernatural that had been slipped into the bottom of a
drawer had exploded, filling the house with an opaque smoke in
which we were struggling, blinded.
Would it burst out through the walls and reach the village? Now
we were surrounded by a circle of hostility, we who had already been
for a long time outside the world, face to face in the great silent hall
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in which we ate, slept, loving each other, hating each other — face
to face, but not alone, no longer alone.
Was this really still me, this man with the clenched jaw, from time
to time looking furtively at his wife in just the same way as, in a few
minutes, he would glance at the houses of the hamlet as he walked
along the path, with the same cowardly fear in the depths of his eyes?
Was this still Catherine, this woman with the staring eyes, the
tired face, bringing a mouthful of food to her lips — but the fork
refused even this effort; this woman who suddenly stood up, her
features changed, stood up so abruptly that the table fell over; this
woman who now cried out, who yelled: "No, I won't! No, I won't!"
then fainted before I had time to get to her?
I bent down, my head between my shoulders, lifted up the table,
picked up the knives and forks, then the inert and heavy body, which
I dragged painfully to the low bed at the other end of the room. Half
stupefied, unable to convince myself of the shamefulness of my
behaviour, I could only ask myself what was the sense of all this,
what was the use of cries and tears, since we are not free to love or to
stop loving.

Nadie and her vast dwelling open to the sky, along with her dependencies of leaves and birds, were now forbidden to me. But I knew
that this healing universe was present, hidden like an indestructible
treasure in a burning house. In the afternoons, in order not to yield
to my desire to run to it, I fled, striding through the village with long
steps, roaming through the forest, always brought back, as though
instinctively, towards the river.
Since Catherine took no notice of it, I soon became aware of the
futility of such a sacrifice. She was now feeding on her anguish,
bringing it back to life whenever the fancy took her, like a voluptuous wound. She believed that every step I took outside the house
brought me closer to the other, imagining her to be everywhere
beyond her own presence. When I came home worn-out, embittered
by my deprivation, she assailed me with the heavy silence of her
resentment, a silence quickly broken by words whose violence and
hate were no longer concealed by any restraint.
I soon began to suspect my wife of having overcome her repugnance and taken advantage of one of my absences to ferret about
everywhere, including the attic. But the subtle senses of her whom
she believed to be her rival had doubtless frustrated this hostile
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approach. The particular lay-out of our habitation favoured flights
and concealments. The edge of the forest came right up against the
tumble-down wall that provided a meagre protection, on one side to
an abandoned orchard, on the other to a narrow strip of grass and
moss. We lived almost on a level with the great ivy-covered trunks
that provided a multiple stockade around our hideout. A few steps
were enough to bring one under cover of the trees, protected by the
sighs, the cries, the myriad woodland calls, my friend's obscure
accomplices, which very often I myself had confused with her own
voice.
Every one of Catherine's reproaches, every one of her insults,
threw me back into the arms of Nadie instead of drawing me away
from them. With her own hands she poured the poison that transformed my tenderness into a violent passion.
Why should I continue to restrain myself, since she for whom I
was imposing this restraint did not acknowledge my efforts? I finally
convinced myself, with the unconscious self-delusion of a mind
hungry for justification, that it was my wife who had first betrayed
our trust by believing me capable of such base deceit.
Nadie had felt no disquiet, as though she had been certain of my
return. I also noted that, after this separation, I looked at her with
other eyes. Was her silence nothing but adroitness? Did she sense the
danger that threatened her? In any case, she threw herself into this
unequal combat with a haste that might have deprived her of victory.
U p to now, when my hands touched hers and a fever coloured her
cheeks, when, on simply uttering my name, I saw her chest breathe
out a sigh, I had believed these to be the manifestations of a purely
animal attachment.
"What am I going to do with you?" I often asked her, wishing to
pacify her naive and, as it were, unconscious fervour.
But today it was impossible to ignore the signs, the intensity of the
precise desires newly burgeoned in her. No doubt that was why a
new sense of shame, or of fright at what I could all too easily foresee,
caused me to cut short this tete-a-tete that I had waited for so long.
We had just exchanged a few sentences having no other purpose
than to help us to rediscover each other, and I was about to go downstairs again, after placing on her forehead the affectionate kiss that
always sealed the secret of our alliance. But something infinitely more
imperious than usual held me back.
For the first time I was stirred by sensual feelings as I looked at
her green eyes, her freckled face, her full, curiously mobile lips. She
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was squatting in an odd position, with her delicate arms linked
around my legs in a pose she liked to adopt, with her tousled head
covering my knees. Suddenly blushing, she half rose, then, thrusting
aside the fabric that was merely resting on her shoulders, she showed
me her scarcely swollen breasts, trembling in their living fragility.
"Are women as beautiful as I?" she said with a forced brazenness.
And without waiting for my reply, in sudden confusion, she fell
into my arms, enveloped me, pressed herself against me, murmuring
in a voice I had never heard her use before: "Love me."

A child's body moved by the passions of a woman! How could I
resist so many means of destroying me? Because it was my destruction
that was at stake, despite the deceptive plenitude of our first embraces. I no longer sought to give a name to this heat, this ardour, to
the fire of the blood that had borrowed the form of my dream only
so as to entrap me more completely.
Filled with joy, using the bannisters to slide from floor to floor, I
slipped out of the house and re-entered through the garden door.
Catherine was out and I felt a great relief. My face, glowing with
happiness over my crime, could not have adapted itself to an immediate confrontation with its judge.
Shortly afterwards, I came across a few words that my wife had
scribbled and left where I should find them: Bernard, I know where
you are at this moment. I won't put up any longer with having this
girl destroy everything in you that is noble. Goodbye.
After running hastily through this note, as one listens to an unimportant voice while busy with urgent matters, I felt no concern, but
— should I confess to it? — only a profound relief.
I had a meal and went to bed without trying to calm the delicious
tumult set up in me by the mere fact of being henceforth alone with
Nadie. And in the middle of the night, unable to hold back my
desire any longer, I went to her, a sleepwalker guided to the attic by
the rays of the moon.
Morning found us locked in a close embrace. Birds were fluttering
around our awakening, the hypocrite emissaries of a torment in
preparation far away. Dozens of them had been acting as companions, in my absence, to the dear creature whose presence delighted
them. They came in through the holes in the roof and it was the
beating of their wings on the tiles that had made the cats prick up
their ears in the echoing, empty rooms.
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On the day I unbolted the doors and Nadie, her hand trembling
in mine, consented to go with me into the depths of the ground
floor, this winged mob followed her. The house would have been
like an immense aviary, if the unexpected barrier of the domestic
cats had not been erected on the first floor. In a single flapping of
wings, the applause of invisible demons, all the birds fled.
I have said that my wife and I had a particular affection for cats.
We adopted all those I found abandoned, even the wildest. As I saw
them lurking in every corner or coming to rub themselves, purring,
against the frightened Nadie, my thoughts went back to Catherine.
Her absence was soon going to weigh upon my every gesture. In
the bosom of the night (for nights and days passed after her departure) while Nadie was sleeping at my side, tears rolled down my
cheeks onto the cheeks of my child bride, tears of which she would
remain forever ignorant, as though I had wished to teach her that it
is not good to weep except in a dream. And yet I felt a sweet thrill
such as I had never known before when I touched in its sleep this
body like an object hardened in some hellish furnace, even though
it was fresh and living.
There are souls that devour everything around them; when they
meet, nothing can prevent an unceasing fire from crackling and
roaring. Perhaps this transformation of the water spider had taken
place only to compel Catherine and me to become aware of this
earthly fire?
When I forced the sombre lyricism of my thoughts back onto the
path of reason, they inclined in favour of the one who was absent,
but when I abandoned myself to the delicious confusion of my
solitude with Nadie, the memory of my wife became distant, reduced
like the relief of the earth as seen by the astronaut.
Whichever it was, the choice appeared to me equally sacrilegious.
Torn between this weight drawing me towards the earth represented
by Catherine, by Catherine's love, by Catherine's suffering, and this
other weight, drawing me towards the sky, that was Nadie and her
mystery, I was nevertheless unable to conceive of these two trends as
contradictory.
In my desire to reconcile them, I sometimes caught myself caressing the sleeping Nadie while stammering, in place of the name I
had invented for her, that other name, more deeply engraved in my
mind, Katie, a sweet word rising up from my past, heavy with a
whole backlog of tenderness towards the wife who had fled.
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What prohibition were we daring to flout that we should already be
enveloped by a net of malediction? Every evening the inhabitants of
the village prowled around the house. A window-pane was smashed
in pieces and I believed that I could hear, along with the rattle of
stones violently hurled, the sound of vicious laughter, echoing from
the walls. To be sure, all this happened in a dream, outside of me.
My acts and gestures took place as though at the bottom of an abyss
whose edges I no longer sought to reach.
My growing exasperation did not come chiefly from the outside.
I should have proudly despised these calls from the forgotten world,
if the anathema had not assumed a more convincing force by preventing me from experiencing my joy to the full. In order to have
reached the completeness of pleasure, would I not have lived in the
midst of the worst dissipation, have braved the wrath of earth and
heaven?
But it was within herself that Nadie bore this interdiction, and
after only a few days of fruitless efforts I was forced, to my surprise,
to acknowledge this. While the obloquy of the village surrounded
our icy intoxication, we strove one against the other for a possession
that proved impossible.
At every embrace, the waves of sensual pleasure carried me to
summits that I was alone in perceiving. Her sensuality, her fervent
desire to make herself the accomplice of my feelings, did not prevent
her own from remaining only on the surface, without reaching the
centre of her being. The deep accord of the flesh, whose burgeoning
transfigures the abject mingling of man and woman, did not take
place between Nadie and me, would be forever unknown to her.
Her nature forbade her access to it. But the fact that she remained
ignorant of it rendered my powerlessness atrocious. My own pleasure
was made unbearable to me by the fact that she was condemned to
languish on this threshold, while I was exhausting myself in the
effort to help her across it.
She retained her native purity, the purity of animals. Since there
existed for me, far away, buried, something that was able to attune
itself to this faculty of feeling, this candour, I should have striven to
bring it back to the surface, instead of bending this marvellous
creature to the narrow mould of human passions and my vices. I
loved her like an ordinary woman, whereas I should have invented
a new universe for her, created an object before every one of her
desires. Through laziness of the imagination, I dragged her into my
mire, instead of letting her draw me into her sky.
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At times, nevertheless, we penetrated together into that inheritance in which nothing is due to the automatism of habit. Marvellous abandoned heritage! All things, divested of the cracked plaster
coating of their names, appeared to me in their nakedness. There
were no longer trees, light, a table, Nadie's hands, the nape of her
neck, her hair — but harmonies of forms and colours, an immanence
that was abstract and yet tangible, that no words can describe, that
any description would betray. There was nothing left but the strictly
inexpressible reality that is concealed by words. Not Nadie, me,
things, but one single inexplicable existence. Language became a song
with no other significance than the inherent harmony of sounds.
I yielded to this innocence as to a dance, but with so much heaviness that at the slightest false step our fall made any attempt to get
into the swing again more impossible each time. At such times the
words on our lips, that were so close to each other, degenerated into
ridiculous, confused hissing.

This house and this decor, in which I had lived with Catherine, were
not up to Nadie's level, just as the thousands of centuries that have
passed will not be up to the level of a single second to come. She
demonstrated their futility merely by her presence. But all attempt
at flight was forbidden us. The visible world, solidly planted on its
thousands of years old foundations, this world that is not prepared
at any price to lose the flagrant illusion of its permanence, would
everywhere confront my new wife with its absolute refusal.
One day when, casting aside all prudence, I ventured through the
village, my hand clutching Nadie's arm, I realized from the hilarious
faces, from the blush of shame covering my own forehead, that she
belonged to me alone, that she had no charms, no reason for existing
except in my own eyes. What lack of foresight to allow these pigs to
compare my frail, my sweet, my unreal friend with their cumbersome companions!
It seemed to me, as the seasons came round again and the air was
filled with the approach of a great festival, that the elements were
preparing to celebrate our wedding. Now panting and defenceless,
it was no longer the unforeseen song of happiness I heard, as before
when I bent over the gilded water, but the terrible cry of the solstices.
It was a strange and rare plenitude that harmonized the tumult of
the elements with our inner tempests, the groaning of the high
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branches and the fall of trunks smashed by the wind that blows
between the ribs, constricts the heart, lifts up the blood.
Clamour of the dead intoning the song of the delivered, palms
thrown under the steps of the clouds, black feathers torn from the
wings of heavenly messengers, a universe in revolt made its hinges
ring, a universe quite close and infinitely far away. Was it not getting
ready to take back from me the prey I had stolen from the tenderness of the waters, carried off from the affection of the sky, snatched
from the thousand caprices of the sun and wind?
It was no use my pressing her to me as the night bears the sleeping
bird, a sweet warmth snuggled into the hollow it forms around it;
already, at the call of unknown forces, she was escaping from this
tepid prison. In the silence and confusion encircling me on all sides,
the vault of night traversed by fanfares, quivering beneath a furious
gallop, announced the return of solitude triumphant.
Around this time, it seemed that my dreams made a point of
copying my daytime agitation, to the extent that, little by little, I
lost the power to distinguish clearly between the two zones haunted
by images of the same obsession.
Instead of seeing my weakness in the incomprehension of others,
their contempt seemed to me like a cruel injustice. My ignorance of
Catherine's fate must also have played a part in my outbursts of
rage. I spent a long time thinking of a revenge which, in the paroxysm of my anger, I believed would give me justice.
On the day of my choice, people would see me arrive carrying a
large sack on my back. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch their
glances, I hear their murmurs.
"Look, he hasn't brought his hunchback with him today. What
has he done with his ugly duckling?"
But they watch me uneasily. (By imagining this scene vividly, I
finally lived it, once I was present in the misty no man's land separating the frontiers of desire from those of realization, a waking
dreamer, a hallucinated spectator whom nothing can snatch away
from his vision because it is no longer a vision but an indubitable
reality.)
Into the sack I thrust, one on top of the other, the tomcats, the
darling pussies. When I reached the centre of the square, I banged
the sack on the ground with all my strength, swinging this secret
weapon round in the air, striking again and again. When there was
nothing in my sack but a mass of screaming, struggling fur and
claws, when all the animals in there were thoroughly enraged, when
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my pretty, gentle little felines had regained their true nature, I gave
them their freedom, right in the middle of the square.
At this moment the most unexpected thing happened, a regrettable
thing, a thing for which I shall probably have to account. From
among the terrified people running in all directions there suddenly
stepped the only being I ever loved — oh, the certainty of that
moment! —• the only woman in the world.
She approached with a look of forgiveness. And my pack rushed
towards her; the muzzles dripping with saliva hurled themselves at
her face; it was the tender flesh of her face that was torn by the
claws of which I was no longer master, while from my constricted
throat burst forth a single cry: "Katie!"

When I found myself once more confronted by the face of my wife,
scratched, torn, the face of my earthly love suddenly covered by
centuries, but still living, still living, I felt a great calm. But at the
same time I was surprised by a nameless emotion that swept away
everything which till then had stirred my soul. A draught slammed
the doors of the vast abandoned building to which we had come
back.
When Catherine had agreed to rest, I went to fetch Nadie who
was playing in the garden, her hair spread out in the grass. Her
features had the transparency of memory. A fluid mask like that
which in the past had slid onto my shoulder, under the apple tree,
but which now I looked at without shame and without fear.
Once the scaffolding of my rebellion had collapsed, I could no
longer understand even the motive for my actions. The meaning of
all that past agitation escaped me like an act performed by someone
else. Katie was back! Was that not a miracle? Nothing any longer
prevented me from considering as a victory this marvel: Catherine
and Nadie, sister shadows, coming and going around me without
hate, merely separated by an irremediable silence.
However, the drama of yesterday could begin again, was going
to begin again. But it was no longer anything but a battle of ghosts
desperately striving to strip one another of their genuine tinsel, a
survival reduced to caricature, the last grimaces of a dying man.
It was no longer a question for me of choosing. Katie, Nadie, the
different faces of a single being. In order to belong to one or the
other I should have to be torn apart, since neither of them could
now cease to exist.
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When my wife's face regained its hardness, her eyes their coldness,
her lips their mute reproach, I thought: "What does her love matter
to me, if it is like hate?" But it was perhaps just because I knew this
hate-filled mask to be the true face of love that I weakened before it.
Nevertheless, it came about that from out of the depths of the
night I was seized once again with the desire to escape from this
quicksand. Freeing myself from the sleeping Catherine, I went up
from floor to floor and the cold wind of the darkness finally stiffened
my will.
Nadie was sleeping on a low couch with a moonbeam as her only
companion. I looked for a long time at her shoulders, two eggs
gleaming in the half-light. A sudden peace, melting like a fruit,
whose hard emotion, beneath my entrails, was the stone! Then the
spider become a girl opened her eyes, looked at me, and quickly her
body, as though dislocated by love, arched up to mine and we wore
ourselves out in that ancient and exhausting gallop of pleasure that
never has any other ending but disillusion.
When dawn broke I found myself alone, stretched out amid an
incredible jumble of dusty wreckage, rags hanging from the rafters,
upturned stools, nameless pieces of furniture. If I had looked at them
more closely, the birds cheeping on the edge of the roof would have
appeared to me not made of living feathers but of painted cottonwool. With a single movement I swept those mechanical toys down
into the courtyard below. Like the cats which yesterday were still
filling every corner with their miaowing, I pushed these stuffed
creatures aside with my foot as I went back down to my wife.

On one of those mornings that taste of dead leaves, I found the bed
empty. But Katie's voice came to me from far away, as though in a
hallucination. Quickly, I ran towards her call, explored the surroundings, raced after this voice wrapped in an infinitude of
desolation.
I did not catch up with her until I reached the banks of the canal,
where she was moving like a sleepwalker, calling: "Bernard.
Bernard."
"Here I am," I cried.
But she didn't recognize me. I hovered around her, trying to halt
the irresistible force that was driving her. From time to time she bent
over the grass in which tiny flowers were sparkling. She questioned
them: "Have you seen Bernard?"
29

She threw the same question at the sky, watching the branches for
an answer. Then at the surface of the water, which she gazed at for
a long time before walking on.
The sharp rays of morning were piercing the fog, beginning to
clothe things in that extraordinary brilliance that lasts only for the
moment of their awakening. Everything was motionless, except these
two beings dedicated even in this deserted spot to the repetition of a
never-ending melodrama.
I was anguished by the fear of seeing some walker emerge from the
mist. Suddenly Catherine went down one of the narrow stone stairs
leading into the canal. The water was unusually transparent. Catherine slowly plunged into this liquid prison. Soon her voice, which
continued to call me, came to me only from very far away, as though
a glass lid had closed over her head. When she reached the bottom,
whose stone slabs gnawed by moss I could clearly distinguish, she
stretched out on it, ignoring my presence. I could see her now as
though stretched out in a great crystal coffin.
There was no way to get her out. My fear that some earlymorning passerby might appear became unbearable. In my turn I
shouted with all my strength: "Katie! Katie!"
Naive or bizarre arguments to persuade her occurred to me: "It's
cold under that water, come up quickly, Katie, come up."
Finally she heard me. Her eyes opened (I could see them as distinctly as under a microscope) and at last she recognized me. But
immediately an expression of terror appeared on her face. Poor
Catherine! How could I get to her? I saw her panic-stricken eyes.
And both of us knew now that there would always be this transparent, this insurmountable wall between us.

On waking, the meaning of certain dreams appeared to me with an
absolute certitude that vanished with the break of day, so that I
asked myself whether this meaning was not merely an extension of
the images of sleep.
Another characteristic of the strange atmosphere that was insidiously taking possession of my life: in the midst of hopeless situations
(my solitude with Catherine in the past, then with Nadie, and finally
my attempt to preserve both of them — but was not my whole life
made up of such situations?) I would say to myself: "Don't be afraid
of going still further. What's the risk, what are you afraid of? In a
minute you'll wake up."
3«

Was it in a dream that the last day came? While Nadie was sleeping, I picked her up. No sooner had I lifted her than she opened her
eyes — the dear child — and smiled at me. We went out, I carrying
her, followed very high in the sky by a cloud of birds. In order not to
be seen with my burden, I tried to go around the village. But when
we came close to the first house her head, which was dangling outside
my arms, was struck by a stone just above the nape of the neck. As I
quickened my pace I made up my mind that tomorrow I would
finally settle accounts with these louts. Fortunately no one pursued
us and I soon reached the river.
Seeing this being, for whom I had trembled with desire, now lifeless brought all my feelings to the surface again to struggle against
the fierce wish that was driving me. I strove to bring her out of her
swoon, so that I could contemplate the rays of life on her face one
last time.
When her tiny feet were back on the earth again their step was so
light that if I half closed my eyes I could have imagined myself
already alone. Was not this minute sound a leaf blown by a breath
of wind? Nevertheless the decision was within me, inexorable. The
moment for cutting this knot of flesh and blood was drawing closer
with every second that took us further from the village.
What cowardly pretext was I going to invent so that Nadie should
not suspect my felony? She was walking so confidently, trotting along
the embankment like a faithful dog. "Now," I kept repeating to
myself at every step, "now I've summoned up the courage."
We were approaching the spot where once I had leaned over and
taken the little water sprite from the kingdom she ought never to
have left. Her eyes were like two circles of copper dancing between
the reeds. She had never believed the world to be so vast. Till then
it had been limited for her to my image. Her eyes widened with a
boundless wonderment. "Forgive me," I murmured to myself, and
these words wrung my heart. Just a very slight push would be
enough. Perhaps she would think she had slipped?
"Goodbye, Nadie!"
I don't know if I cried out these words. But they rang out as
though uttered by the whole earth, and the whole sky repeated the
echo: "Bernard!"
One of the frail hands caught my hair, one of the fragile legs
hooked itself around my own. I was falling with her, I was falling.
Before my eyes a shower of suns spun round before suddenly stopping
dead, nailed to a black wall. A buzzing of bells, first distant then
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coming closer with the speed at which things reappear at the end of
a fainting fit, soon became the chimes of a hellish wedding. Then
silence — a silence from beyond the world — covered the sound of
our fall, while I felt the body that was clutching me change into
something else and suffocate me with eight hairy legs.
Then circles of darkness shot through with lights opened out
around us and I heard a hideous face, glued to my lips, trumpet for
all eternity the time of horror.
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Marcel Bealu / Four Prose Poems
Translated from the French by Deb van der Gracht

THE PERFECTIONIST
What strange merchandise I sold, piled in braids on the counters,
hung in thick falls along the walls, or suspended in a skilful working
of interwoven tresses from the ceiling. Hair! To tell the truth I was
a poor salesman and my job consisted mainly in building up my
reserves. Wrhen a client left my boutique, she was convinced she was
more beautiful under her shorn head and with extreme joy I added
her natural adornment to my collection. I had succeeded in putting
together an extraordinary range of shades, from tawny to flashing
red, from jet-black to ash-grey, from chestnut-brown to the palest
blond. And when my lamp transpierced my perfumed stock with a
thousand gold and steel swords, I would fall asleep in the troughs of
that silken sea, a prey to incredible dreams. I would have continued
for a long time with this work, unremunerative certainly, but the
exercise of which procured a satisfaction illuminating all outside
existence. One particularly dream-filled night however, all the bodies
I had amputated with my cold scissors returned in an inextricable
tangle of hair and flesh to reclaim their natural ornaments. Sleepwalking in the grasp of this swarming mass, I fidgeted so much I
overturned my lamp. Hurled from my sleep by a dreadful sizzling,
I felt like I was being burned alive. The fire had been so quick that
I found myself naked, and bald in my turn, on top of a gluey black
pile that gave off a repugnant odor. I must admit that never in the
annals of my downfalls had there been anything more rapid, or more
absolute.
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MY AEROSTATIC

BEDROOM

My bedroom unfolded like a big cardboard box. Walls and ceiling
opened noiselessly to let in the sky while I rose silently. Thus, without
having left my desk, I soon found myself transported to such an
altitude that the earth below was nothing more than an enormous
fruit with a plum-coloured pulp. No fear in me but the ineffable
delight of knowing that at the end of this ascent the mystery of
mysteries would be revealed to me. Suddenly, perceiving a sort of
wailing, I leaned over the abyss to see where the strange noise was
coming from. At the same time as I became conscious of the void, an
atrocious spectacle appeared to me: under my bedroom, a person
was clinging to the dining-room lamp, hands losing their grasp, eyes
that were no longer human raised to mine. And in that bundle of
floating hair, flesh and anguish, hanging in space, I recognized my
mother. What madness to have followed me! I thought while my
throat uttered formless sounds inspired by pity. Quickly, prying up a
floorboard, splitting the ceiling which lay beneath, I seized the cord
to try to pull her up to me. Immediately the extraordinary ascent
came to a halt, and progressively, with my efforts, I felt myself come
down to earth gradually, as if the living weight I had wanted to pull
up to my level had, on the contrary, drawn me towards it. In an
instant, my bedroom had once more found its place, the walls and
the ceiling folded themselves up and I heard my mother's voice
calling me for dinner.
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AN I M P O R T A N T

LETTER

I had an important letter to write, a letter that might decide my life's
destiny, my life's destiny. To weigh the terms, to measure out the
expressions, to think that a misplaced comma might be the source of
all my woes, that demanded time, much time. And from morning till
evening I was totally preoccupied by my work. At the crack of dawn
I would sit at my desk with the intention of writing that letter, but
no sooner had I written the first few sentences than the telephone
rang, or a morning visitor asking to see me personally knocked at the
door. My business was going well; otherwise I couldn't have supported my large family. The fate of my large family depended, to
some extent, on the success of my business. But my life's destiny
depended on that letter. That's why often, late at night when I was
alone, I tried again and again to draft it. Alas! Seeing clients all day,
discussing so much business prevented me from focusing my ideas,
from finding the words, and I would end up falling asleep on the
paper. The next day everything started all over again, all over again.
Thus time passed. My life was also steadily passing, and I saw clearly
that I would never succeed in writing that letter. What's the use
anyway, I sometimes thought to myself, the addressee must have died
a long, long time ago.
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THE BIRD
For a long while, I had a big bird that I exhibited in the public
squares to earn my living. People admired the power of his flight, the
surprising ease with which he circled. Fearing he would escape, I
had tied his tether firmly to my belt, and when he got too high I
would pull violently to bring him back down to a better perspective
of things at this level. (What need was there to climb to such heights
when I, his master, was left with my feet on the ground?) While the
idlers roared with laughter to see this cloud-dweller struggle in the
gutter, I took advantage of the situation by passing around a hat.
But after shaking off the mud that dirtied his wings, he would again
take flight. Unequal duel!
These falls, excellent training, strengthened his muscles and when
he was in full flight, I now had to brace myself with all my strength
to break his dash. While there was still time, I should have given his
freedom to the untameable beast whose noble instincts no longer
accepted being associated with my servitude. But we were too
intimately linked — hadn't I raised him with my own hands? — for
this possibility to occur to either of us and the story had another
ending. The strength of the great bird became such that he finally
lifted me up with him into the sky that I had egotistically denied
him, forcing me to abandon forever my terrestrial clients, with their
laughing faces and their penny-pieces.
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David Bissonette / Two Poems

SITTING
In this position, you have no attitude.
You are an angle of light, butterflied
between ceiling and floor.
In this position, shadows
tumble out of your shirtsleeves
into the convenient nest of your lap.
Though you've taken a load off your feet,
the world and its bones
never rest, and will always surpass you.
You become attached to the chair,
used to looking up to people
no taller than you,
to the floor jabbing your ribs.
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GETTING

AWAY

Birds are rising without wings.
Tiny bones clutter my kitchen.
A new shopping center opens,
& a chain reaction of parking lots.
I'm getting away
from it all.
People say I have
a switchblade personality.
I hail my friends like taxis,
over-salt my soup.
My prayers are plagiarized,
my dreams are intoxicated.
I'm getting away
with murder.
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Jagna Boraks / Three Poems
THE DESERT
For Chris
a tree stands in the desert
ripe with leaf buds
curled embryos
in shells of sand
out of the crack
in my desert
I look into a room
filled with people
whose limbs are tangled
by an endless cord
in the middle of the desert
there is a stream
sheltered by green
in the stream
there is human life
unlived
a man of sand
damned
in his oasis
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a bird
dropped from the sky
onto his back
I saw wings flutter
as the oasis and the sandman
flew away with the bird
alone in my desert
I watch
caravans of trees
bent by the burden
of dried lives
and I search the sky
for a bird
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SUNROSE
What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? — T. S. ELIOT (The Wasteland)
winding
out of wilderness
on a stem of light
green as the beginning of time
unthorned
rising
higher and higher
head budding now
through the red hot mound
of the setting sun
the mother flower
is born
sunrose on a stem of light
green as the beginning of time
long as the end
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UNE IMPASSE
Mon art c'est une impasse. — RIMBAUD
deep
in dreaming sleep
absorbed and entertained
my body
and mind
coordinate
there
I live
in depth
life
stops in the morning
begins at night
things happen
as I dress
in a gown of shadows
I drift
out of twilight
into a mirror
I enter darkness
where strangers and friends
lean against black walls
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pale yet real
out of the fog
voices call out
words of love
I drift entranced
totally at one
with this world
all is well
but I must leave
when everything ends
my gown disappears
a new shadow becomes me
I become the mirror
staring at itself
into me
the curtain opens
the dawn begins
I exit
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Linda Gordon Boroff

LIFELAND
Locked into a dense formation their car hurtled down the blazing
alkaline flats of Orange County at sixty-five miles per hour. The
freeway shimmered and the traffic ahead reflected the sun in a sharp
continuous glare.
"There it is," said Olivia pointing suddenly with distaste, "the
Matterhorn." Ahead of them and to the left a grimy chalky fang
thrust into the sky through an umber haze of smog. Lee stubbed out
his twenty-first cigarette of the day and checked his watch: Nearly
two. Late to be arriving when the whole place shut down at seven
and Fantasyland alone could take three hours. But that was years
ago, he reminded himself. Olivia was nearly eighteen now.
"What a travesty." She shook her head and rolled her eyes.
"You used to," Lee began timidly.
"I know. I used to go out of my fittle skull." Olivia was appraising
the artificial Alp with exaggerated interest. "Actually it does have a
certain majesty. It's a phallic symbol, raping the sky. A Disneycock."
She glanced at him quickly from the corner of her eye.
In what cryptic alien social system, Lee wondered, was the Matterhorn a Disneycock? He felt suddenly ashamed of the mountain,
embarrassed at its failure to please her, just as he had felt proprietarily proud of it years ago, when it had excited such joyous anticipation.
"Well, the important thing is we're here. We're together in a place
that once meant a lot to us. Maybe we can talk now and be close
again, if it's not too late for that."
"Oh. How chummy. And maybe you can resolve some of your
guilt feelings over dumping your family. That's probably your main
purpose in this little sojourn."
Doubtless, thought Lee. He steered the car off the freeway and
they traveled in silence down the sweltering strip city of Anaheim.
The town itself stank of asphalt and exhaust, but abounded in invitations to abandon oneself, to make merry, as each business tried to
weave the Disneyland motif into its operation: A raven-haired billboard princess beckoned coyly with her wand from a pink stucco
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motel; above a short order stand grinning cows jumped over the
moon into sesame seed buns, while joyous crescents of cheese with
legs awaited their own summons impatiently. Impervious and stoic,
Olivia applied sunglasses. At a stoplight, the man driving the station
wagon to their right ogled her openly. Behind him fussed children
and his wife twisted in her seat to quiet them, the way Cynthia used
to, Lee remembered, her blouse damp, hair bandannaed. Futile
trying to hush them, so close.
The car entered a vast parking lot surrounded by luxury hotels.
Lee and Olivia parked and boarded a tram along with a large
contingent of fertilizer salesmen from the "Western Division" and
their pantsuited wives. All wore large plastic daisies on which their
names and a howdy were printed. Olivia stared at them with listless
contempt. She had good eyes for it, Lee reflected, green, narrow and
sloe, like her mother's, eyes always pitilessly correct in their assessment.
"And how is Greta?"
"Fine. She sends her love."
"I'll bet."
"She really does like you, you know," said Lee, without hope.
"Don't be silly," replied Olivia briskly. "You don't like people who
wish you were dead. It doesn't make sense."
She's right, thought Lee. They're a terrible burden to one another.
"Oh well," he said vaguely. "I'm trying." They passed through the
gate and entered the park, an immaculate precise microcosm, vivid
and positive, such a detailed aping of reality that reality was itself
redefined. Life here was as it should be: Bounded, explicable, profitable, lived at a bustle. In comparison Lee's own life seemed as aimless
and messy as a spill. "Wait up a minute, will you?"
He leaned against the General Store and closed his eyes, parched
and exhausted. How the ghost of his married self haunted this park,
a brash young aerospace programmer in on the ground floor of a
good thing, and his family a background for his anabasis, a landscape. Under his preoccupied stewardship currents had formed,
grown. A fool could have predicted the outcome.
Lee took off his new blazer and surreptitiously checked his armpits, half hoping the shirt was ruined. Like many divorced men he
had decided to restructure himself at the outset with a new wardrobe. The Beverly Hills tailor had been soothing and authoritative,
his shop papered with autographed photos of grateful entertainers.
But his taste had run to the continental, the flamboyant and Lee had
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acquiesced, assuring himself that he would in time become the
ascotted bon vivant in the three-way mirror. Then, disgusted, he had
shoved the new clothes into a corner of his closet as fast as they
arrived and ignored them, deriving a masochistic pleasure from
paying the bills. Only after he met Greta had his self-contempt
abated enough to permit him to wear them occasionally. Today had
definitely been a mistake though. Olivia had greeted him derisively
as The Great Gatsby when he arrived and Cynthia had immediately
hit him for a hundred dollars. Now surrounded by polo shirts and
madras bermuda shorts Lee felt incongruously natty and pretentious,
a pimp. His own silky rose shirt stuck to his body with sweat and his
hair, lacquered that morning into a gray helmet by two supercilious
fairies, literally steamed. Olivia browsed along languidly several paces
ahead, icy cool in a green sundress.
"This'll be okay," she said, turning suddenly, tall and imperious,
before a quasi New Orleans false front. "The Pirates of the Caribbean, remember?"
"Vaguely," said Lee. He and Cynthia always used to neck outrageously through these tunnel rides, giggling, Olivia safely in the
car ahead with friends. Now he and his daughter descended glumly
into blue dusk and groped into a car, uncomfortable at their mutual
adult body heat. The car ran jerkily on submerged tracks through a
continuous scene of rapine and pillage. Isolated, wide-eyed, Lee
watched lifesize brigands ravage what appeared to be ante-bellum
New Orleans. Brandishing guns and jugs of liquor, they chased
shrieking women through their own blazing homes, executed the
town's defenders and murdered one another for vast coffers of loot.
Their debauched malevolent faces glowed in the hellish flames; their
eyes boldly sought one's own. Some appeared to shoot directly into
the silent gaping observers and Lee flinched and ducked, rapt with
horror. The sounds of battle were deafening. Rounding a turn the
boat confronted an auction of captured women, the most beautiful
of whom stood alone on the block before a gallery of lascivious outlaws, a rope around her neck.
What do these creatures do when the park is closed? Lee wondered, stirred. There is an animus here, a life apart, beyond. They
are real and we, we are the androids, confined to our lurching
gallery, impotent and static, prisoners of superego. Disney knew us
so well, the old fox: Appease the Protestant ethic on the surface, then
tickle the beast beneath.
When the ride ended, Lee and Olivia sat side by side in the quiet
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gloom for a few moments, waiting for the attendant to release them.
"I guess Mom told you about Al," Olivia said at last, trailing her
hand in the dark water.
"She told me about some crazy son of a bitch you were dating who
nearly broke your jaw, if that's what you mean." Lee felt reckless,
barbaric after what he had just seen.
Olivia turned to him, supplicating. "It wasn't that bad, Daddy. I
was hysterical when I called. It was just a little shove, really."
"Uh huh. An accident. Your mother said it clicks now. Why
won't you go to the doctor?"
"He's not really like that. I know him and Mom doesn't. And
neither do you." She sought his eyes defiantly. "It was Viet Nam.
You don't know what he went through over there. WThile you were
getting rich off it." Lee was too accustomed to his guilt now to be
decoyed. Years ago he had tried to justify the war, cocktail-party
patriotic, belligerent. "I'm a hawk," he would boast after the third
martini. Later, embarrassed by My Lai and freshly separated, he
had opposed the war on "strategic" grounds and flirted with the
counter culture, running into Cynthia at Unitarian hootenannies
and once at a McGovern fund raiser. He hadn't quit his job, but he
had earned a written reprimand from the company president for his
"injudicious" statements, of which he was feebly proud. Now he
didn't think about it any more.
"I'm sure he's told you every last gory detail," Lee said dryly.
"Well he had to tell somebody. Nobody wants to hear it any
more."
"So why not tell a psychiatrist instead of a seventeen year old girl.
What does he expect you to . . . "
"Oh I'm not so young and innocent anymore, Daddy," said
Olivia punishingly, "by the way." Lee rose from his bench in the
boat and clambered onto the pavement. Olivia hopped up after him,
spurning the assistant's hand. They walked outside into dazzling sunlight. The air was whitish and damp, miasmic. "So that's what this
whole thing was for," said Olivia. "To put Al down. When he's not
even here to defend himself."
"Okay," said Lee. "That's my ulterior motive. And I know yours
already. You want me to loan him five thousand dollars to open a
head shop in Hermosa Beach. You see your mother and I do occasionally still communicate. Well, the answer is no. If he were dumb
and treated you right it would be okay. My own brains never made
anybody particularly happy. If he had something on the ball and
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knocked you around it might still be alright. Some women get off on
that and maybe you're one of them." Olivia's face went blank with
shock. "But a dumb shit who dropped out of high school, for Christ's
sake — I don't care if it was to 'find himself — and who couldn't
even beat the dr . . . "
"Stop it," screamed Olivia. "What kind of a person are you?" She
began to cry, fighting for control of her face. Lee was seized with
remorse.
"Oh, God," he said, "let me take all that back. Oh honey, I didn't
mean . . . " He lurched into a white wrought iron chair with a seat
the size of a saucer. "My life is a shambles. Who am I to tell you?"
Inexplicably, she forgave him, hiccuping.
"Whose isn't? I know you don't mean to hurt me, Daddy. Here,
buy us a coke before that stupid waitress wets her pants." A blonde
waitress who had been hovering nervously descended and took
Olivia's order with a professional simper. "Look, I understand about
the money. It's a lot of money. But he can't find a job, Daddy. He's
got to do something. What can we do?" Tears were rolling down her
face.
"Didn't the Army train him to do anything?"
"Yeah, kill."
"Oh." The cokes arrived and a Dixieland band struck up close by.
Olivia shouted something to him. "What?"
"I said that band has about as much soul as the FBI." They both
laughed, too hard.
"You know," said Lee, "there's something really wrong with this
place, but what is it? I can't put my finger on it."
"It lays a trip on you."
"What does that mean?"
" O h I don't know. You can't define it really. It's like they're trying
to tell you Disneyland is America. Her past was Frontierland and her
future is Tomorrowland; well, they're wrong, you know? But they've
got so much bread and so many gimmicks to put their trip across
that you have to swallow it. They make it fun. But they're still wrong,
you know?"
"I think so. I think you're right. It's unreal and yet it's more than
real."
"And it's cockeyed. It misses the point. Disneyland is American
the way big tail fins were American. There's got to be more to us
than that." Lee swelled with pride. She was way ahead of him, as
usual. He recalled with gluttonous joy her report cards, her achieve48

ment tests. And then he thought of heavy handed Al, dangerous in
his torment like a wounded beast, uncomprehending, striking out.
He could have killed the man. Instead, he suddenly decided, he was
going to give him five thousand dollars. It was worth it, just for the
balm of Olivia's approval, her gratitude. He was so tired of being a
villain. Whatever she wanted, he would give. He would become a
part of her life again, even if he had to buy in.
They rose and ambled across the park into Frontierland, then
boarded a raft for Tom Sawyer's Island, a leafy cavey mound teeming with adolescents. Boys galloped past, kicking up clouds of dust,
trees grew awry, bushes snagged his pants. A crazy stream kept
blocking his progress and at last he crossed it on a swaying jouncing
bridge, knees loose and trembling. Olivia, a hoyden, kept darting
away from him, to ascend a tree, to recross the bridge, to explore a
circuitous cave. A few feet into the cave, Lee became nauseated with
claustrophobia. Stooped over, he turned and fought his way out
against a solid current of youngsters.
"Meet you at the Fort," Olivia shouted back to him, breathless
with laughter.
Lee stumbled around the island twice before he found the Fort,
whose courtyard was crammed with somnolent parents sitting on
split logs and drinking iced tea. Peering into a display window, Lee
saw a stern android cavalry officer conferring with two buckskinned
scouts. In all their tanned faces lay Manifest Destiny. Gauntletted,
widowmakered, their necks corded, jawlines taut, they won the war,
won the West day after day, forever. Not in these men was the native
hue of American resolution sicklied o'er. Lee shuddered. He walked
into the commissary and purchased two sticks of beef jerky and a
lemonade, then, not entirely displeased with himself, sat down outside on a split log.
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Marilyn Bowering

I WAS IN HER WOODS

I was in her woods.
I made a fire with pitch,
and laid our bed
between two trees.
I was sleeping with my lover.
I was sleeping.
She took my head
and turned it from him.
She spread my womb with moss
until he could not enter.
There is no doubt
that she was jealous.
There is no doubt she hated me.
She tried and could not
break our dream.
I
did so.
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II
The city I am in
has lights that make
the ocean thin.
The trees are slaves,
each bent and cut
to straight line fence
our terror.
Never let us see what we have done.
Never let the stones unlock
their origins.
I walk contented
on these smoothed surfaces.
Only,
there are signs
I am not safe.
I shall be safe
if I forget
black charms she hung
around my neck.
Ill
We met,
our teeth like shards,
like splinters.
I don't remember any part of me.
He took so pleasantly,
I did not miss it.
I took his limbs,
and ate his heart.
He did not miss it.
5i

IV
My flesh lies
thick and loosened
on my bones.
Its layers crack
and bruise like bark.
His feet, arms, ears,
hang necklace
to my heart,
and though we burn,
we burn apart.
Once, when
we rose and walked
into the sea,
as if the salt
could hold and seal our heat,
we saw a deer's hooves
cut into the sand;
he stopped and watched
just at our feet,
then turned inland.
We thought
a witness kept us safe.
Our eyes and ears
grew skins.
Each day drummed
and passed.
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We'd lie
as if death
kept between us.
We played
the bone-game
on her back,
and though we'd win,
we'd rise
and, courteous,
raise her with us.
There were signs
I was not safe.
With half my heart
in his embrace,
the rest was seed of hers.
Come, kiss me, tell
which bloody pieces
would you breed?
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Susan Bristow

A SLOW A N D STEADY DECLINE
I helped a man to die the other day. Oh, I did nothing so judgemental as to pull any vital plugs, mine was an overt act of observance
only and I'm telling you this not from a sense of complicity but a
need for perspective.
First, may I explain that I was hired and paid an hourly wage by
an employment agency to visit a dying old man.
I'm not questioning the fact of his inevitable death but rather the
manner in which he died and my own involvement in it.
My original intent had not been monetary; the thought of payment for a death watch on a non-professional basis repulsed my sense
of humanity, yet my own humanitarian reasons had been twofold
and not all-noble.
I wished first to alleviate a sense of futility which had begun
around the time of my thirty-fourth birthday, a few months previous,
and second to reach out and touch some human in need.
Those two, I suppose, are one and the same; they led me in search
of many things.
One rainy fall evening I was scanning the personal column of the
newspaper when a printed square caught and held my browsing eye:
"Could you extend companionship to a dying old man? We need
the services of a compassionate person.
Phone 649-2521"
I read the ad a number of times, searching for evil intent, finding
none that was obvious, it appeared the very thing I needed.
The next day, in the noon hour quiet of an empty office, I dialed
the number. A tart female voice answered; "Good afternoon. Dickson's Employment Agency."
Visions of a soft and priestly voice vanished in the harsh reality of
a business venture and I hesitated to reply, "I was calling about the
ad in last night's paper but. . . . "
I was briskly interrupted before I could explain my mistaken
intent.
"Could you quote the ad number, please?"
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And in lieu of explanation I reached for the paper and dutifully
read the number.
"Hold the line, please," she ordered.
"Thank you," I replied but I spoke to silence. I waited a few
seconds before another voice began,
"Mrs. Camp speaking. May I help you?"
"I was calling about the ad. The one about the dying man." I
stopped abruptly, a hand over mouth reflex at my indiscretion. She
cheerfully responded,
"Yes, I have the file right here. Are you a housewife?" she asked
hopefully.
"No, I work in an office. I'm a secretary," I replied.
"That's fine. Just fine. This is ideal for part-time work."
Her assumed certainty annoyed me, yet mechanically I asked for
more information.
"Of course, dear," she responded understandingly. "The salary is
excellent. Three-fifty an hour."
I ignored her satisfied pause and asked instead, "Could you tell
me exactly what the position involves?"
"We only screen the applicants here," she explained. "If they're
found suitable we refer them to our branch agency, 'The Helping
Hand'."
She lowered her voice in confidence: "Mr. Dickson started the
branch because there are a lot of lonely people who want and need
this type of service. Proud people who prefer to pay."
Resuming her professional tone, she asked, "Now could I just have
a few particulars, please?"
For the next few moments I responded from habit to her routine
questioning and she finished by assuring me I was a perfect candidate. By way of reward, she gave me a number to call between seven
and nine that evening.
The phone rang a number of times that night before a lackadaisical voice answered, "Helping Hand. May we extend our services?"
"Good evening," I replied. "A Mrs. Camp told me to call you. My
name is Janet Trafford."
"Yes, she called this afternoon and gave us your name. Can you
tell me what hours you would be available to work?"
I hadn't given much thought to hours but I promptly replied,
"Almost any weekend."
"O.K. Just a sec." and she was gone and back with barely a pause.
"Can you be at East General Hospital on Saturday at two?"
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My schedule undoubtably left me available on Saturday at two
and I replied affirmatively.
"O.K. then, you go to the Fourth Floor, North Wing, Room 449.
You will be visiting a Mr. Edwards." As a disinterested afterthought
she asked, "How long are you available?"
"Well, as long as you need me, I guess." I answered.
"Oh, this one won't take long. He's seventy-eight. Been there for
months. Will you submit your hours through Dickson's and they'll
mail you a cheque. Good night."
I sat by the phone, realizing a strange young girl had just given
me instructions to visit an unknown and dying man. It occurred to
me the coming Saturday could be most depressing.
But I had spent endless grey Saturdays in galleries and museums,
walking the quiet, carpeted treks of a depression far more unreal.
And so the remaining week passed quickly, as the week days do,
and I looked forward to the coming weekend, if not in anticipation,
at least without my usual despair of boredom.
Saturday arrived and I bathed and groomed as if for a date and
with hours still to spend I decided to browse the bookstores for reading material to take to Mr. Edwards.
Relaxed and wandering up and down the rows, I pondered the
vast array of books before me, accepting the challenge of buying for
someone unknown.
I paused first at popular fiction, then passed by. Most being violent or sexual. Personal grounds I didn't wish to tread. Inspirational
books, I also avoided. Fearing my intent would become my soul's
salvation, not his.
I discriminated against mysteries from a particular dislike of them
and in fairness, my ignorance of the condition of Mr. Edward's heart.
I settled, finally, on the broad and relatively neutral area of magazines, choosing one or two at random.
The harmony of discord, bright sunshine and the sadness of an
autumn day, awaited me as I left the bookstore. The bus ride to the
hospital was schooldays and standing first in class.
The hospital itself was an old one, the kind that appears to spread
ugly blocks of only added wings, until mercifully a halt is called for
lack of space.
Riding the elevator to the fourth floor, I breathed deeply the
antiseptic fear of pain, the sticky sweet smell of suffering.
I stepped into the north wing, a view of the nurses' station before
me and all around the aura of a building very old, colours undis56

tinguished. The uncertainty of billowing brown linoleum, patterns
discernable only at the very edges of the walls, scissored by the
marching feet of time.
Sitting at her desk, the nurse, cropped hair around her cap,
glanced up briefly from her paper work and I, not wishing to lose
her attention, asked quickly for directions to Mr. Edward's room.
Wordlessly she lifted her hand, using her pen as a pointer down
the narrow corridor, then jerkily, as if a momentary spasm had
passed, both head and hand descended, paperbound.
Glancing at door numbers on both sides of the hall, I walked until
finishing the length, I came upon a small corridor to the left, four
doors leading off it. The end was signalled by the red and luminous
glow of an exit sign, indicating a stairwell.
All doors were closed, the hallway dim and strangely forgotten,
long steps away from the nursing station.
I tapped softly at room 449 and received no response. Again I
tapped, this time pushing the door slightly inward.
Closet-like, the room was darkened, whether by the colour or the
closed blinds, I found it difficult to tell.
Near the window stood a high metal bed, railings raised in grey
confinement. Squeezed in the corner beside the bed was a night table,
unadorned, and opposite them both, against a wall, a thin metal
locker rested. An ascetic. No visible worldly possessions, no life
appeared before or beyond the sterile enclosure of the room.
In the bed, back towards me, lay the bump of a very small man.
Clearing my throat, I hesitantly called out, "Mr. Edwards?"
I moved around the bed clutching the magazines and hoping for
a visible response.
I found a bird, unhatched. The timeless look of infancy and old
age combined; wrinkled beyond character, molded to form.
I spoke again, "Mr. Edwards, I've come to visit you. I'm from the
Helping Hand."
"You're late." And seventy-eight years of resignation echoed
through his voice.
I dropped guiltily onto the cafeteria-style visitor's chair and began
explaining my tardiness. I was answered with a foul smelling grunt
of suspicion and closed eyes.
I sat mutely for a number of moments, until, overcome by the
stillness of his body, I carefully retrieved the magazines from my coat
pocket.
I turned each page slowly, the crinkles echoing more loudly the
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quieter I tried to be. I found a short article which appeared interesting and became absorbed in it until I sensed a pair of open eyes
upon me.
I looked up to find him glaring intently into my face.
"I paid you to visit me," he growled, as visions of misers and
childhood wandered through my head.
"I thought you had gone to sleep, Mr. Edwards," I replied and
immediately the weight of conversing with an unknown and dying
man fell heavy on my tongue. I struck for the inane. The obvious.
The weather.
"It's a terrific day outside. The sun and the trees. I love the fall,
don't you?" There was no reply.
Inhaling mentally, I began again.
"I brought you some magazines. I wasn't sure what you'd like so
I sort of chose at random," and I laid them tentatively on the bed.
With amazing dexterity, he swept them to the floor, a slap resounded as they hit the tile.
"Crap," he muttered.
"Pardon?" I asked as I bent to retrieve them.
"I said crap!" He spoke in a harsh, distinct tone. "All magazines
are crap. Haven't read one in years and I'm not about to start any
bad habits now."
"I'm sorry Mr. Edwards, I didn't know your tastes in books, so I
thought
"
"I don't read," he interrupted brusquely.
Although I doubted the sincerity of my next question I asked:
"Is there anything I could bring, next time I come?"
"Don't spend your money on me. If I needed anything I wouldn't
be paying you, now would I?" There was an underlying nastiness in
his tone.
I replied defensively, "It was not a matter of money, Mr. Edwards, it was a question of pleasure."
"At my age there are no pleasures, so spend your money somewhere else," he snapped and his eyes closed along with his words.
They were devoid of colour, as if drained into a hidden pool inside
his skull.
I furtively checked the time. How long was I expected to stay?
In boredom I traced the room, nothing there to catch and hold the
eye. Even the standard potted mum was missing. I would send him
a bright, yellow one to colour the corner where his table stood.
Restless, I stood and peeked between the slats of the Venetian
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blind. Thirty feet away was an extended brick wall, an added wing,
which blocked all view except downward, where a small rectangle
of green grass valiantly added life to its cold enclosures.
I turned from the window and gently, so as not to disturb the
sleeping man, gathered my coat and purse into my arms.
His voice rose pettishly from the hump.
"You're paid to stay two hours."
"I thought you were tired, Mr. Edwards, but if you're not I'd be
glad to stay." I forced a willing voice. "After all, you don't even
know my name. It's Janet. Janet Trafford. I'm a secretary during
the week." I offered the information as a token of peace. "Oh," was
his disinterested reply.
Determinedly, I perservered.
"I'm not married. I have a cat called Tinker." I spoke the two as
if they were synonymous. "I named her after the fairy in Peter Pan.
I always loved that story."
Mr. Edwards only glared.
"What about you," I asked. "Tell me a little about yourself."
He stared vacantly, like one who is trying to remember something,
then he answered with a question.
"Why? You can see all you need to know. I don't like people
prying."
"I wasn't prying Mr. Edwards, really, I only thought we could
get to know each other a little better."
"Why?" and this time he asked the question in such a way as to
make the answer obvious. Why indeed? But then why, I wanted to
retort, did he waste his money. Was I just to sit and watch him sleep?
I stood to leave, asking unsurely, "Mr. Edwards? Would you like
me to come again next week?"
The closed eyes, the wizened face opened not one iota. Satisfied,
he replied. "That's what I pay you for."
I left the hospital feeling vaguely as if I had struck some bargain,
unsure of the cost.
My injured self-righteousness and Mr. Edwards argued silently
for the following week. I for the most part winning in logic but losing
in context. I ended by ordering the potted mums, bright yellow.
The following Saturday, I pushed again on the closed door of his
room and the week was gone. Mr. Edwards lay precisely as he had,
a monument, unmoveable.
Only the potted mums changed the day to another time; something had moved although I doubted it was him.
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I ignored his closed eyes and spoke good-humouredly instead,
"Mr. Edwards. It's Janet. I see you got the flowers."
I bent over the night table, fingering the sunshine of the blossoms,
noting the white card stuck in between.
I disregarded his silence, "Did you like them?"
"I hate flowers." The way he spoke left no doubt as to the truth of
his statement.
I was angry with my own expectations and without warning he
broke my thoughts.
"Did you get your cheque?" he asked brusquely.
"To be honest, Mr. Edwards, I hadn't given any thought to the
cheque. I'd be happy to come for nothing."
His eyes allowed me to view the malice of his thoughts, "You'd
De a damn fool then." I sat down on the hard chair and watched
those eyes slip slowly away beneath his closing lids.
We spent that Saturday and the ones that were to follow much as
we had spent the first. Long lapses of time when I thought perhaps
he slept but my slightest movement betrayed the falseness of those
steadfast lids.
He would neither talk nor respond to my own nervous chatter
except in irritation and so in the end it was mostly silent hours, spoken
words exchanged upon my arrival and departure.
I continued going, for reasons I wish to leave beyond my rationale,
until I was stopped. On the last Saturday a sterile nurse bustled
importantly towards me, barring my way down the hall.
She told me, in that uneven ground between professionalism and
sympathy, that Mr. Edwards had died the night before, in his sleep.
Stupidly, I blurted, "Are you sure he was sleeping?"
Unruffled, she accepted my question as one does with someone
who appears distraught, and explained, "Yes, it happens all the time.
Particularly when you're old. His son is arriving today to make all
the arrangements."
A father and a son?
She continued speaking through my silence, "Would you like to
leave your number. I could have him call. I'm sure he will appreciate
all you've done for his father."
I shook my head abruptly and turned to leave.
"The flowers you sent are still in the room. Would you like them?"
Nodding this time, I moved around her and down the hall to the
short and narrow passage way, the exit sign glowing in the quiet
corridor, the door to his room closed.
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Everything remained as it had for all the Saturdays before, I
pushing his door and expecting all the weeks gone, all those Saturdays
there.
The bed had been stripped, the rubber sheet pulled tight across it.
The metal locker was swinging slightly open and the potted mums
stood brightly on the table, white card protruding.
I walked to the window and pulled up the blind, viewing the red
brick wall before me, the green small space below.
Mr. Edwards had been dying for weeks and yet the irreversible
fact of his death left an empty space, a human void unfilled by
thoughts and words we'd shared.
Leaning over the night table, I touched the yellow petals of the
plant and pulled the small square card from between the blossoms.
It was a florist's card. The kind with a little flower in the corner,
the message written by a stranger.
"Sincerely, Janet Trafford."
I slipped the card into my pocket, feeling no grief, no sorrow, just
a hidden bite of anger that nothing now remained of that unreachable old man. The flowers had been mine not his.
Yet I had watched for weeks, the slow dripping of the intravenous
tube, the indignity of a catheter bag.
Why then the confusion? This duality of feeling? The anger and
regret. I imagined he had died much the way he had lived, in the
lonely silence of distrust.
Still I stood, smoothing the clammy rubber sheet across the empty
bed, feeling for us both the bitter taste of having been victimized.
Mr. Edwards and I had been thoroughly duped. If not by an
inhumane society then by the human condition of dying.
Gathering up the potted mums, I left the room and minus the
bump of a very small man, it looked as it had the first Saturday.
I pulled the door shut behind me, into the empty hallway, far from
the gatherings of afternoon visitors.
And red and glowing, the exit sign above the stairwell was my
beacon, my back way out.
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Ken Cathers / Four Poems
THE WAY HERE
for James Agee
the directions are easy:
not the path on the left,
that leads only to the spring,
but up the slope
where spider webs
cover your face
and outlines,of sheds
or
wandering trees, move
in the dark
and dogs
wake and quiet or
remain asleep, do
not follow a light
nor trust one to appear,
feel your way through
the dark, it may be
my own flesh you
touch or the night
or yourself as we
turn nearing our faces
changing resembling each
other,the broken path . . .
the directions are easy:
it is to lay them down
(words,images on water)
like pieces of driftwood
and let their movement
be the way here.
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SYNTAXES
water-pockt stone
sectioned by the
sea's run-off
we are
calm tide-pool
water encrusted
with shells
sea-anemones
alive to some
unseen current
the way words
move in a
poem or come
slowly drunk
late at night having
the weight of stone
marked by our teeth,
thick tongues,moving
to their own design
a kelp bed
swaying in the
tide off-shore
a new syntax
we give into
or drown
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WHALE SONG
& walking the tracks above
the harbour
I hear a lone whale call
thru the morning,
call from the fog that is
heavy with salt,
the raw smell of clamflats
below.
thru the fog,covering
transparent
as water,the whale calls
makes the air
moan again & again
with his song.
seagulls caw over head
& thru the fog
a lone whale bellows his
empty sound,
song I want to return
stumbling
this curved trainline one
tie to the next.
& the whale sounds in the
distance now
moving out thru the sea,
calling with
the sound of water,sound that
moves thru him;
his flesh moving this fog.
listen, it
is alive, this pale morning
I walk thru.
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DREAM
what is it
that draws me
to you?
the memory
of your death?
only a blur,
an image of
a man, drunk,failing
from the dark
pier,his face
part of the white
flash dwindling
in the calm
water, is it
the sound,the
stir of the sea
against this shore,
the warm wind
that could be
a breath,a whisper?
I stand on the
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same landing, a gull
cries in the far
night, this too
happened as you died,
faded into the
closing retina of
water: you looked up
and there was
someone standing
against the sky.
that night I
was too young
to know you
though I woke,
found myself
in a dark
house calling
your name.
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Emilia Corning

LILACS
Chloris had not expected to have such a good time because she had
come against her mother's wishes. She had not known it was possible
to enjoy oneself when you hurt someone intentionally. But here she
was poised on Russell's arm, floating on the tiny notes of the music.
If anything the very act of disobedience gave her an added pleasure.
Light swirls of fabric danced around her. Every time she passed
by the mirror she was astounded by the reflection of an impressive
woman in a deep blue dress, who was so at ease in her smiles and in
her laughter with the dark man who held her. She would not have
recognized herself, if it had not been for the small bouquet of lilacs
she had carefully pinned to her waist. She admired her waist that at
thirty was still as slim as it had been at sixteen. Russell's arm went
well around it. Even her hair looked attractive tonight, though it was
short. Her mother liked it better short, instead of long the way she
had worn it when she was younger. What a time she had had earlier
trying to make it stay down instead of jumping up in impertinent
little curls which her mother detested. And here was Russell ruffling
it with his hand, saying how attractive the wayward curls were.
She shivered with happiness. Not even the thoughts of Russell's
wife or of her mother home alone could interfere with her sharp
dance steps. How like the school dances she remembered. She had
never been a wallflower, never sat down except to exchange intimate
words with her many friends. And all the dance contests she had
entered. She remembered the small pink comb she had won and still
kept in her purse. This feeling of happiness amazed her. It was so
unlike her feeling that morning when she had awakened heavy and
slow, dreading another confrontation with her mother.
"I'm going," she had said to her, placing her breakfast on the bed
beside her. "I haven't been to a dance for over a year," she whined.
"I'm not staying home tonight." But her words had been peevish like
those of a thwarted child.
Russell had asked her over and over again to go to these dances
held outside of town, but she had said no, not so much because he
was married but because she could not face her mother's arguments.
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On Friday he had called her at work and insisted this was the best
dance of the year. It was the Spring Dance. She had accepted.
Her intention to go had prompted her mother's usual catalogue
of excuses: she was an old woman and alone, she might have a
relapse, there would be no one to get her dinner, the spring cleaning
would not be finished on time. Chloris had just opened the window
of her mother's room and the scent of lilacs had flooded in, then been
overpowered by the smell of medicines from the bedside table.
Behind her, the litany of abuse had continued: "You are an unnatural child, all you care about is having a good time and seeing me
dead. You might as well be the child of no one."
She had spent the day dragging rugs outside, washing floors, and
dusting. Each time she had stopped by an open window to let the
smell of the lilacs refresh her, she had been reprimanded by her
mother.
When she had gone to cook lunch her mother finally left her
alone. She had opened the kitchen window but it was hopeless, the
lilacs could not compete with the frying foods. Upstairs she could
hear her mother washing her hair and curling it. Now, she had
thought, she will sit under the dryer with one of her popular medical
books and discover new symptoms to threaten me with; but she
added aloud to herself, "She is an old woman."
After lunch she had resumed the cleaning, and by four o'clock she
had been exhausted.
She had gone to her room, flung the window open and smelt the
lilacs. Her room was just above the tree. She could almost touch the
flowers. It had been the lilacs more than anything that had given
her the strength to say she would go; the lilacs from the tree she and
her father had planted when she was a child. It had taken it several
years to grow and bloom but when it had her father would help her
gather the blossoms and arrange them about the house. Now her
mother did not allow them inside. Their scent aggravated her vague
disorders. Those lilacs had also adorned the last dance of the last
school year where she had made plans for college with Danny. She
had even brought a small bouquet of lilacs to her father's funeral but
they had lost their power among the stronger scented flowers. And
she had given Danny a few lilacs tied with a green ribbon when he
had left for college and she had not. Every spring those lilacs had
returned accompanied by a touch of excitement, a touch of rebellion.
It was the lilacs that had brought her here on Russell's arm and sent
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her whirling about this room intoxicated with pleasure and her unusual reflection in the mirror.
As the evening progressed she danced closer and closer to Russell.
When the lights dimmed he kissed her, softly pushing her lips apart.
Her body was warm with movement and sensations. Her memory
played tricks with her awareness. She could almost believe she was
the same girl who had danced with Danny so long ago.
It was already midnight. She had caught sight of the clock in the
corner. It would take an hour and a half to drive home. She felt she
had left her mother alone long enough. But the thought of returning
to her mother awakened the soreness in her muscles. She was so tired
she could barely walk to the car without Russell's arm.
She slept all the way back to town, waking only as Russell was
parking the car inside the driveway.
A dim light filtered into the car from the street lamp. For a second
she thought it was Danny leaning towards her, but the smell of sweet
after-shave identified Russell beside her. He kissed her again more
forcefully, pushing apart her lips, smoothing the soft flesh of her
tongue with his tongue. After a small effort his lips were on her
breasts. His fingers had instantly found the opening between her legs
and were searching the folds of her inner lips. She tightened her
knees against his arm. It was warm and moist, this evening with its
scent of lilacs that drifted into the car. One or two waves of perfume
reached her then yielded to Russell's after-shave and was lost. This
was what she wanted, what she had wanted for months. There had
never been enough of this, as there was never enough of spring, of
lilacs, of time to herself. She kept her eyes open, she did not want to
lose a minute of it. It might have to last her goodness knows how
long. She saw her dress raised above her thighs, crushing the bundle
of lilacs at her waist. Her small triangle of hair was soft and expectant; then suddenly Russell was pressing his way deep inside her with
an urgency that hurt her, as quickly there was the sound of readjusing, zipping and tidying up. A small current of displeasure ran
through her and came out as a sigh. She opened the car window
letting the heady moistness of the night appease her excitement.
"I'm married, Chloris, you understand," Russell whispered.
She understood. Nothing had happened, nothing at all. She had
no claims and she did not want any. But strangely enough she felt as
if something had been claimed from her. Silly, she thought, I haven't
been a virgin since the highschool dance and there was nothing
claimed then. She buried the thought in her mind.
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On the porch she could smell the lilacs again. But now they
reminded her of medicines and after-shave.
"I'll call you tomorrow," Russell said from the car. She hoped he
would.
Next morning she brought her mother's breakfast a few minutes
late.
"Don't think because you stay out all night you can forget your
duties, Chloris. What were you doing in the driveway all that time."
"Making love, mother."
"That is not funny, that is disgusting. You could have given me a
relapse with that strange car parked in my driveway. My breakast is
cold now. You know if there is one thing I look forward to it's a hot
breakfast and considering you had a good time the least you can do
is bring it in hot. You better start the cleaning, I'll call you if I need
you."
All day Chloris worked on the spring cleaning. Every time the
phone rang her heart jumped. But it was always for her mother.
After the week was over Chloris gave up hope of hearing from
Russell. That Friday night as usual, she was going to clean her
mother's room. As she was climbing the stairs with the dust cloth and
the vacuum cleaner the phone rang.
"Hello, Chloris?"
"Yes."
"This is Russell, how are you."
From the extension her mother's annoyed voice interrupted him.
"Chloris, it is time for my room to be cleaned. You know I like it
cleaned on time."
"Mother, I'll be up in a minute. Please hang up." When the
receiver clicked Russell resumed.
"Are we alone?"
"Yes."
"Listen, tomorrow night I want to go to my camp at Lake Minnow. It needs a little spring cleaning, but you can straighten that out
in minutes and it has a comfortable bed, better than the car. I'll pick
you up at five. Oh, I like my women to be on time."
For an instant she thought she was being ordered by her mother to
perform one more chore. She was aware again of a small current of
displeasure running through her.
"No," she said and the sound of her voice was foreign to her. She
wanted to go, she could almost hear the rustle of the trees over the
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cabin, she could feel the pressure of Russell's hands between her
thighs. "No," she repeated.
"What do you mean, is it the day, we'll go on Sunday."
"No, not any day, Russell."
"I am not going to ask you again. Listen is it because I'm married.
Bloody women, you always have to be exclusive, don't you."
"No Russell, I couldn't care less about your being married. That
at least is not my problem. Never mind, I really don't want to see you
again." The tears were smothering her voice. She hung up the phone
and sat down; convulsive sobs shook her body. She let herself cry as
hard and as long as there were sobs in her. When she stopped she
felt light and slightly intoxicated. Her mother was calling her.
"Chloris, my room."
"Be quiet, mother, I will come in a while."
"Chloris."
"I said be quiet."
There was not a sound in the house except for her heavy breathing; for a moment she became aware of having subdued all the other
disturbances around her. She felt elated. She left the dust cloth and
the vacuum and went upstairs.
"Well, how dare you talk to your mother in that voice. You might
have given me a relapse. You know I like my room to be cleaned on
time. Hurry now."
"No mother."
"What do you mean, No?"
"I mean no, I cannot give you a relapse, no I will not clean your
room now, and no just plain no."
In her room, she opened her window and allowed the lilacs to fill
it. There were no other scents now that could subdue them. They
had won an uncertain mastery over the spring air. Chloris sat by the
window. Every once in awhile the thin white curtains parted and she
could see and smell her lilac tree. She felt deeply affected, remembering that it had taken several years for that lilac tree to bring forth its
scented flowers and that now it would continue to do so for the next
thirty years. The thought soothed her growing loneliness.
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Barbara Curry / Two Poems

BLACK SWAN
he is a black swan
with an orange beak
he stays out of range
in the middle of this pond
he is a black pond
with an orange swan
that swims
by submerged feet
on smoked glass goblets
he is a black beak
with an orange tongue
that grates the smooth surface
of the sanguine fish
which has been torn into several pieces
by the broken glass edge of that beak
he is a black swan swimming
in the centre of this pond
he will not use his wings
except to create a shadow
like that of quivered arrows
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THERE ARE NEWSPAPERS
there are newspapers
blowing across this lawn
and the roses that you planted
and pruned
have unbroken blood-blister hips
even in opening this gate
my fingertips freeze to the metal
and all my blood cannot melt
the skin that is frozen
before the spearhead of pain numbs my limbs
I jerk back to the sidewalk —
the gate is still open
shards of skin like icicles
hang from it
when more snow falls
they will be hidden
if spring ever comes
they will blacken and fall
to fertilize your bare garden
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Isobel English

LOW

TIDE

'Chartreuse green — the Charterhouse of Parma — Void des jolis
violets de Parme . . .'
In the winter shrivelling months, crouched over the gas-fire, to say
these words is to drop the sealed cockle-shell into a tooth glass, and
wait for the flimsy Japanese paper to burst out into the full maturity
of stored remembrance; everything tightly compressed, memory
dovetailed within memory, worn smooth, now completely painless:
the long avenue of limes; the reflection of green light in green water;
sitting at a table in the open. This Maytime holiday season there are
small white almost invisible flowers on the trees that give out an
amazing fragrance; and yet it is something connected with the sea's
bed that is caught shimmering within the tall glass, it takes me flying
over the tops of the battlements (for this city is walled in, locked
away from the sea that surrounds its three sides), back to the time
when I was twelve; the cadence is natural enough in words, colours
and textures; the mark of that day I still carry, a small puckering of
the skin on the outside of my foot.

I was walking back over the sands at low tide with my mother
from Lancieux, where we had been to buy crisp pastry boats filled
with grapes that floated in a sea of yellow syrup.
I raced ahead over the corrugated stretch, enjoying the ridges
that did not crumble under the weight of my instep. I shouted back
to my mother: "Do you realize we're walking on the bottom of the
sea? We've no right to be here at all."
Before we reached the Saint Jacut coastline, the waves flattened
out as if the sea had no rippling marks to imprint at the land's edge.
A layer of mud, creamy and almost entirely free from the grit of
powdered shells, spread out around us —-a transitory state before the
beach dried up into the white sugar of an inland cove. Here and
there were brilliant patches of seagrass like vestigial remains on a
great smooth body. I made deliberately for these patches, sinking my
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feet into the sucking richness, drawing out a grey booted foot, watching the hard crust form almost immediately it came in contact with
the air. My mother picked her way carefully; I noticed that her feet
were white as bone, only a few grains of silver and black flecked her
rosy ankles, flushed to a violent pink, for she had the sensitive skin of
a red-head. The word "Titian" held for me a secret and powerful
meaning long before I had ever heard of the painter. It was muttered
and incanted like a sorcerer's spell by all the members of my mother's
family — it was a family inheritance; one that I did not possess.
The jetty of the petit port grew out over the rocks. It was fringed
with dark iodine seaweed. A few fishing boats lay over on their sides
like broken limbs waiting for the tide to ease them out of their stiff
positions. I walked carefully round the anchor chains, keeping an eye
open for broken glass or old tins. The green patches were getting
scarcer as the crumbly shingle began — a ribbon of no-man's land
lying between the earth and the sea. Just as I was about to cross over
the crisp surface, I noticed a little to the left of me, and set back a
few yards from the shingle, a solitary tuft of waving seagrass — an
isolated patch that was hardly a patch at all, but little more than a
fringe of green hair that the wind softly lifted now and then. I ran
back for a last delicious sensation before walking up on to the dry
beach. This time the mud pulled and sucked at my feet with more
fervour. I stood for a moment transfixed, a statue rivetted to the sea's
bed, feeling with pleasure the open panorama -— the two fingers of
land that were alternately separated and united by the ebb and flow
of the tide; the high ceiling of the sky; and the nearness of the hot
cliffside that buzzed with complicated insect life within its thick gorse
and sweet eglantine.
Suddenly I felt a sharp and agonizing pain. I must have screamed
out; my mother moved silently on the beach where she had been
waiting for me, throwing her arms about in a distracted way; I
thought that I heard cries of distress, and above them, the idea
dropped into my mind even before I had absorbed her fears — "the
quicksands." As I grew heavier, the mud sucked greedily at my legs,
bubbling a little with the effort; already it reached to the middle of
my calves.
"Spread yourself out," my mother shouted, "right out like a tablecloth. Try and throw yourself forward!" Her commands were far
away, she was in another world, connected only by the weakening
wavelengths of living communication. I was sinking fast down into
the bowels of the mud. I threw my head backwards in a great effort
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to see the sky — you simply can't look down at the death that is
coming to you. I flung out my arms, and then it was I lost my
balance; my head hit the hard moist sand, my back and thighs
arched against the resisting land; only my feet and legs bent now
with the effort of the backward fall still dabbled in the sticky bottomless hole.
My mother dragged me up roughly. "You fool, you fool," she
cried, the tears of relief and anger flowing over her face. "Now
quickly, we must find a rock pool."
I sat on the limpet-crusted rocks dabbling my feet in a warm pool.
Plumes of dark mud clouded the water, but within their so soon
disintegrating darkness there was a darker and thicker curl that
seemed to be coming from the side of my foot: "I think my little
toe's off, it must have been one of those razor shells buried in the
mud." I lifted my washed foot out of the water and watched the
fresh blood drip down my ankle away from the half severed toe. The
sight of this redness awoke in my mother the most violent and primitive feelings; she began to cry and upbraid me and pray to God for
direction all in one and the same breath. I realized that I should
have to organize my own journey of a mile and a half back to the
pension where we were staying.
I looked up the cliffside and straight into the empty glazed eyes of
a villa, the seaside home of two widows of small aristocratic connection. Our relationship with them, although of many years standing,
had always been of the most formal kind, and heralded every
summer by the presentation of cards on each side before conversation
at close range could take place.
In a moment of delirious pain, I visualized my mother leaping like
a mountain goat up the cliff-path, over the moss and carpet of wild
thyme, round to the front door of the house, and leaving a card. This
side of the house did not look over the sea, but into a narrow lane
overshadowed on one side by another high cliff, whose worked and
long since quarried face had become bearded with lichen and thick
flowering ivy; its blunted edges were black and mysterious; they
harboured the softly-clinging bat and the sharp beaked night bird
that waited for the first shadows to fall.
"You'll have to get me up over those rocks to the de Treymes, I
couldn't walk through the gorse."
The two sisters who must have been at their salon window came
out when they saw us struggling up the rocks. They helped me to a
wicker chair with a foot-rest, on their closed-in verandah. I under76

stand now why they did not let me in to their cool salon. At the time,
I looked longingly through the open french windows and yearned to
be out of the white inescapable sun. Inside, I could see a tall backed
chair pulled up to the window where sat their mother Madame
D'Orme, bobbing her head from side to side to see what was going
on outside; she was a little shrivelled gooseberry of a woman who had
(so my mother informed me) ennobled herself with the territorial
'de' on the marriage of her elder daughter to the Viscomte de
Treymes. Needlework lilies sprouted up behind her back, a magnificent sheaf worked by herself when she had been an affianced girl —
they were worthy of a bridal bouquet, or a funeral wreath. Now, she
was weak in the head, not always able to attract the attention of
Marie, the femme de chambre, and a foetid staleness hung around
that strangely enough seemed to emanate from these lilies.
The remembrance of this unpleasant smell when I had been
closeted one day with the old woman, who insisted on offering me
sugared almonds out of an empty box, seemed all at once to give an
unbearable and sickening quality to the whole scene. My mother,
now completely recovered from the shock, chattered and gesticulated
in French with the two sisters in their black buttoned dresses. I leaned
as politely as I could over the edge of the chair and vomited on to
their nice stone verandah. In a second I was attended to; undiluted
cognac was forced between my lips, and a cloth soaked in eau de
cologne wiped across my face and hands.
"Pauvre petit chou," they cried together, smiling and clapping
their hands in mock surprise, tactfully spreading sheets of newspapers
over the nasty little mess I had made.
We were offered English tea, which my mother in the circumstances accepted. Our intrusion was suddenly turned into a delightful
visit. I thought of the cakes we had bought at Lancieux; they had
disappeared, perhaps she had left them on the beach and, if they
were not yet melted by the sun, they would float away — little boats
on the incoming tide.
The talk had now changed from the jerky rhythm of well mannered enquiry and reply to the more sustained buzz of narrative.
With my eyes closed, floating in the shallow world between sleep and
consciousness, I tried to accustom myself to the agonizing pulse that
had started up in my foot. I heard the well-worn words from one of
the sisters that had ceased to have any meaning for her — except in
the actual feat of spinning them off her tongue. "It was most extraordinary," she was saying, "you see we could hear him singing
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through these open windows — 'aux jardins de mon pere les lilas
sont fleuris' in his booming, guttural voice, as he came across the
sands from the other side." She clapped her hands in time to the
sturdy rhythm. "Then, it seemed that his tone became more violent,
until it wasn't singing any more but a penetrating cry of Au secours.
We went out on to the verandah but we could see nothing, there was
no moon that night, we could only hear the rush of the approaching
sea. Back in the salon we shut the windows to try and muffle the
sound of his cries, but they seemed to come through the cracks and
up under the floorboards, all night long, Au secours — Au secours.
In the morning, the girl from the village who helps in the kitchen,
told us that it was the eighteen-year-old son of the baker who was
missing. He had been drinking with some friends at a tabac in
Ploubalay, and let the time slip by. Then, a little tipsy from too much
cider, he had decided to take a chance and walk back over the sands
telling his friends that he would avoid the incoming tide by keeping
well up the mouth of the estuary. He had forgotten the quicksands
that lie just off the land's edge, all round in large and small pockets.
They never found his body — nothing except his cloth cap that was
washed up a few days later down by the port. It was resting on a tuft
of green seaweed that the fishermen strangely enough call les cheveux de la mer.
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Ernest Hekkanen

I WORK IN T H E CITY
It was quick. I saw their reflections in the window as they came up
on the blind side of the station. Before I could get around the counter
they burst into view, hoods pulled over their heads, brandishing
knives that caught the glimmer of the canopy lights. I got to the door
too late. The short guy shoved it back against my hand. I grabbed at
him. He drove the knife in my arm, spinning me to the floor, his knee
finding my back.
"Shut up, and stay shut up. Otherwise you're gonna find yourself
talking out of a slit in your throat."
He yanked my hair, forcing the knife against my neck. I heard his
friend open the till. Maybe they would get seventy or eighty dollars.
I know my breathing was short and came in rasps. I didn't realize I
had been stabbed, only that the blade had pricked.
"What's in this thing with the STP sticker?" It was the guy behind
the till. His voice grated like he might be a little nervous. He was
referring to the strongbox beneath the counter. Periodically at night
I make deposits. Only the float is kept in the till. Regulations. We've
been hit before.
" W e l l . . . " The guy with the knife jerked my hair.
"I don't know."
He pushed the knife against my throat. "It's a bad time to start
lying."
"I don't have the key. The supervisor does."
It was 2 a.m. I told myself to keep cool, to sink into myself and
wait. The other guy stepped over me. I noticed he was wearing boots.
Then I heard the telephone crash.
"Come on. Let's go."
The door banged back against the wall. I stumbled to my feet.
Two hold-ups had taught me what to do. I ran around the station.
There was a fence they had to jump over to get to the alley. I saw
the car, a white Impala, but I missed the license number in the dark.
I don't remember thinking. One never does in those circumstances.
But I was reacting well.
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We keep an emergency telephone in the rear of the station, another
regulation. In seconds I was dialing. I was lucky. The call went right
through.
"Police. Emergency."
The address of the station was on my tongue.
"Can you describe them?"
"Better. I saw the car. A white Impala with red trim. Headed
north on Semilin. There were two guys. They were wearing hoods.
The short one stabbed me."
Only then did I realize I had been stabbed deep. The whole length
of my arm was warm. Blood dripped from my fingers, landing in
flakes on the concrete. So far the pain hadn't hit.
Already a description of the car was going out. I felt I could hear
the night break with sudden activity. Usually nights are quiet in the
fall. There are a few customers. The drunks can be belligerent.
"Hang on until a car gets there. Meanwhile describe what you can
about them."
A police car pulled into the lot. The beacon flashed red and blue.
Two more cruisers streaked by in the street. Not long before a flusher
had gone by. The wet pavement glistened like glass.
The policeman pushed back the door. There was an harassed look
on his face. He had a lean, slopping face and a lantern jaw. I'd met
him on another hold-up. We exchanged a glance.
"When did it happen?"
"Just a while ago. Two minutes at the most. I ran around the
station to get a look at the car."
He looked at the blood dripping from my hand.
"Bad?"
"I don't think so."
Another cruiser pulled into the lot while I was taking off my shirt.
I remember a customer being annoyed because he couldn't get gas.
I tried to answer the questions as they were hurled at me, succeeding
badly in my own mind. During a hold-up there is high-pitched calm.
You do things automatically, your responses dictated by survival.
Only afterward does your adrenalin start to flow, making you jumpy
despite yourself.
"There were two of them. Early twenties. I'm not positive though,
because they were wearing hoods."
"What sort of hoods?"
"Like pillowcases, only not so large. There were eyeholes."
"How about their clothes?"
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"The short one was dressed in denim. The other I didn't get a
good look at. I noticed his boots, though. Cowboy boots. There was
a design on the toe."
"What sort of design?"
"A rosette."
Every detail counts. I was remembering more than I thought I
could. Your eye takes things in and your mind has to spit them out.
It's agonizing. You fumble. Things come back suddenly, sometimes
hours later. I was doing my best. Plus, my arm was beginning to
ache. The wound wasn't large but the blade had hit bone.
The second cop went out to his car. He came back. "There's an
ambulance on the way. Why don't you sit down before you fall
down?"
I was shaking, my hands were ice cold, but I didn't want to sit
down. I had to keep moving to work off the extra energy.
"You said there was a car?"
"Impala. White with red trim. '61 or '62."
"License number?"
"The lights were off. I missed it."
The second cop offered me a cigarette. I'd quit smoking two
months before but I took it anyway. He pushed a lighter at me. I
bounced the tip of the cigarette in the flame. Finally some smoke got
down in my lungs and I could breathe easy.
"You're starting up my habit again."
The first cop scribbled something in his notepad. His hand
cramped the pen so hard I thought the pen would break.
"Name?"
"Ed Delong."
He took down my address, my phone number, my age and general
description. "How much cash was in the till? Did they touch anything? How did you contact us? Who's your employer? Can he get
someone here to replace you?"
The ambulance pulled up beside the office. The attendants got
out. I remember them hovering around me. They wrapped my arm
in some gauze while I went through the story again. Generally you
go through it two or three times. The police check and double-check
in the hope of dredging up details. In a way it is good. You talk out
what has happened and it doesn't scare you.
A few minutes later there was a call. The second cop took it on his
squawk box.
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"We have them. There was a wreck. Nothing serious. Injuries to
the driver, is all."
There was only the mopping up to do. I checked the cash register
tape and figured how much money had been taken. Eighty-one
dollars and a little silver.
"Oh, yeah. I initialled some of the bills. Some ones and twos."
"Good man."
There was a feeling of elation. I commended the police. Coming
from me it took on a different flavor. My hair is long. I wear clothes
some may type me by.
The ambulance ride was smooth. No hurry. I remember the
attendant took my pulse, my blood pressure. He was a young guy and
didn't know how to fill out the form.
"Make it out to compensation." The driver was thirty-five. His
face was haggard. You could bet he had seen people smashed,
broken, dying. His eyes were experienced and knew pain.
"How do you feel?" the young guy said.
"Lazy."
"Would you like to lie down?"
"No, I'll sit."
A mild case of shock is euphoric. You look at things with detachment. When you come down you feel carved out inside.
At the hospital there was the usual wait. I was shown to one place
and then another. A woman asked me questions. Name. Address.
Medical number. Her attitude was no help. Visible in her smile was
a trace of annoyance.
"How were you stabbed? A fight?"
"On the job," I said. "I was robbed."
Maybe it was her tiredness, her effort to fight sleep. Her smile
looked as if it were pasted on. I disliked her. She had the instincts of
a born predator.
"Maybe you ought to get another job."
I didn't reply. After all, what did she know? I got up from the
operating table she had told me to lie down on. A sticky foulness
coated my mouth.
"You're not supposed to walk around in here," she said. She was
short. Her eyes were watery. She might have taken something to stay
awake. I decided to let the remark slide. My wound was minor and
she was trying to make me feel the size of my wound.
"How long is the doctor going to take?"
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"It's busy tonight, but he should be here any minute."
Of course, I got an intern. He squeezed and poked the wound to
make it bleed. By then the pain had hit. My arm was throbbing
from my shoulder down to my wrist.
"Have you had a tetanus shot lately?"
"Not in the last six years."
He wasn't good at giving shots. He did something wrong and stuck
the needle in again. "I hope it didn't hurt."
"No worse than the stab," I said. I was in a lousy mood. I got the
feeling I was being a lot of bother.
"If you have any trouble see your family doctor."
By noon my arm would swell up like a sausage. A muscle would
tear loose, the skin would bloat with blood, but noon was a long way
off.
I was supposed to wait until the police came to get me. I sat
around for a while but the mood of the emergency ward began to
get to me. At night there are a lot of desolate, beat-up people hanging
around. Their faces are gray, lifeless masks. Faint moans drift in the
corridors, shattered by occasional loud shrieks or crying. I wanted
someplace that was quiet so I went up the street to a coffee shop I
knew would be open. I looked a mess. My undershirt was stained
with blood. My arm was wrapped in gauze. I know I startled the
waitress but I didn't care.
The city is a hungry place. It chews up people and spits them out.
You have to be careful. Choose the wrong street and you end up in
the dump. Take the guys who had robbed me. They had designed
their lives without knowing it. It was going to be hard on them. But
I didn't care, I didn't feel any sympathy. The city does that to you.
"Another coffee?"
"Please."
The waitress wanted to know. She didn't say anything but her
eyes were questioning me. "I was robbed," I said. "At work."
The coffee was warm. It gave me something to go on. I knew I
had to think about what had happened. A cruiser went by in the
street. It reminded me that I had to get in touch with the police
before they started wondering what had become of me.
"Did you notice anything about their apparel?" the prosecutor
would ask.
"One was wearing cowboy boots. There was a rosette on the toe."
The guys who held me up would be convicted and sent to prison.
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They would look at me with hatred in their eyes, as if I had personally contrived what had happened to them. Later one would commit
suicide by hanging himself.
I paid for my coffee and left. The street was quiet. The sky was
getting light behind the dark, silent buildings. And momentarily I
felt the weight of my life.
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Zbigniew Herbert / Three Poems
Translated by John Carpenter

THE WALL
We are standing under the wall. Our youth has been taken off like a
shirt from the condemned men. We wait. Before the fat bullet will
sit on the nape of the neck, ten, twenty years pass. The wall is high
and strong. Behind the wall is a tree and a star. The tree pries at the
wall with its roots. The star nibbles the stone like a mouse. In a
hundred, two hundred years there will already be a small window.

MAD WOMAN
Her burning look holds me tightly in an embrace. She says words
mixed with dreams. She invites. You will be happy if you come to
believe me and if you hitch your cart to a star. She is gentle when she
nurses the clouds with her breasts, but when calm leaves her she runs
on the seashore and throws her arms into the sky.
In her eyes I see how two angels have come to stand at my shoulders: the pale, malicious angel of Irony and the powerful, loving
angel of Schizophrenia.
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ORNAMENTAL YET

TRUE

Three-dimensional illustrations from deplorable textbooks. They are
deathly white with dry hair, an empty quiver and a wilted thyrsus.
They stand immobile, on barren islands, among the living stones
under a leafy sky. Symmetrical Aphrodite, Jove mourned by his dogs,
Bacchus drunk with plaster. A disgrace to nature. The lichen of the
gardens.
The real gods entered the skin of stones only for a short time and
unwillingly. The immense enterprise — of thunder and dawns, hunger and golden rains—required unusual mobility. They ran from
burning cities, they sailed to distant islands clinging to a wave. In
beggars' rags they crossed the frontiers of ages and civilizations.
Hunted and hunting, sweating, noisy, in the unending pursuit of
fleeing humanity.
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Ted Hughes / Two Poems

SKIN...
Skin
Made out the company of grass.
Grass pricked it
In its language
Smelling fellow earth, but somehow nervous.
Skin tightened
Suppressing its reflex
Shudder of dawn —
Thinking, it is beginning, just fingerings
At my knots,
Then will come rippings, and drenchings of world-light
And my naked joy
Will be lifted out with shouts of joy —
And if that is the end of me
Let it be the end of me.
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SO M U C H GOING ON . . .
So much going on
Round the apple tree.
A door swinging gently, creak-soft,
To the congregation of airs.
A doorway, with movements, incense, voices
Beyond it.
The tree-creeper inches up, abrupt inches,
Clockwork expert,
Accepting fat offerings
From the steady face of dark flame, so steady,
The furnace's flame-surface
So naked, slender
A shiverer, a girl tree
A god's
Vertical altar.
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Hank Johnsen / Three Poems

CONFESSIONS
I
yes it is true
it was true all along
the tree has slept
with the mountain
perhaps it was
buried in flesh
like shell fragments
and could not be
prevented
II
it is also true
that incest is commonplace
among colours
i cannot defend
the obvious
III
true
that under the moving night
bodies
erected from earth
dissolve into one another
all these things i confess
as i confess
to my involvement
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REVOLUTION
for Karl Sandor
what was not gagged
was buried
too deep to hear
silence
a bomb imploding
down into
the mind
above
the city dry as bonedust
under the streets
a small quaking
but
in the country flesh
the roots noisy
with becoming
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THE ENDS HAVE MET
cats came first
slick and black as ice
sometimes giants
and once
a giantess
the visions
turned plausible
elevator cables snapped
trucks swerved too slowly
and now
the ends have met
last night
sirens
burned through the film
of dream

9i

Marilyn Julian

BLUE

RING

Every year she grew large very mild Spanish onions that cost as high
as fifty cents in the stores. In late summer, early autumn, when the
warm days blended into nippy cold days, she kicked over the yellow
green tops, saving one only for seed. When the tops dried she pulled
the onions out with her hands, brushed the clinging earth off and
hung them up in a cool dry place. From September onward, over
winter and into spring, she ate an onion a week. She liked the mellow
tang of the first onion in September and the powerful flush it gave
to her face.
Flush of power.
The first one she sliced thick and ate with mild cheddar cheese in
a sandwich. After that she ate them in salad, in soup, in stew, fried,
baked with meat, creamed and in every kind of sandwich for lunch.
She liked the sharp clean smell the onions gave her, and her house
and clothing. She was careful to use cold water when working with
them so they did not squirt into her eyes and make her weep.
She lived alone, the best possible existence. No one complained
about what she ate.
On the day she had eaten her first onion sandwich, a Sunday in
September, a queer thing happened. As she was eating the sandwich,
enjoying the mellow tang and feeling the flush of power on her face,
she thought about how complacent she was, how she did not mind
being alone, that being alone was good for some people.
An hour later as she read the Saturday newspaper and waited for
a good Sunday movie to come on T V there was a knock on the door.
She glanced in the kitchen mirror. Her face looked greasy and
flushed. But if she stopped to rinse it, whoever it was might go away.
At the door stood a young man wearing a black club jacket. A blue
ring on his right hand reminded her of something. She saw that the
man had sandy hair and babyish good skin. But the skin was crinkled
around his eyes and when he opened his mouth she noticed about
four teeth were missing from the left side of his upper gums.
"Hi," he said. "Barthe used to have straw. Do you still have
straw? I don't need much. It's for my dog's house."
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He held the aluminum screen door open far too wide. She stared
at the green lawn behind him, thinking about all of it crawling in.
She tried to make the connection between the young man and her
late husband.
"Yes," she said. "I can get you some. Could you close the door, or
come on in. I must get a coat on or something."
He stepped back.
"Oh no. The kids are in the car, and my wife. Carol's with me."
The door swung shut and she went back to the kitchen, wondering
why she had said that about the coat. It was warm enough not to
wear a coat. She was also thinking about how to tussel the straw
down from the shed, and the blue ring. Carol? She knew the name,
and the pieces started to fit. The young man had never been to the
house before, but she knew she had met this couple somewhere with
Barthe. The name was gone. She took a good heavy coat with a hood
from the hall closet.
The wife was sitting in the front seat of the car and two young
boys with fair hair were hanging over her from the back.
She waved and the wife waved back.
She showed the young man where the straw was then watched
him and his two boys, who had scooted around the corner of the
shed to be with their dad, tussel a bale out of the pile. At the foot of
the pile were seven black clumps of dog faeces. A strange dog must
be living in the shed, but she did not intend to do anything about it.
The man carried the bale on his shoulder out to his car trunk and
the two boys ran ahead of him to jump back into the backseat.
The wife had the car door open, her short legs resting out of it on
the ground. She thought how much alike the husband and wife
looked — both short and small in build, with sandy hair and babyish
good looks.
"You eat tomatoes, don't you?" she asked the wife.
"Yes."
"Just a minute, I'll get you some."
She went into the house for a paper sack, then stopped at her
garden table with the shaky legs next to the house and began filling
the sack.
She heard the wife say, "She's getting us some tomatoes."
Then both the husband and the wife appeared round the hedge,
the wife clasping her arms around herself and shivering.
"This be enough?"
" O h yes, plenty. Thanks."
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"Don't you get lonely out here?" the young man asked.
"No."
She folded over the top of the sack and tested it for strength.
"That should hold," she said.
"How long have you lived here?" the wife asked with a violent
shiver.
She tilted her head and looked at the couple, trying to remember
something.
"I don't know," she said, before she realized what an odd answer
that was.
"Long time eh? I guess you don't remember," the wife smiled.
"Do you still work?"
"Part of the time," she answered.
That was another odd answer. What did it mean? "I work part of
every day," she clarified. "These tomatoes are excellent for juicing
this year, also good for seedlings next. Are you sure this is enough?"
"Oh plenty. Yes thanks."
The couple said, "Bye now," smiling, starting to disappear around
the hedge.
"Tell Barthe I was here! Don't forget!" the young man shouted.
"I will!"
When she stood inside the house, her back against the closed door,
she felt giddy. She went into the kitchen and wandered back and
forth between the sink and the table. She stared then at the newspaper she had been reading, but it seemed to be blank paper. What
would the young couple do with those tomatoes? Would they throw
them out?
Barthe came in and sat down in his chair at the table. He spoke,
but she did not listen to what he said. She knew it was he because she
saw the blue ring on his left hand. She had something to tell him,
but she waited an hour and a half.
Time magazine lay open in front of her with an article and black
and white photographs of homosexuals. GAY I S BEAUTIFUL, it said,
and a cowboy tried to marry his horse. She wondered what they
looked like in colour.
It took her an hour and a half to read the article, memorizing all
the words. AVENGE OSCAR WILDE. Then she said, "The young man
was here with his two boys and Carol, his wife. He wanted straw for
his dog. I gave them some good tomatoes."
"What did the dog look like?"
"They all looked alike, like a family, but the dog looked like a
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large hound — brown head and ears, its body was black and white.
I don't know where they put it in the car, maybe on the backseat."
Barthe laughed, then stood up and went away. She saw his blue
ring disappearing.
She finished reading Saturday's newspaper. It also contained an
article about a militant homosexual. She put the Time magazine
beside the black and white newspaper photograph, and noticed that
two men wore uniforms and had the same face. Both were in the
military and were coming out. She wondered what that meant.
She started thinking about the onion and cheese sandwich, and
wondered if she should have told Barthe. But he hated onions in any
shape. He would have thrown up. That was the best part about
living by herself. No one objected to what she ate.
She rolled up the Time magazine like a funnel, lifted it to her left
eye and stared down to the end. She saw the kitchen sink first, then
the rack of drying seeds.
Because it was so early she opened her ACCOUNT OF L I F E book
and made an entry about the first onion, another about the young
man's blue ring, and a third — so she could start a new page —
about something that had happened some weeks back: A truck
overturned and all the brooms and shovels fell on the road. She
understood now the connection between the brooms and shovels and
the chickens. The chickens had fallen out at the same place twenty
pages ago.
"People are always carrying things around," she said. "Everything
happens in rings."
She did not think Barthe would have understood that. Anyway,
if she had a baby it would be born hating onions.
It was time for the good Sunday movie, Summertime on Global 6.
Katherine Hepburn arrived gasping in Venice wearing baggy clothes
to disguise her thinness. She was also carrying a camera and looking
for a man. She was ashamed to be alone. However, the fourth or
fifth person she met was an American-speaking woman with a dead
husband. The woman was blonde, operated the pensione — the
hotel? — and leaned forward expectantly as if to be kissed. Katherine
fell into a canal with her camera and lost her innocence with
Rossano Brazzi, but kept her shame, being alone.
Mrs. Barthe wondered what she looked like in colour. She wondered if the onions would repeat on her this year. All summer she
had eaten cucumbers. Every year she grew large mild cucumbers
that cost as high as fifty cents in the stores. Barthe had never liked
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them, unless they were pickled. The best part about living alone was
that no one cared what she ate.
After the news she turned off the TV, wondering why the condition of all accident and shooting victims was reported "stable."
She lived alone. That was the best part. She felt Barthe sink into his
side of the bed. She fell asleep wondering what the young couple
would do with the tomatoes. Would they throw them out?
Barthe lay awake. He felt something growing in his head. He
thought of that kind of candy called Blackballs that melted away in
rings of different colours until nothing remained but a hard bitter
seed. One thing he knew for sure: he was not unhappy. He did not
believe being alone was good for some people. You could eat together
for one thing, as long as no one ate onions. He hated onions, and
could smell them several miles away. He had been born hating them.
Like Blackballs they reminded him of bitterness and futility. He
liked things that did not fall apart. Besides smelling bad and making
him weep, onions were unstable. If you cut them they fell apart. Life
wasn't like that. It was something else. He didn't know what. He
twisted the blue ring on his left hand, feeling complacent and stable.
The bitter seed growing for a minute in his head had been bitten
through, and he fell asleep holding his right hand in his left.
He dreamed of children dancing in a ring. Mrs. Barthe saw them
break apart and throw each other out. Mr. Barthe breathed in. Mrs.
Barthe breathed out.
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Yuri Vidov Karageorge

MIDSUMMER LIGHTS
My mother had just awakened me. I got up lazily, walked through
the room and opened the window. The morning light stroked me
with its cool brightness. I closed my eyes and saw our street —
immersed in abundant light — lined on either side by low houses of
red brick. Along the right side there was the row of electric poles;
their glittering wires pulled out into a long straight line that vanished
at last into the distance. The road itself was unpaved, the hot
summer sun had baked the top soil, turning it into fine grayish-white
dust. During the day, only a few youngsters lingered on the street,
but at vesper-time groups of people sat in front of the houses and
spoke quietly till late hours. This was our street. Often, I thought
that there was nothing in the world beyond it.
That morning I was going to the Corner Store down the road,
where my mother had sent me to buy flour. I walked slowly, with a
certain surprise in my eyes, my head and shoulders slightly swinging.
I felt joyous and halted my breath so I could sense the joy more
intensely. When I approached the store, I saw an elderly woman
going out with her little package of groceries. She carefully stepped
down off the door sill and went away without looking at me.
I loved to go to the store and look around. The smells of dried
herbs, coffee, unprocessed olive oil, cinnamon and dried meat and
fish were all fused into each other, yet as I moved around, one smell
after the other predominated with all its own uniqueness and purity.
Hanging from the ceiling were strings of onions, garlic, dried hot red
pepper, sausages, and chirrussy, sun-dried fish. For years, after we
moved away, in my imagination I saw the Corner Store as a kind of
Ali Baba's grotto populated by many versions of the mustachioed
face of Bai Ivan, the owner.
That day, my mother wanted wheat flour. "Be sure to get Dobrujansko, I like it the best," she ordered, as she gave me the coins.
"Three kilos of Dobrujansko wheat, please Bai Ivan." He took the
scoop, dug it into the sack with a deft sweep and set it on the scale.
I dreamed of the flour billowing up in great white clouds in which I
would bounce and slide, joying in that slippery smoothness.
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Two out of three times, the quantity of flour Bai Ivan put on the
scale was exactly right. Then, he would take two sheets of old newspaper, just two, wrap up the flour and push the package to the edge
of the counter. He would open the drawer under the counter, and
drop in the coins I had just given him, staring at them, perhaps
counting them a second time out of professional habit.
"Good day, Bai Ivan," and already outside I could still hear the
clink of the falling coins, one upon another, till they all disappeared
into the deep drawer. Running back home, I dug my bare feet into
the soft warm white dust on the street, sending it up in clouds.
"Hey, come here!" commanded my friends who were just coming
to the intersection.
"Wait," I called back and ran faster. I flung open the door, tossed
the package on the kitchen table and raced off. I knew so well what
my mother would now set about to do: measure the flour, put it in
the large wooden trough, add warm water and yeast.
"Mother," I whispered unthinkingly as I jumped out into the
street.
Yolla, Stoiko, Vela and Kiro were sitting in the refreshing shadow
of the house opposite the Corner Store. The sun hadn't yet hit that
corner and the air there still had the coolness of the night.
"We're going to the fields, you want to come with us?" asked Kiro.
"Yaooooooooooo..." I screamed in response, excited and panting already ahead of them. They followed me. We bounced with
laughter, our arms open, embracing the space as if we expected to
take off any instant.
We passed the railroad tracks. Kiro and I walked quickly to the
nearby hillock; from there we could see the entire meadow, which
lay peacefully in front of us. Spread between the railroad tracks, the
meadow was like a gigantic green rug, with here and there colorful
patches of wild flowers — the woods on the opposite side and the
shore of the Maritza River to the right. A trough had been built in
the middle of the meadow so that the animals would find it no matter
where they were pasturing. We were both silent. What could we say?
Our friends were heading for the trough. When we caught up
with them, I threw myself on the grass, rolling, pulling up weeds and
wild flowers, murmuring secret messages into the morning breeze.
I gazed at Yolla. She was pensive, absorbed, somehow distant, as
if she were behind a thick window panel. Her movements seemed to
be so slow, not real. But then she smiled and the glass wall fell. I
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wached her as she gently picked a few wild carnations, twined them
in her hair, and who knows why, squeezed a few between her lips.
In the third grade, I loved to read the stories about Svana. One
day while she was walking through the fields, a powerful god saw her
and, enchanted by her, made her immortal so that he could enjoy
her beauty and grace forever. I spent many long hours dreaming of
her in an effort to visualize her face. The face counted the most. The
first time I saw Yolla, I instantly knew hers was the face I had tried
to imagine. "What a pity," I thought, "not to be a powerful anonymous god."
Tacking back and forth, we finally came to the long wooden
trough where the animals were watered. It was about two and a half
feet wide and twelve feet long. We surrounded it looking into it,
making odd faces. I dabbled my hands and threw water at the
others. Yolla stood back, safe, but she was giggling too, taking great
pleasure in the game.
"Wait," ordered Kiro. "I'm going to empty the trough."
"Do it," Vela quickly encouraged. As she pulled herself back, she
automatically set her right hand at the buttons of her low-cut blouse
and unfastened the first two. Kiro expertly pulled out the wooden
plug and thrust his feet into the streams of water which came gushing out rushing away. I was already thinking of inviting Yolla to
come and sit next to me in the trough. Stoiko undoubtedly had
guessed my intention, for before I could say anything he pulled
Yolla by the arm and pretended he was going to show her something.
Every time that damn Stoiko claimed rights over her, I saw lightning
striking him.
"There," I pushed him roughly in the chest, forcing him to let go
Yolla's arm. Stoiko started to retaliate, but Kiro, older and stronger,
knocked us around.
"Come on, you idiots, stop fighting."
"The trough's empty," announced Vela, stepping in it and obviously looking to see which part of the trough she would occupy. I
rushed to the left end, it was still wet but I sat down with determination. I knew that was the only chance I had to have Yolla sit next
to me, her back weighing against my chest.
"Yolla come to 'our' corner," I said, giving her my hand and
gazing triumphantly at Stoiko. A little embarrassed, Yolla took my
hand.
"You were fast," she said, then sat on the end of the trough next
to me. The wind was blowing her golden hair in my eyes. I felt I had
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just gotten hold of a vast power. Everything around me had just
become startlingly real and somehow comforting.
"Yolla and I could live here," I thought. "Perhaps tonight I shall
go to her home, whistle for her and she will follow me back to the
trough. We would lie then next to each other forever. I looked at the
cloudless sky. "There is no sky," I muttered, "just light. The Earth is
a vessel sailing through light." Yolla's hair was all over my face.
No one spoke for a while. Stoiko lay on the grass, his eyes closed.
Kiro and Vela were looking at each other in absorption. Yolla was
examining a weed she'd picked up. I took a deep breath in Yolla's
hair and I went back to my fantasies, about a world whose only
inhabitants would be Yolla and I.
Yolla stood up. "It's past noon-time, I must go home, my mother
is expecting me." She stepped away from the trough ready to begin
walking, when a new blow of the breeze lifted slightly her loose
summer dress. She quickly pushed it down, flushing with a young
girl's modesty.
"Don't. Why do you have to look like that?"
"Why, God brought this wind here and meant to hide it under
your dress." Kiro explained, a mischievous smile on his face. Stoiko
was giggling stupidly and much too loudly. The laughing grew
louder as Yolla's malaise increased.
"Yolla, you're light like the wind," I screamed out. They all
stopped laughing as if to make sure I had really said what they had
just heard. Then Kiro broke up and they all followed him in wild
laughter. I stood there paralyzed unable to speak. I was only capable
of raging to myself inside, while almost choking from the effort I was
making to laugh along with them. I succeeded eventually in laughing
louder than anybody else.
"What's the mater with you, kid," Kiro said, "do you want to put
a hole in our ears?" I felt defeated and I was doubly embarrassed
because there was nothing more I could do. My eye caught Yolla's
waving hand.
"Listen, I have to go home," she repeated. I was thankful she had
spoken. She started to walk away.
"Good-bye, Yolla," called Stoiko. She turned and waved.
"Never mind," Vela uttered. "I'll stay with you boys. I don't have
to go anywhere." Kiro pulled himself closer to her. Many boys from
the Makhala believed Vela was their girl, because she was friendly
and gave her companionship to everybody. But she often said she
didn't care for anyone in particular. She wasn't more than fifteen,
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but she was already quite a tall girl and looked more like the girls
about to finish Gymnasium. They were saying in the Makhala her
father liked to spend more time with her than with her mother. "My
father," she would say, "is a giggling bear, he stinks and his breath is
sour."
She pushed Kiro's arm from her shoulders, thrust her fingers into
her thick brown hair and began to plait a long braid. "I wish I lived
by the ocean," she said, "I wish I lived in it."
"With all those fish around?" commented Kiro. Vela continued:
"The sea never changes, it's always water. The earth is not always
earth." "Yeah, it changes in the winter," said Stoiko as he stepped
out of the trough, obviously pleased with the remark he had made.
"The sea never changes, it's always water," repeated Vela
pensively.
"I'll get you in the water," Kiro said, taking her by the waist and
pulling her away from the edge of the trough. Vela screamed, not
really scared. Letting her braid go, she fell into the wet grass next to
Kiro. They giggled as they rolled back and forth.
"Hey, Vela, let's see how fast you can run," said Kiro. Jumping
to his feet, he grabbed her by the hand and they were off towards the
woods. Kiro yelled back, "Don't follow us or I'll break your teeth."
We watched them running across the fields until they entered the
woods and disappeared. Stoiko had just plucked a tall weed with a
long and sturdy stem. He began to swing it above his head like a
sword and let out a shrill warlike sound. I stepped out of the trough,
looking for another weed like Stoiko's, but couldn't find one. Stoiko
let out another war cry. "Listen, let's go sneak up and spy on them.
I know what Kiro and Vela are doing." I didn't answer. I looked at
the empty trough, it was so empty in the still bluish light of the noontime, the whole place was suddenly deserted.
"You don't want to go find Kiro and Vela do you? You're afraid!"
"No, I'm not afraid," I muttered, "I'd rather stay here in the
trough. Go by yourself if you want to."
Stoiko threw away the weed and went back to the trough. He
occupied one end of it, I took the other. The breeze had died, the
fields were perfectly still and silent. The air sparkled dry and incandescent.
" O summer lights!" I thought to myself, closing my eyes so I could
see still better. Stoiko tried to say something but his words trailed off.
My arms were hanging down over both sides of the trough. The
101

crickets whirred from all around us. "Summer lights," I murmured
again as I began to slip away into dreaminess.
I felt something moist and warm muzzling my feet. I jumped up
at the same moment Stoiko did. Three cows with wide-open nostrils
were plunging their muzzles into the empty trough. The rest of Bai
Dimi's herd followed about fifty yards behind. He would be frighteningly mad to find the trough empty again. He had been asking us
"not to fool around" with it, particularly at this time of the day. We
knew it would take a quarter of an hour to fill it again. I could see the
little figure of Bai Dimi energetically panting behind the herd to keep
it together. We hopped out of the trough as fast as we could and
began running. We ran till we were out of breath, then stopped and
looked back. Bai Dimi was pumping up water into the trough. When
he saw us watching him, he stopped pumping, grabbed up his shepherd crook and waved it menacingly at us. We fled again almost to
the end of the field. There we threw ourselves down on the grass,
chests heaving, our blood pounding.
A little further on there was a hilly place called Topoloto covered
with shrubs and bushes where there were always plenty of butterflies.
It was their kingdom. I came near a large bush above which fluttered
a large yellow butterfly. I stood still and anxiously watched it choosing a place to alight. I didn't have to wait long. The bug lighted and
its wings flexed slowly. The pattern was so delicate; a luminous
yellow and black, with the finest veins running through the thin
tissue. I wanted so much to catch it. I moved my hand cautiously
closer and closer. I was sure I was going to catch it. Just as my
fingers were closing the butterfly's wings together so I could lift it off
the branch, I became aware of a distant sound. It was a solemn
triumphant march the grandioso of which overwhelmed me. The
music grew rapidly louder and louder and my head, my whole being,
was filled and pounded with it. Suddenly I felt fright and I let out a
scream which shook my whole body.
"What's the matter with you?" Stoiko hollered, "What did you
bawl like that for? You chased my butterfly, damn it!"
"Uh? Why, didn't you hear the bugles?" I stammered.
"Of course I did," he groaned. "The soldiers are returning from
parade."
Far, far, at the limits of the field, below the hill, soldiers were
marching in straight rows with their shining bugles pointing to the
horizon. They were returning to their barracks.
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"We better go," I said and left my bush. I must have walked in a
kind of numbness for a few minutes, when I heard Stoiko.
"I caught one, I caught one!" Hurrying he came toward me from
below the hill, showing me a large brown butterfly.
I said nothing. Stoiko decided to let the butterfly free. Then we
began knocking each other around. We yelled at the fields, we sang,
we rolled in the grass, we pretended we were Bai Dimi's cattle in
pasture. Then suddenly, I heard again the bugles and above them a
boy's scream.
It was the end of July. The long spell of heat was driving everyone
out along the shores of the Maritza River. Vela, Kiro, Stoiko and I
met by the Corner Store. We were going to spend the afternoon
bathing at the cove which was like a little bay of the river. Stoiko
arrived last. He said that he had seen Yolla earlier in the morning
and that she wanted us to pick her up on our way. Yolla lived at the
east end of the fields by the railroad tracks. I pretended I did not
hear Stoiko's message.
"Listen," I suggested, "why don't we go to the Old Turkish
Bridge. There will be fewer people and we can dive from the Bridge."
Assuredly, this would have taken us out of the way for Yolla's.
"That sounds exciting, I haven't been there for years," said Vela.
"No, we can't go there," Stoiko quickly interfered. "We are supposed to stop by Yolla's."
"Who told you Yolla wants us to pick her up? And besides, if she
wants to come with us, why isn't she here?" I was trying to conceal
my seething jealousy.
"Didn't you hear what I just said?" Stoiko asked. "She told me
this morning . . . "
I thought to myself, "Why didn't she tell me about it?" Twice that
spring in school, she had told me she liked me better than Stoiko.
And I had dreamed of her every night for a month. Yolla and I in
the trough, flying above the trees in an ever-widening horizon. I
murmured to myself, "You've never flown with her, Stoiko."
"Let's go pick her up," ordered Kiro. "Come on, let's get going."
We began walking, crossed the railroad tracks and headed for
Yolla's house. As soon as we entered the fields, Kiro took Vela in his
arms, kissing her excitedly all over her face and neck. Vela kept
laughing loudly; she kissed him too and pushed him away. Her
cotton dress was so tight I could see every line of her body. Kiro took
her by the arm and looked at her.
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"Did you glue that dress to your skin, Vela?" Kiro asked, trying to
grab her again by the waist with his other hand.
"No stupid, I grew in it," she said as she liberated her arm and
dashed ahead of us.
"Come on, hurry up, I want to get in the water, the sun is burning
me up."
I thought "She'll never be as beautiful as Yolla." Yet, fascinated,
I watched her hair swinging from the back of her head like a mighty
black bird.
We eventually arrived at Yolla's house. She was sitting on the
porch reading. She immediately stopped reading, calling to her
mother that she was going with us. She was obviously content we
had stopped by to pick her up. I understood by her smile she was
giving all the credit to Stoiko. I tried to be cheerful, but my voice
sounded very unnatural every time I addressed her.
We took a short cut through the vegetable gardens and walked in
between the straight rows of tomato plants, green beans, cucumbers
and lettuce. Here and there we picked off a tomato, a cucumber or a
handful of green beans and ate them with greedy delight.
We finally arrived at the cove. There the water was deep enough
to swim and dive and it was safe because it was away from the main
current of the river. The earth of the bank was silver-dark and
fertile; branches of enormous willow trees nonchalantly overhung it.
Under them were several pipes connected to pumps which supplied
water for the irrigational system of the vegetable gardens.
Kiro came out from behind a bush where he had changed. He let
out a "Yaoooooo" and jumped in the water. A moment later he
emerged about twenty yards away from the bank. Stoiko pretended
he didn't feel like swimming and sat next to Yolla. She never entered
the water but seemed to love to watch us. Vela changed behind the
same bush too and jumped in the water, splashing noisily. Kiro swam
back with powerful strokes to join her and they played together. It
was my turn.
"Here I go." I hit the water with my chest and belly. I liked to
jump in this clumsy manner, it showed off my jumping ability at the
same time I seemed to be concealing it. Once I was in the water, I
dived several times, lingering under the water, showing off and
enjoying myself exuberantly. When I got tired, I stretched my body
on the water and let myself float, looking up into the white emptiness
of the sky. When I came back on the bank, drops of water ran off my
body and I felt as clean as the air around me. Yolla looked at me
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smiling, a smile which confused me. Vela and Kiro were still in the
water. They had swum quite a way from the cover. Only their
laughter and fragments of their speech drifted back to us from under
the willow branches. It occurred to me how marvelous it would be if
Yolla and I could play in the water. But she was talking to Stoiko.
I was standing at the edge of the bank thinking of diving again,
when Stoiko exclaimed, "There are the gypsies, there are the gypsies," pointing to the opposite shore. On a path along the river there
was a moving convoy of wagons, donkeys and gypsies. They were
headed east in the direction of the city on the North Bank. We
watched them jolting and bumping till we could only see the colorful
tops of their wagons.
Kiro and Vela must have come out of the water and gone into the
nearby woods, for we had not heard their voices for a long while. I
sat on the edge of the bank, my feet in the water. Nothing, but
nothing in the world would have made me look at Yolla. I even tried
not to listen to her conversation with Stoiko. I dabbled my feet in the
water and watched the drops glittering for a twinkle of time before
falling back.
Suddenly I heard Kiro's voice from behind. "Hey: Vela and I are
going to cross the river." The two of them had come out of the
woods behind us and were walking toward us.
"Why do you want to go there?" I asked, taken by surprise.
"Because we want to," he said as he picked up his T-shirt and
short's and Vela's dress and made them into a small bundle. With his
narrow belt he attached it to his head. Then he took Vela's arm —
she somehow managed to avoid looking at us — and before we had
recovered from the surprise, they were both swimming away close to
each other quietly and steadily. The river was about a thousand
yards wide and dangerous at certain places, but at that moment I
knew with certainty that nothing would stop them.
"They are both crazy," Stoiko commented authoritatively, shaking
us out of our stupor, then added, "Many have tried to cross the
river, but not all got to the other side." Neither Yolla nor I said
anything. In silence we watched them swimming away from us.
Somewhere in the middle of the river there was a wide sand bar.
They came to it, raced across it, entered the water again and swam
the last stretch to the opposite shore. They turned and waved to us
before vanishing into the pine woods which grew rich and thick on
the bank. This unexpected change of our bathing afternoon left me
filled with apprehension. I wanted to share it with Yolla and Stoiko
105

but I couldn't make myself speak. I was sad and confused. I needed
to understand but I didn't know exactly what. I went behind a large
bush to change my clothes, everything felt awkward and difficult.
As I stood squeezing my bathing suit Stoiko yelled, "We are starting
back now."
It was near to sunset; red light played on the water on the river
making it glitter like golden shields. A kaik with two men rowing
passed along the edge of the little bay. The current had carried them
quickly out of sight. Somewhere I heard a water pump start, then
another and another as if the first had turned the switch for all of
them. I gazed one last time at the North Bank. Perhaps Kiro and
Vela would be swimming back. But all I could see was the river
which seemed to have stopped flowing under the weight of the glittering shields. I ran on the path leading to the short cut. My bare
feet slapped the ground, it hurt a little but that pain was comforting.
I caught up with Stoiko and Yolla as they were entering the fields
from the vegetable gardens.
"Kiro and Vela are gone," I told myself.
Then, I found myself thinking about the gypsies. We often talked
about them during our evening gatherings by the Corner Store at
night under the milky light of the street lamp. Twice a year the
gypsies camped in an abandoned field overgrown with weeds that
had once been an old lumber yard which burned down years ago. The
Makhala believed that the gypsies had burned it down and had
bewitched it so that no one else could use it. When they arrived at
the Makhala we would rush excitedly to the intersection to see their
caravan appearing across the railroad tracks. Slowly and solemnly
they marched as always on the right side of the street. They were
accustomed to our curiosity, and would not even acknowledge our
whistling and shouting. "Hey, where do you come from? Is it true
you have paths under the seas?" But their faces remained composed,
like masks; their eyes staring straight ahead, in determined silence.
But once they had set up their tents, the women fortune-tellers
with elusive smiles and glittering half-moons dangling from their
ears, and the men with their gadulkys and trained bears, poured into
the Makhala. They predicted great futures for us and made their
bears dance to the music of the gadulkys — "for the pleasure and
amusement of the good people."
I followed along a short distance behind Stoiko and Yolla and yet
I had no desire to join them. We came to Yolla's house and she asked
106

us to come in for a glass of lemonade. "No, thank you," I uttered
quietly but with a clear voice and walked on.
"Good-bye," she said, then entered the house.
Two weeks went by and still there was no word from Kiro and
Vela. No one knew for sure why and where they had gone, but there
was a rumor in the Makhala that they had joined the gypsies. It was
true that Kiro was a friend of the gypsies and had often gone to their
camp where he was always welcomed. He had been very upset when
he learned that the army had ordered the gypsies to stay out of town.
That is why this time they had not come to the Makhala and had
stayed only a few days out on the North Bank. It was even forbidden
for them to pick up fruit from the ground as they had in the past. I
remember when they came back that following winter, it was one of
the coldest in history. One night it got so cold that there were gypsies
who froze to death as did some donkeys, horses and an old bear. Or
so we heard the next day. That day they left taking their dead with
them to that cemetery whose whereabouts was known only to them.
Were Vela and Kiro among them, dead or alive? — we never found
out. But in my dreams, many times, the three of us walked in the
river, like invincible giants.
One afternoon Stoiko turned up in our back yard to announce
proudly that his father had bought an ice-cream machine. A few
days after that everybody from the Makhala was invited to come to
the ice-cream "factory." Stoiko's father had cleaned up and painted
his old barn and there he was going to demonstrate how "sweetened
milk gets to be ice-cream." That afternoon many youngsters turned
out. Stoiko's father went endlessly back and forth between the house
and the barn fussing with jars and packages and asking everybody to
be patient. Finally he began.
"These are the colors, each one has a different flavor, and each
makes a different ice-cream." He spoke in the manner of a magician
who was about the perform some extraordinary trick. U p to now,
Yolla had stayed in the house with Stoiko's sister but at this point she
came outside to listen with great attention. Stoiko went and stood
next to her and every now and then whispered some further explanation into her ear.
"Next thing," I thought, "she will be selling ice-cream on a cart."
"What flavor would you like, sir?" she would ask with her soft voice.
I looked at her again, she stood there patiently by the machine dur107

ing the long time it took to make the five litres of milk into ice-cream.
"It's delicious," she kept saying to Stoiko.
That night, when my mother turned off the light in the bedroom,
I closed my eyes and began to count the electric poles. Never before
had I done that in my bed. I imagined the first pole with the gleaming wires running away from me as though they were currents of
water rushing through the air to the sea. They carried me to the
trough. It was empty, dry, flattened, in the middle of the fields. The
horizon looked glass-like, the grass yellowed, the trees leafless. I
slowly walked back to the railroad tracks, crossed them; before me
was my street — still and dark.
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Joy Kogawa / Three Poems

MINERALS FROM STONE
for many years
with androgynous truth
i molded fact and fantasy
and where they met
made the crossroads home
here, the house
built by lunatic limbs
fashioning what is not
into what might be
a palace cave for
savage saints with
hunting knife still moist
bring me no longer
your spoils my lioness
i have a house in the
shadows now and
have learned to eat
minerals straight from stone
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WHERE THERE'S A WALL
where there's a wall there's
a way around over or
through there's a gate
maybe a ladder a
door a sentinel who
sometimes sleeps there
are secret passwords you
can overhear there are
methods of torture for
extracting clues to maps
of underground passageways
there are zeppelins
helicopters rockets bombs
battering rams armies
there are trumpets whose
all at once blast
shatters the foundations
where there's a wall there
are words to whisper by
a loose brick, wailing
prayers to utter, special
codes to tap, birds to carry
messages taped to their feet
there are letters to be written
novels even

no

on this side of the wall
i am standing, staring
at the top lost in
clouds i hear every
sound you make but
cannot see you
i incline in the
wrong direction a
voice cries faint as in
a dream from the
belly of the wall

i n

BAST, THE CAT GODDESS
the spirit of the cat goddess
stalks my walk through the
halls of the British Museum
pouncing at my eyes
a sleek black icon
lower Egyptian deity
an inaudible yowl
thin and commanding as a
magnetic beam pierces
the glass case
it is for this, for this,
for this you are made, to
pulse, to spring, to move
in an unapologetic dream
the hairs on my body
rise like iron filings

H2

Margot Livesey

SOMEONE

ELSE'S

My fifty-second birthday occurred on a March day so cold and
colourless that it was as if the air had changed into grey ice. At work
in my office I was sufficiently busy to be distracted but driving home
the abyss of introspection opened. I suppose there are certain days
when it's natural to hold a kind of private auditing, to review one's
accomplishments and measure the actuality against dreams and
ambitions; one's birthday is one of them. It was rush-hour on the
Bayview extension and I saw on all sides of me others of my species,
successful middle-aged men who still believe that they have brown
hair and blue eyes until they look in the mirror, driving home. I felt
overwhelmingly dissatisfied with myself, my life. But why? I was
successful at work, healthy, attractive to women, I loved my wife, I
had a nice home, good kids, and y e t . . . la dolce vita. I couldn't even
give substance to the yearning and dissatisfaction. I had achieved a
large percentage of the dreams and ambitions I'd had as a young
man but somehow the flavour with which I'd dreamt had vanished.
Yet I knew that if anything were to threaten the status quo I would
fight desperately to maintain it. This contradiction made my depression even more irritating. I think this is why when I saw the girl
standing, hitching I pulled over. It would be a break from routine, a
distraction and then she looked colourful, free of the day. So I
stopped and after interrogating me she got in. To begin with I
conscientiously didn't look at her. It's hard to look at a stranger
sitting so close without being obvious and I didn't want to make her
nervous. She was just a voice, a vague feminine presence, a glimpse
of jeans. We were well into rush hour and the traffic was moving
extremely slowly and I sat feeling depressed, scarcely having to touch
the gas pedal just taking my foot on and off the brake. The girl said:
"Are you on your way home from work?"
"Yes."
I hadn't intended to sound curt. What after all does one expect?
Strangers have to begin with obvious questions.
"What do you do?"
"I'm a lawyer. And you go to school?"
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"That's right."
We continued the exchange of information like two apes solemnly
giving each other small balls, all superficially the same but some
glass, some sweetly edible. Each ball is handed over with the same
formality and graciously accepted. The moment of truth is when
they test them by placing them in their mouths. The floor of the cage
is littered with discarded glass balls.
The girl, Suzanne, was definitely pretty and I was getting frustrated driving so slowly so I asked,
"Are you in a hurry or do you have time to have a drink with me?"
"Sure, that would be nice as long as you are going to Lawrence
Avenue afterwards."
"Oh yes. Definitely. It shouldn't even delay us much given that
the traffic will be moving with a bit more speed in a quarter of an
hour."
Her manner of acceptance was disconcertingly easy and casual. I
mean you're always reading scare stories about girl hitch-hikers but
Suzanne's manner just ignored such possibilities. I saw a bar and
pulled off. Inside it was simulated night, dark and warm. Suzanne
took off her jacket and I could see her small breasts and slim hips.
She was dressed without feminine guile, in jeans, a T-shirt and
checked woollen shirt. Her hair was tied back and I could see tiny
earrings glittering. They were the sole obvious feminine touch. She
was the kind of girl my sons bring home, like the daughters of my
friends. They puzzle me greatly, these girls. I cannot connect them
with the secretaries I see daily in the elevator who wear make-up,
and bras and dress with care, if not taste. Do some of these boy-girls
metamorphosize into these other creatures? Or are they always lightyears apart, even from birth? The secretaries I know how to handle.
They are like women were when I was young so I've had plenty of
practice, but the others leave me lost, ill at ease. The simplest way I
find is to treat them like children.
When the waiter came she asked for beer. I'd been going to order
a whiskey-sour but I thought better of it. It would make me seem,
even more, of a different world. Looking at her smooth face I felt in
love with her, almost love-sick. I knew it was largely self-induced,
that I could easily control it, switch it off but I wanted very much,
just then, to kiss her, to be kissed, to touch one small soft breast. Her
face, her mouth looked so young, so tender. I felt no consciousness of
my body, or my age. It was inconceivable to to me that Suzanne
didn't know my feelings yet she did seem to be unaware of me to
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have forgotten my presence. At that moment, at that exact moment
I believe I would have given up everything for the promise of a night
in her arms. One thing I've never done, I've never acted spontaneously for my own immediate gratification careless of the consequences. Even when I was a kid. I guess I have too great a sense of
my responsibilities. Still, now I sat and toyed with the possibility of
this girl, of running away with her, of being with her. One knows
such things are only dazzling impossible, possibilities but still it's
pleasant to pretend that one takes the choice seriously, that it is a
real possibility. So I sat opposite Suzanne toying with the idea of love
at first sight and wondering how to ask her for a date. She was so
sexy and yet she seemed to be unconscious as a woman. I couldn't
even compliment her on her clothes which might have made her
self-conscious. They were so ordinary.
"Do you have children, David?"
"Yes — three sons."
"Are you close to them? Are you friends?"
"I hope so. I've certainly tried to be. How about you? Are you
close to your parents?"
One of my early dictums for social success; never be the one to
answer all the questions. Be sure to ask lots. It shows a flattering
amount of interest.
"I think so. I'm not sure. I'm about to find out."
"Are you on your way to see them now?"
"Yes. I'm going for supper and to make my confession." She
looked up at me and continued,
"Maybe you can give me advice. Probably just because you're the
same generation you're automatically much closer to them than I
am. I love them but I find it awfully difficult to understand their way
of looking at things, their sense of values."
The happiness I'd felt when I realized that she was going to confide in me slipped away. Well, it was my fifty-second birthday but
still I'd always been successful with women, found it easy to have
liaisons and now this girl seemed determined to kick me in the balls.
I'd been sitting there feeling like an ardent, sexy young man and
now she'd transformed me into a middle-aged stereotype.
"O.K. Tell me your troubles. I'm great at advice."
"Well, you know I live with a friend of mine, Marv. I haven't
bothered to tell my parents. I haven't told any lies but I just kind of
didn't mention it. Of course they know him, they know we date."
"But you let them assume that was all?"
"5

She retorted quickly: "Yes well is that so bad? It meant a lot less
hassle. I bet your sons do that kind of thing too. All kids do."
I could see the mechanism; she was hurt, she attacked, but why so
viciously? Why try to sows seeds of dissension in my pleasant relationship with my sons? And she didn't even realize what she'd said.
"There's no need to think all parents are the same."
I felt guilty when she apologized because I suspected that she was
right. I knew my sons must have secrets. I just accept as a necessity
of parenthood that I am excluded from certain aspects of my
children's lives.
"I'm sorry I didn't mean to criticize you. Of course I've no right
to assume anything. I'm very nervous at the moment. Once you tell
people something it's irrevocable, you can never take back their
knowing and then I worry that I'll get tempted or manipulated into
saying far more than I mean to. You know, making a scene."
"So you're going to tell them about your boyfriend?"
"More than that. You see I'm having a baby with Marv. It wasn't
planned or anything."
She shrugged; the young are so unembarrassed.
"I didn't think I'd want a baby but when I knew I found I did.
An abortion seemed so messy, such a waste and Marv and I would
really dig a baby but my parents they probably won't see any of that.
They'll just think we're too young and anyway we should be married
but they'd hate me to marry someone like Marv who doesn't have a
steady job and prospects."
The waiter came over.
"Would you like another drink to fortify you?"
"Yes please."
We were silent until the drinks came.
"What do you think is the best way to tell them? The trouble is
they'll see that their reaction doesn't make any difference; that it'll
happen anyway. But I want them to be happy about it. I want them
to dig having a grandchild."
She looked at me, blue-eyes appealing, questioning, waiting, but
never, no, not for a moment, seeing me as a man with possibilities,
fears, problems, dreams, a prick.
"I would think however you put it they'll be furious. You're ruining your life having a baby when you're this young and in a few
years if not before you and Marv will have split up. Your child will
have a succession of adopted fathers and you'll be on welfare. You
won't be able to give it what it needs. Oh, you'll say, you'll give it
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love which is the most important thing, but all the other things,
security and good clothes, and books, and a father you won't be able
to give it those."
Tears left a glistening snail's trail down her cheeks.
"You goddamn son of a bitch."
By the time I'd paid she was standing, hitching in the other
direction. I went over and said
"Can't I give you a lift back Suzanne? I won't say anything more."
She wouldn't answer. To drive away, to leave her standing alone,
forlorn was very hard to do. All I wanted was to take her in my arms,
to apologize for being such a bastard but of course I couldn't, or only
paternally. The encounter left me with a curious wound. It was as if
I had fashioned an image of myself, a small clay statue and Suzanne
had taken this statue and broken a piece off and said,
"Now that's how you really are" and after that first protesting I
could see that she was right.
As I turned into the drive I saw Patricia looking out of the window. She opened the door before I reached it.
"Darling where have you been? I was beginning to be afraid you'd
be late."
"I'm sorry. I stopped for a drink with Michael and Jake."
She kissed me but carefully, from a distance so as not to disarrange
her appearance.
"I should have guessed. Everyone's in the living room. Come and
open your presents."
In the living room were my sons with their girlfriends. Girls young
enough to be my daughters, young enough to be someone else's mistresses. I went in and tried to be jovial.
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K i m M a l t m a n / Two

Poems

THE MUSTARD

FIELDS

Somewhere the war was going.
Some men carried calendars.
Others said: the wind.
Still others saw the moon hung
like a gong and listened.

A

LANTERN

North is widening.
The sun has set
into itself,
the rivers all crawl
in the same direction.
Our children carry lanterns
and imagine we are blind.
On certain holidays
they bring us bones
and bright fish, bowls of hail.
They must imagine we are deaf,
or dangerous,
or have not heard.
They keep to the north of us,
while to the south,
only the darknesses
between the dead
remain.
118

Dorothy Manning / Five Poems

SEA-FALL.. .
sea-fall
quiet sway of rock grass
cross-hatched patterns of an evening sun
changing to a white moon
deep in me
the hollows
of my pinks
lap in waves
flow golden pebbles
then set still
tomorrow
in mist rise
palest green
can wash
into the shot silk blues
and I am awakened, lightly lifted.

"9

I POSITIONED MYSELF . . .
I positioned myself
on the beaches
forced myself to paint
white circles
around the redwoods
me with my skinny legs
ankle deep in pock marks
hollowed by a savage eye
night ferns, swastikas of birds
bombing through crazy sunsets
wings of butterflies burst
silkscreened lopsided on the bay
looking for shelter
I remember
all the desert roads
that led from Ur
to the heart of the Sphinx
to the number five
painted crimson
on the right-hand wall
reaching for crayons
to colour bees
linking vermilion poppies
droning in heated fields
searching for garlands
wishing to meet
the violet sealine
where herons stand
silhouetted above your eye
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POCKETS . ..
pockets
a nervous fluttering
of eyes
lids fast dropping
a balancing form
edging on toes
the extended line connecting
a covered arm kissed
a hand moving
secrets
across the velvet green
of a back
all in dark passageways

I WASN'T BORN ON A PRINTING PRESS .
I wasn't born on a printing press
you know
struggling amid
one million colour separations
nor was my name a toothless tear
resting in the lower right hand corner
I came in on the 12:45 Special
on the day of the orange moon
sucking honey in a nasturtium patch
stolen from several poems
with eyes to climb through night winds
and a body of secrets
to sustain the pressured spectrum
of some wildly unimagined lover.
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I FELL ASLEEP THINKING...
I fell asleep thinking
a word
feeling
my belly rising up
like incense
feeling
numbness on my lips
the echoes in my ears
like moving
skywards to a mouth
like the raising
of eyelids
laden with graphite
passion
a word
paint a painter
Give me a curve and I will paint forever
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Takahashi Mutsuo / Four Poems
Translated from the Japanese by James Kirkup and Fumiko Miura

PORTRAIT OF MYSELF AT THE START
A young man squats to fasten his shoelaces
How delicate the nape of his neck looks
The flesh on his shoulders that moves slowly and softly
And the two thighs projecting from his loins are young and round
(The male nipple pressed hard between his thighs is still pale pink)
The clean straight eyes of a silent young beast
Are fastened to the fingers fastening the shoelaces
But the moving fingers are dreaming absorbedly
Of the region a little above them
Of the bottle to his belly that is as lithe as a hungry wolf's
There where they would play with gentle Eros cased in his thin skin
And who now dozes in his lustrous tender grasses
The youth stands up and starts to walk stark naked
But for his laced-up boots
He keeps on walking and then grows old
An old man hardening his face never looking back
But behind the old man the youth often crouches to fasten his
shoelaces
And then stands up again and begins to walk
For the nth time
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P O R T R A I T OF M Y S E L F AS A N
ANCIENT GODDESS
Young man standing in the stone-paved square of this castle town
You whose rustic origins are revealed
In your bare feet that do not wear even sandals
Look up above the worn-out stone steps ascending before you
Look upon this dreadful visage I have as I stand entire in the Temple
You who stand a simple sundial standing exactly at right-angles to
the ground
You are dragging not only your own summer morning shadow
You are dragging along behind you the scent of soil
The fragrance of vegetation the tang of water the smell of cowpats in
the fields
I like those innocent startled shiny eyes with which you gaze upon me
I like the young fragrant darkness of your wide open mouth
My love has to devour all your terror your ignorance your whole
youthfulness
My mouth that stretches from ear to ear must kiss yours
The crimsom of my cheeks must be stained anew with your crimson
blood
For I shall drain you dry starting with the lips on which I now press
mine
Come young man you cannot escape me now that you have cast your
eyes upon me
Behind our blood-smeared wedding
The whole world shall go up in flames like the legendary city of sin
Existence is always going up in flames just so
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P O R T R A I T O F M Y S E L F AS A B A B Y - K I L L E R
Shall I give you the true reasons why I have to kill babies
because a thousand newborn babies will one day be a thousand
powerful kings
because I am in reality a humble beggar surrounded by a thousand
kings
because the beggar must defend the throne and the throne must be
kept apart
because the lonely sword must always be wet with the blood of kings
because the lonely beggar must be guarded by ghosts of the
slaughtered kings
because my throne must receive the praises of the grief-stricken and
cursing mothers of kings
Retainers and soldiers are alarmed and terrified but they do not know
who I am
At midnight I rise from my throne and dragging my heavy
gangrenous feet
Mount to the top of the Palace observation tower the highest point in
the kingdom
I gaze out upon the extent of that region over by the beggar
Beyond the undulating plain that is still and soundless as death itself
A thousand kings will be born when the tide is full in the invisible sea
And my soldiers will run lifting their swords in their hands
Through the restless darkness the dawning darkness of my realm
I shall add a thousand grey hairs to my hair
I take a heavy breath and descend the steps
Grey hairs grow thickly there even on the treads
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PORTRAIT OF MYSELF IN THE FINAL FIRE
Not the flames ascending a tower of wood piled in parallel crosses
But perfunctory flames issuing from gas jets will scorch me
Tears will stream and my whole body will crackle
But I will not rise up like an ancient monarch
For the prosaic flames from the gas jets are unworthy of such an act
Nevertheless myself at the age of ioo . . . myself at 50 . . . myself at 37
Myself at 1 o . . . and at one year . . . all will crackle at once
And all of my crackling selves burst into tears all at once
Then to be rent and split into milliards of the minutest fragments in
the world
The milliards of fragmented particles will share my self with one
another
If an unknown fire has created my self out of milliards of particles a
long while ago
By mixing them up and synthesizing them into my self
Then the banal flames of the gas jets that burn my self may be
mysterious fire too
For when that mysterious fire was creating my self
I must have had beautiful tears in my eyes
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Judith McCombs / Two Poems

ANOTHER UNTITLED LOVE POEM
What mammal are you, what whale
blowing & rising
what creature or drifter
washed up on what shore
In the darkness of bodies you
are the hollows & slopes
the ridges of land
& the slippery seas
the heavy invisble planet
pulling my senses
The fleece of your belly & legs
on a strange warm earth
In this harboring darkness we jostle
like swimmers or craft
swung round in what waters
like waters moving
against & into each other
Your body
is a place unf athomed
a headlong emerging
from darkness
My muscles are barriers
are channels
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sliding toward you
pulsing & sliding
Wait, the boundaries are changing
The skins
which held us
separate/give way
We float
two creatures sensed
in a ponderous darkness
whose darkness or place
I have always/
will never remember
You emerge into sleep
I watch, drifting off
Your body is yours
a vessel on course
an open, familiar shore
I need not discover
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THE SUMMER

WOMAN

Sprawled on the mountain's flank, half-hidden
under apple leaves gone wild, she watched
the osprey hover above the cedars,
wheel & glide home. Squinting she saw
the tinfoil gleam of the fish it had carried
from the glittering inlet, miles below.
Closing her eyes to the sun, she felt
the skulls of the nestlings thicken, warm
as an infant's skull under her hand;
she felt her own skull lift in the sun,
the layers of calcium thin out in the steep
bright air.
Over the osprey's nest
the fronds of the cedar roused themselves,
stirred & subsided; she waited to feel
her own skin stir, hairs drift, as the invisible
wind descended, riffling the meadow
& its fringes of bracken around her, lifting
the low apple leaves, carrying & loosing
the voices of the men she'd borne, husband
& sons, far echoes absorbed by the forest.
Alone with the mountain, she breathed the wind
& the chill it bore from the cedars' darkness;
saw beyond seeing the packed mold shift
in the path they were building, the felled trees twist
out of their lines, the unnameable beetles,
cells, root hairs, devouring their work.
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She had done enough.
Sleeping or waking,
the brightness slid by. She felt in her head
the mountain moving its haunches towards winter,
the meadow lie cramped under the drifts
of approaching snow, the cedars stiffening
in a brittle air, the talons of ice
clawing their trail & giving it back
to the mountain.
Enough. The warm bracken leaned
its fronds towards her; the meadow retreated,
root by root, from the invading wilderness;
the cedars rejoiced, green among green.
About her the ponderous slope of the mountain
wheeled & fell in its silent arc
away from the sun, bearing her breath
with its burdens, carrying the trace of her warmth
headlong in space, a chip on the surface,
wheeling & falling.
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Dan Moses

DROWNING SONG
I fall through the river the sun shrinks
my hands turn beautiful as ink
fish like statues oh and kiss
their eyes are air
my voice
bobs in their mouths.
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Jane Munro / Two Poems

FIVE
By what name do you know the wanderer?
crouching
at night's churn
as if to meet a creature
she lets the lonely
be twice blown home
warding off
echoes till
she is clear
about the word calling
then carefully
with a barbed name
she fishes
the whirlpool
keeping down
she shudders at the flopping
in daylight
when she looks into the caverns
of mouths
the same hook glints
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UNTITLED
odd fellow, my friend, smokes grilse —
rubs their pink flesh sallow,
fumes fingerlings — yellows smolt
that were scaled with silver and pointed to salt
he turns his kippers till they smart
salacious, more than breakfast,
though whiskers of bone catch the throat
they taste good, tarnishing the breath
he has scooped them soulless
from their element
parr, smolt, grilse: salmon's
salience in streams —- he has
an album of me since birth — he ages
fast as one season's catch
and I've caught up to his beginning
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Joyce Nelson

THE NAMELESS LAW,
THE WHITE INDIFFERENCE
for Michel Foucault
The nameless law,
the white indifference. What
does it matter who is
speaking. Someone has said
what does it matter who is speaking.
Human discourse obeys
rules of transformation,
analyzable and certain. Our histories,
fables, the mythologies of our ancestors,
all social practices, laws and language:
every human discourse a domain
which has its rules of formation
and transformation. An obscure
ensemble of anonymous rules,
analyzable and certain.
We do not understand. Desperately
we want the epiphany of sweet reason,
the discernible and transfigured face
of authors in each text. And meaning.
That consoling, tender tendency
towards meaning; the material
for a psychological inquisition
into genius, immortality. It is
this that
soothes our fears
and we go on
making forays into language,
taking liberties. We do not understand.
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Timid, terrified Magellans
we set out,
exploring our own undiscovered metaphors
and drawing local maps: little fragments
of uncertain time and space
within the vast and charted territory.
(I pause to look up certain words.)
The great promise
in a poem or paragraph
to extend the self through
time and space,
like monuments and children.
I make marks upon a page,
my careful cuts upon the birch trees,
blazing trails which have been travelled
for centuries. At least
let me put down something original
as an epitaph. I do not understand
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that discourse is not life. Its time
is not our time. In it there is
no truce with Death. More likely,
all of what is said
and has been said
has killed God with its graceless weight.
And now, we each want
to outlast both God and others.
The nameless law, the white indifference.
Lowry terrified by the knowledge
that the words were writing him.
Borges celebrates in his blindness
how language lets him five its
labyrinthian fictions. In the beginning
was the Word. What does it matter
who is speaking. Someone has said
what does it matter who is speaking.
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Therese Plantier / Six Poems
Translated from the French by Carl Hermey

1
Night covers earth and love, ambivalent darkness dotted with light
where fishermen fight on the side of the fish, where I am drunk with
no other excuse but the sweet taste of numbness, where sinners unite
tenderly with sins, where what comes together falls apart, rain of
night on your lips on your breasts your purring stomach, rain rain on
your arms thrown back, your shoulder my neighbor, your neck heaving, your eyes with long slits. The river's eyes are heavy, it rests. The
water renounces your arms, the tired city gasps for breath, the ivy
chokes us. This meeting-place where we do not meet, we hover
around it like words winding around your absence and the streets
carve deeper wrinkles on my face. In the final hours we wander
about, clinging to the edge of the table so as not to fall, cutting our
chains of ivy and your skirt tears, time is torn in the invisible river
over which you bend.

Your voice contains a frozen lamp
that
lets you roam shamelessly
through matter through water through dreams
equidistant
from life and death
like a small piece of wood
dry
like a crack through which the heart would have slipped
like a vignette escaped from a book of black magic.
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So that furs and waters and dreams will surround you
so that lashes torn from eyelids will flow to the sewers
(no danger of one missing them!)
so that mist will wail above your forehead
branded by my iron
so that a cup of dizzying winds will cut the air around you
so that sick with uncontrolled speed
sidereal triangles will come together
so that clocks gone mad will turn so fast that
your face
appears in the center of the cruel gyration
I place
silent bridges
between cries and waves.

THE DOORS
They open themselves to the heavens
these doors
I eloped in the eternal vastness of night
without you
who remain alone anguishing
half-charred
on your island beaten with thick juices
of compressed animals
undone by your own strength
sunk by your own weight
in the center of a black stone clearing
the octopus trees shy away
each one replaced by a smoking door
by a blinking light
by a circular house
marked by countless cremations.
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SOMETHING
This lie that penetrates you
I follow its tracks
into your labyrinth
under bourgeois skies
scattered with wreckage
oozing with corruption
between the daily heavens
issued each morning
your ideal is listing
a mine has pierced its hull
it's time to go back to the village
where rain dissolves the steel
and red extinguishes white
there we'll learn they've lied
we'll learn to believe no one
but the owls that protect the peaches
but the human heads fruit of the trees
but our footprints where we eat.
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Adorned in garments of terror
I roam under the earth's nacreous skin
seeking in the world's four houses
the conch-shaped vase where lie my viscera
wandering drunkard
infra-terrestrial bum
I no longer want to see but discern
through the pale gyrations
at the heart of chaos
among the vines entangled in the chasms
the tentacles rooted in the bottomless vase
my arrow glances
strike the terrifying targets
that surround me
faster and faster I spin
feeling not an ounce of shame
a cunning projectile
I explode in its center in its geometry
in its mathematical potential
in its flight
the alphabet of universal ashes
heaped upon hope
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I rain down upon its fissures
I gnaw it patiently
for at its core
a single fusion
unites the crystals of the unseen
and the last frontiers
gagged with shreds of soul
but I can't let go
I flee the foreign places
where ageless stratified colors glow
and timeless peninsulas stick out in layers
all a foul deception
walled up in an infinity of chalk
I watch
the cancer of matter nibble at time
with its jaws its lips its suckers
become an octopus
a star
stretching its tentacles along the vase
whose penetrating form
digs its fingers into night and the vessels.
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Peter Petro

SLOVAK SURREALIST POETRY
Slovak surrealist poetry as a movement dominated the literary scene
for a period of some fifteen years (1935-1950). In retrospect, the
period is considered the "Golden Age" of Slovak literature because
of its remarkable breadth and achievement. Not only poets, but
literary scholars, critics, painters, sculptors, and writers united on the
basis of surrealism. Rudolf Fabry (b. 1915), Vladimir Reisel (b.
1919), Jan Rak (b. 1915), Julius Lenko (b. 1914), and Stefan
Zary (b. 1918), were the outstanding poets of the movement. In
their work they graft Slovak poetry onto French surrealist poetics.
The result is a surrealism where the "real" is unmistakably Slovak,
while the "sur" retains its universal quality.
The poetry of the movement was ignored until the mid 'sixties.
Then, in 1964, there appeared a short anthology of Slovak surrealist
poetry that established the movement as the greatest achievement in
the brief history of modern Slovak literature.
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Selections

from Slovak Surrealist

Poetry

RUDOLF FABRY ( 1935-1938)

The Heart of Europe
Why wouldn't you compare this city
to Olympia by Manet
this city
with seven hills
throttled by lilac in spring
a beauty walks on its bridge
(the bridges were built of egg yolks here)
why wouldn't you compare this city
which looks under the microscope like a porcupine
to Olympia by Manet
the moon rises above her
bloodier than a gong
in the old quarter of Chinese prostitutes
the apostles will nod their wooden beards
while you make friends with the Horologe
there are all kinds of things here
ghetto City Hall and an old cemetery
which Apollinaire liked to visit
there are all kinds of things here
which we like
when we drink the stout of Weltschmerz
there are all kinds of things here
even Claudel likes them
the Infant Jesus of Prague is here
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La fee de la mer
a Andre Breton
Corpses in bloom with toys
colder than icebergs of all Virgins in oil
Corpses in bloom in arsenic
illuminated by her excessively red fingernails
illuminated by her mouth
lit through like a sugar candy for a darling in the Zoo
her shoulders like a revolver
her walk like a massacre of Arabs
her sun-like eyes
her body like a Corsican dagger
her pelvis harder than my teeth
her panopticon like paper pulp
her kiss like a steamer on the Zambezi
her thighs like a cage
her heel like a lost son or the adulterous stories from the Bible
her sum of beauties like an intensity
her warmth like confidence
her speech is my speech
her forest when lying to its mirror —
my bewilderment
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To the Poet of the Caligrammes
You are waiting for us dear Guillaume
greetings from Bakos, Simoncic, and myself
this / of my cruelties
is the candle which sets this letter on fire for you

So we got as far as here
Where the beautiful woman sleeps
Where the old land lies
Where we let the poet speak:
Here is our land
Where the road from concepts to images
Reaches up to the thin threads
They are hair, hair I embrace
Beyond the high mountain
Under the jug of air rock and water
By the river and three rivers
Female legs rock the boat Martha
Here stood the water mill
And lower by a roebuck's leap
The Old Post Office
Then the wide road
A constantly dead street
An old woman's fingers blossomed three
Days before death
They watch
Bridesmaids behind the rushing train
The constantly dead street with glazier's eyes
Will not return during an eclipse
Ah, on the road from love to images
Against the breasts of an adder
In the life beyond
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Fall 1937
The little rusty mouse of imagination
Brought a hazelnut shell to my cell
It is a sign of fall
My autumn without freedom
Winds and birds
Remember me to:
All the parts of the world
Freedom
Freedom of maple leaves
Sound of maple violin
Burning sweat of rocks
Quail of vine
Arrows of wild geese
Childish nursery rhymes of calves
Whooping cough of the chimney
Angel hair of the corn
Women hiding in bushes
Naked arms of the trees
Entire complex game of fall
As I understood it
When I was a little child
In my distant birthplace
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VLADIMIR REISEL ( 1 9 3 9 )

Eyes are at

Fault

Bells of blood fell from the trees
We walked along an unending street
A street which begins nowhere
It was a street of strayed boulders
Of strayed comets
Of comets turned into fever
Woman like noon
Woman like a still living canvas
Which walks by me
At all times
You are losing your sight
I cannot replace it
In the sand of fingers
The moon
Rainbow with the poison of terrifying breasts
Your breasts
Like a rocking Noah's Ark
Like a slanting tower
Like the gutter where the thieves of starry nights vanish
Eaves of pride
I see them always
When we walk along the street with a mumbling forehead
When the eyes of suicides fall from the trees
Like poetry
They intoxicate me
Your breasts
Like a mysterious writing which a nightingale deciphers
Like two bells
Like a broken violin
Your humble breasts like spinning wheels
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Twin Stars
A lover's night which is opening
Night with a hymn of stars
Night which deafens
Two impassable thickets of breath
Clasped tightly together
Like two lips
Like two flowers
Midnight of waterfalls
And everything that I can call love
All the miraculous and anguished
Circle of trees
Prison of rebellious hands
Which no longer feel
Because of their great desire
Because of their spleen
Because of the end of fever
Because of death on the verge of tears
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Woman Whose Lover Fell at Madrid
Paler than a rain-wet mermaid
Paler than a poisonous flower
Dead hand sleeping on the barricades
Dead hand which will not sing nights anymore
Dead hand devoted to otherworldly rivers
Dead hand near the stars
In the land of harps and dark castanets
In the land attacked by magnetic storms like a cosmos
Over the cemeteries of cities he sleeps his icy sleep
In the mirror of olives
A swan's song of love rules the waves of nonsensical rapids
A swan's song on warm breasts covered by a face only yesterday
On delicate breasts
A passionate square is cracking
A broken chain
For whom does this crystal heart beat
For whom are you losing your fathomless eyes
For whom do you tremble
You are the one who disappears, darker than a hurricane
You rule over a fragment of strange stellar combination
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Darkness forms one of your shoulders
Bloodier than anything else
Kisses in little lilies
Kiss transformed into a thing of death
Above the debris of a nest where your childhood took place
Above the golden crown of damned victory
You are alone
And only an apparition of a ghostly hand
Near the stars
Rings in your temples
With rain of unforgettable moments
With a forest of puzzles
With a necktie of bereavement
With the ebony of watery desire
Faithful until midnight
Do not cry
For one who left the worlds of black
For the price of love
For the price of the blinding jewel of freedom
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Poster
The time when we cried over a sunset is gone
Impressionist nights rainy swallows of evenings
Stars are counting our steps
Stars are putting horseshoes on our poems and these emit drugs
A long time ago a poet sat on a rock and cried
The moon used to sit on Madia's lips
Rimbaud was the first to discover the art of being free
He travelled round the world
He visited all the countries he did not look for death he lived for his
freedom
He knew how to take a stand against the whole army of rhetoricians
and spit on them
Baudelaire glorified Satan
Lautreamont writes poems which fascinate us like our mistresses
And until in the dark of poetry turned profane there appeared
Guillaume Apollinaire
Who set about changing the world
The night reigned
Lightning struck
New time which gave us vertigo into cradle came into being
Dangerous toys sat around in our childhood for the first time we
threw the dice of our luck
In our childhood played the new not inherited harps
In harmonies clearer than the sun away from metaphysics
Old sages moved in crowds next to us
The comet of poetry was blazing out in their snow-white beards
We were afraid
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And then by the sea the shell of the dream
The strange lustre of moments which we did not understand tempted
us
Agates of night shone and reminded us of the eyes of distant loves
This was not death anymore
This was not an idea anymore it was an opium sleep
While the velocity of this planet increased to vertigo
We had to fly to overtake the birds
To tune the music of the spheres into one metaphor
To invent a machine for emitting blinding sparks
Eyes turned to hunger
Hands drifted over by the snow of suffering
Hands on the steering wheel hands whose false move means death
And somebody here wants to catch the eyes of a beggar by songs
And somebody here dares to envelop the crazy rider in cobwebs of
tears
We invented the way of putting people to sleep using a dose of
hashish
To lead them to places which cause movement of all the senses
We invented the way of changing the worlds
We see the stars through the eyes of lunatics
We watch the seas hovering above the cities
We see the cities transformed into sepias
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Do you hear the carillon of images
How beautiful smells the foreign flora on the breasts of a dead woman
Is it not the polyp?
Is it not the only eye which you adore?
Is it not the look of a woman who rocks you into the most beautiful
delirium?
Do you remember that you too were a child
And here you are catching catching the wind with your hand
A poet today causes only delight
Poet acrobat magus and king of all flowers
Poet siren
Poet poster with announcement of attractions
An organ grinder wanders through the streets it is pitiful
His eyes are bitter herbs
You drink the brew of countries through which you travelled
His hands are of lilac
His hands sing the most devoted song of the north
Good-bye to the times which we will not see
The ash of vanity will roll up to our feet
It flies on
At our feet is the whisper of oceans
At our feet are the burned colours of dawns
At our feet is the yell of future miracles
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JAN RAK ( 1942 )

Without Sword Without

Guilt

What is it I see through the coloured glasses of huts days marching by
Through smoking inlets of childhood
Army of tropical ants
Or this strange castle turning around on a chicken's leg
Of overly massive glass
Like a breast like an endless river
Full of spring water
Full of rainbow-like bandages of laughter
Full of the lilac of stars
What makes me think about you
My first girl
So fragile
It is because the antique vase was broken
On the hard pavement
From broken splinters
A violet smoke
Rises into billiard balls
While a butterfly
Turns into a lamp
I found an extinguished volcano
Quite similar to a full moon
And a pair of decomposed eyes
On a gilt string
This way we frequently return
All of us
To our childhood
Through a magic glass
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JULIUS LENKO (1941 )

Mirror

of

Justice

There where the rocks circle where the fences of suffering burn
there where the image is being born
I do not know on the shore of which river
I met in my wanderings an old man
with a huge mirror on his back as magicians have it
and although smoke was gushing from his lungs
he was not persecuted by anybody
when he walked down the valley he was like a light seen from afar
like a person from the pyramids
he rowed in a black shirt and churned the bitter water now further
now closer
until he set up his booth selling ginger bread under a chestnut tree
one Sunday for the little ones
he crossed his bare legs finally on the square
and dipped into depths that which he brought
it was the mirror of justice
dumb, it reached up to the heights shielding the dawn and warmth
of the fire-places
and winds — these spirits of earth
these too it turned to the beginning and armours too
set up in the middle of arms which pleaded on this Sunday morning
a morning thrown here by the wave of time
the chestnut tree blossomed ever more beautifully
and evening dew burned as before
in vain did they push close to the wall although it was a church wall
there was no time to live according to law
the rays cut each other into invisible swords
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augurs predicted from their flight the cosmic storm of a long drama
and the legs of this wanderer hung as before
they were falling into our destinies
they were the scales of justice
up there where the wild animals run
and while they reach the magic number
like a water-sprite with the hopes of a man
like a piece of paper carried by the wind
the land bound in fetters until now will transfer itself to new deposits
and will not open itself anymore

Alone with open arms
Similar to a wound on an operating table
I await the road which will flow into my heart
The river with the conveyer belt of hope
But by the time we put our cheeks together
The night strewn out of umbrellas will arrive
It will overturn the vases on the tables
And will pass through our throats like red-hot ore
Before the spring bird has built his nest
Then delivered of evil
We will sink into arranged flowers like fresh graves
With our entire sadness
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STEFAN ZARY ( I 9 4 4 )

Station Death
(Selections)
Flashing fly desolatingly shields
Fly of little madness
The fruit of our bestial love covered by an ear
We walk barefoot over stubble over burnt-down houses
We make love with a lump of soil and ash
We are the fakir whose bed of red-hot nails went blunt
Arks
She turns up her eyelashes
She sings a sad song of return
Fingers painfully pass over the cracks of autumn
Water is being poured like our brain the size of a walnut kernel
We will be crushed by the teeth of a dry snowstorm
Oppressions
Maternities
And
China
I breathe into the palms of your hands which eternally disappear

Oh beautiful woman
What an orphan you became
Like a fallen fence
Come
We will support each other
I would love to be close to you if only like a nettle
Or
Thistle
Touching the fountain
And
Suffer
Oh woman of ebony
You want to become a mother?
God gave you pelvis and womb
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Cheated mother
You want to become a woman?
God gave you droplets of shame
Silver shots of eyes
Charm — that long-range gun
Tears
And
Laughter

Sunflowers have matured fall is here
The wild echo will not haunt anymore
The charming voice is broken and hangs in cobwebs
Into a river
Which is actually a white horse
It jumps three yards above the knees of deserted willows
Do not forget me when everyone deserts you and do not complain
I desire so much to hear the ringing of pretty tears
I always saw something mysterious in the ringing
Something otherworldly like a volcano
Which terrifies the naughty children
They throw worm-infested apples at it
And
Bloody balls
Shepherds' fires burn on your cheek
We lower the staffs and kneel down piously
Maybe it reminds you of an ace of cards
The boy releases his desire to dirty clouds
It is a paper kite glued together
Grandfather liked to see me too
He missed his teeth
He used to clutch October days to his dry embrace and laugh aloud
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This way we belittle you lady autumn
We amputate all your legs
Dance to the music of a cricket whom you buried by your own fault
I am not a painter to kindle colours for you
I was cut enough by fiery rhapsody
Let us go back to her
She is weak
She is unreal
Like this world

I will leave
I will leave on a black train of thoughts
To the cities
Which flash by like the yarn spun in winter
A man will walk up to me in midnight waiting rooms
He is an employee
Get up sir your love is leaving
Don't you hear the whistle of birds
Maybe I will open an eyelid slightly
The station will be lit by a woman with an auburn walk
The sleep of death will overcome me
Some child will put my paralysed legs on a bench
It is awfully cold
The unheated room will foster me
It is the awful cold of hate
My train is coming
It has a fierce stormy boiler
It is already calling to me
And I will not go so that I will not have to return
It will howl like a faithful dog
For heaven's sake do not force me to gamble
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Everything will happen quickly
Sad fathers and widows will fill the spaces near the windows
They will weigh the hair over the mask of the platform
Fertilized mothers will spread themselves around like soil
To make a comfortable space for their yet unborn children
Who are sleeping in their wombs
As I sleep over a manuscript
And dream
That
I will leave
Please do not look for me
Do not look for me in the tubes of streets of ill repute
Do not look for me in the colonnade of women
My train crosses over a thumb
It is a ship without primogeniture
It purchases the distances for a bowl of lentils
I am turning off the light in the smoke-filled compartment
Ignoring a woman who is putting her hands under my head
And admiring my features
Ravished
Ravished
Crystallized by Death
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P i e r r e R e v e r d y / Ten

Poems

Translated from the French by R. W. Stendingh

FORWARD
The arms raised, the eyes turned, and all feelings positioned on the
right side. The sleeping head and grudges coming from it.
At the foot of the stairs you put the matter in order. Beside the
flight of steps you hid your weapons.
When eyelids closed, already we no longer had the heart.
Later, a life began, sinister and proud. Towers grew round without
your knowing it. Days passed without you to stop them. You didn't
know if tomorrow would be blacker than before, but everywhere the
growth of poisonous flowers drew them up. They climbed at will
without your calling them, and became ribbons, faint lights born of
days going out. The perilous way that formed forms the blind march
of our feet.

MARITIME
In the distance, carried along by the moon's tide over the crests of
waves, the atmosphere ablaze. Sailors sing folding night in their sails.
The Orient displays its secrets on the hard stones of the quay. Their
eyes are full of vague visions. And their memories fill sacks to the
brim. The lighthouse, like a starry reef turning. And drawing remote
images near. The countries come together in a state of mind. The
sleeping watchman nailed to the cowl. His shadow gone. In passing
the ships sink in the heavy night escaping the last shot. Light flashes.
The masts reaching. The tireless waves empty sacks full of stars. And
a fine spray dances with their reflections.
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FLAMES
Water and the clarity of the moon color it gently in the eye.
The last passers-by in the night drag their sleep over the marble.
Color mixes with sound. Down from the hill, the ratde of dreams
skids with the flares. In a ravaged field where shadows lose themselves, a horse leaps over a hedge of sparks. A nocturnal scarf clings
to the stirrups of its blue rider. An unreal crowd is drowned on the
opposite sidewalk, in the midst of reflections from a wet wall of rain
that pursues imaginary characters on the playbills.

HERE AND

THERE

The wings remain pinned, between closed shutters. Either a huge
bird is struggling to fly or night is pulling on the hinges. The wind
blows harder. You can no longer stand between the walls, the floor
shifts and the chandeliers dance. Dust settling. You say a prayer,
your hands on the pavement, the bright light behind you. And to
calm the spirit, leaving blindly, the clear air swoops down again. A
brightness perches on all surfaces, on the sharp angles of the furniture. And dust-flowers brought back to life, rise toward the window,
leaving dim corners.
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NORTHWEST
Blue horizon curving to the west. The night wind passes over
smokestacks. Far away over the city it bears the floating sun — and
you follow it. It carries the nightmares away. Several low gusts clear
other ways. Houses leaning at the crossroads, with wet panes. And
when the cars pass, their wheels make the windows tremble. Hearts
throb. A few heads are raised in the grey weather. Somewhere else
you see men with arms more dangerous. Their eyes heavy with
fatigue.
But the world changes, with the sun. A transparency of glass
returns. The wind shrivels up and falls. It will die of the south.

PORT
The long avenue, the grey sky and the upper floors, with paling
head climbing along the parapet. The little house looks like a cottage.
The street forms a recess between thick walls and at the end of the
bridge the beam of the lighthouse turns. The jetty embraces the
water in its arms. The moon slowly drinks the stars. And takes them
up with its rays.
The fog horns of the riverboats tear the mist in front of the hotel
that opens its windows and all the travellers await their departure.
Several sailors dance with the lamp posts. You listen to music in the
rockbound port. A little later the whirlpool shifts. And the triangular
sails go forth to unfurl the day.
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FOR THE VANISHING
A new penny rusting in the ditch where the sun sets. Now, a
stream beside the long road and the hidden light, falling, come
together.
Trees extend the shadow. You can't hear their voices. The fire
burns out. Too far away to make anyone pause. No one will be passing now. The landscape is mute. Dry stones. The crumbling wall.
Silence sets in again. A bird plunges in the weeds, flares up, and dies.

ENCLOSED

FIELD

There is a radiance over the hollow room. Roots and even the
blond leaves raise the shadow until plants border the eaves of the
roof.
The fourth wall goes higher. Higher than the ledge where the
curtain sighs. Higher than the black night and the shifting smoke of
the factory. You sing near the empty room, to the roof, by the star.
There is a glow that is not the moon, a light that is not the lamp.
But a black square on the dark ground.
And this square, the room empties.
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THE LUTE OF WORDS
The wound wanders in the light which hangs from the roof. Midday, sunless. The walls are planes of snow on the grey ground. The
eyes stop and search for a better sight in vain.
It is necessary to erase the designs which animate the descending
wall. A few strong words erect themselves. And the tide, too high,
sweeps the beach where seaweed lines the brink like hair finally
combed. And after traversing the bluish rays, the whirling sparkles
hurl themselves up and silence falls heavily on the earth without
hurting itself.

SLEEP OF T H E H E A R T
With his fingernails he scratched the hard wall of the cage. He was
either a captive of nightmare or of his enemies.
He walked outside. One hand searched for his own to graze it. It
was cooler than daybreak on his forehead. He threw open the window to a heavy wind which rolled down from the roof-tops. It was
night again.
And his chest breathed freely a fresh air which changed the landscape. But in his mind a bad memory persisted. And there was also
his name, the cause of this dream.
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M a r y Ruefle / Two

Poems

REMAINS OF A PRAYER
No talk:
two hours time, and the iridescent birch
is done peeling in the rain.
A fire the size of a cigarette is being
lit upstream.
Half a mile down,
blue haze of pine.
A planet is a cooled body
Not much to go on.
I remember less
and less
Luminous:
the color red when wet,
trout shavings, shell bellies,
these scraps of bark lord
are curled as tight as tomorrow.
How well I forget the light of this
morning! How easily I mistake it
for these spots
on the river, everything that
shimmers or comes to mind
is a relic
Burning:
the fist of heart, the stone in the fist.
Cool down my eye lord.
In both directions vapor fills a valley
with everything that is no longer noon.
Of the light I remember on a cattlefield
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only the spots
of the cows remain.
My life is a cooled body
It does not take much. Steps
excessively brittle and transparent go on
Cooling:
a handful of seeds, two figs,
two hours time I'll be upstream
with the remains of a fire
that was everywhere
without repeating itself.
I am moving the place where I stand.
From here on in
there is nothing but territory,
the heart in an excess of light
at both ends of the earth
Voices:
in the dark a ring of thieves
on a ledge, scraping the bones
of an animal, the spine rising
in an echo.
The glint of something
in one man's hand.
Cool down my eye.
I do not want lord
my life to come
any closer
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WHITE

TREES

There are callouses
on the stalks of our bodies.
A long train for the wounded
starts up the spine. The clavicle
may be broken twice and again
a bruise gone ripe on the neck
lopes back into flesh:
this life culminates many times,
many times you are losing
something the size of your mind.
Not knowing what it is,
you look leisurely in the face
this great scattering
into slender networks,
your loneliness,
that has nothing to do with
what breaks in a woman's body,
the alcohol of love, the death
of your incredible selves.
The drunk go on wishing
they were dead and the dead
wish they were drunk
There are full white trees by the river
Think of the water,
how you have wasted your mouth.
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George W. Smyth

IN THE MONTAGES OF DURANGO
I am a fugitive from the brutal confines of a film to be called "Bandit
Wagon" (PG) being shot on location in the mountains near Durango, Mexico. Se habla Espanol? Sure enough. Enough to find my way,
if there are any signposts, to the next mountain range, down toward
the Pacific Ocean. Mazatlan, on the coast, is my destination. It is a
fairly safe harbor, and there's this terrific seafood restaurant there.
It is over two hundred miles, straight up and down from where I now
stand, still in my extra's uniform of a Mexican bandit, and as such
one of the heroes, as it were, I do believe, of the film. But there's
trouble ahead, and where I just came from, too. So I'll keep on my
looped ammo belt, my sombrero, my six-shooter with blanks. I'll keep
them yet awhile, for the first few days' forced march to the sea and
final freedom from the film company's auditor. I know he would like
to have back the week's payroll, on my back, as it is, and so, probably, would Mr. Wayne, good ole boy, there he is way down yonder
there rehearsing, as only he can, a scene which will have to get by
without my services. I am just one of a hundred, and they're down in
the valley pacing around, waiting for the horses to void, so they can
get on with the day's footage on the silly picture. "Bandit Wagon"
indeed. Enough to —
I turn my stomach and my back on the whole non-shooting match
and continue to tackle, so to speak, the first big mountain. A swig of
colored water first. I stole it from the bar set. Some phony saloon.
They didn't even have tequila. I fade further into the background, a
little ways up the mountain. Steeper than it looked in the day's
rushes. Not so much the cactus and the snakes as the pesky little
rocks that bother me. Could break an ankle, and my insurance is
cancelled now, of course, being, as I am, way off the set and into the
real life. I'm one of your honest-to-goodness bandits. It's about time
I quit play acting, which is just what I said to myself as I grabbed
the payroll and hit the dust, I mean the trail. Durn, it's not even
that. I'm to trailblaze.
This sun may get to me. I wish it would sink rather rapidly into
the west. I have a flashlight and spare batteries to find my way to a
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rest stop. I took lots of cigarettes and matches and a good bit of the
local cuisine, tortillas and some refried beans. Wish I had some real
firewater. But I hear there are some little villages in the mountains
and they love gringoes. I hear that. I hope I hear right.
Am I seeing things? Is that a horse up there on the ridge? No,
durn it, just a burro with short ears and long legs, but he'll do for
transport. My feet hurt a bit. Here, burro, burro! Well, gosh durn it,
the damned thing turned and ran. I didn't know they could do that.
They never have in the movies I've seen, or even been in as extra,
and this one's my fifty-fourth, my forty-first western, to be in. To be
was in, I should say. Ten shooting days left, but I was getting tired
of the whole make-believe thing, and how. However, the money was
good, even though they paid the horses more, even when they didn't
get hurt, which, as a matter of fact, finally got to me, the money
thing. Hence my master shot, my motive and viewpoint, too, for
absconding with the payroll, small though it probably is. The horses
have a separate pay line. Hence my flight, my scooting out of the
picture, and the scene, too. I really do think I'm worth more than
some wormy nag, who can't even change expression. Not much
more, but some. I broke my leg once, also. In fact, it's beginning to
hurt, this bum leg.
To the top of the heap. There she is. The next mountain range.
Looks so close and friendly, like in the blasted flicks. Fools even me.
Imagine that. I do, many things, my trouble. I've seen too many
movies and been in too many movies for my own good, especially
now. Like for instance, I forgot to wear heavy underwear, and it's
getting right coolish up here at 9,000 plus feet. No bandit or cowboy
or desert chief or U-boat skipper or especially injun that I ever saw
wore thermal underwear. Not even in this new wave stuff. And they
want realism. I could tell them a thing or two about what's real and
what's not, if only they'd have the courtesy to ask the little folk in
the crowd shots, though I've certainly been in more than just those.
Once, it was myself and just five others and all this seaweed and
stuff. It was a creature film. I caught myself on the T and V in it.
I better stop and rest up a bit for the spell ahead. Is that a village
I see down there in the pretty green valley? Bless my autographed
stars, I believe it is. I'd better hide the payroll and take off my ammo
belt and pistol. They might think I'm a real bandit. That would be
too much, really tear it for me. Sort of fun, though, maybe. No, I'd
best not flirt with these mountain folk and their chieftains, and their
superstitions and witchcraft. Think I'll count the payroll while I rest
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and ponder my next action, without, so be it, my choice, camera and
lights.
Well, the payroll is right close to ten thousand. Confederate
dollars. I picked up the stupid prop. This flick is a Civil War thing,
I forgot, mixed up with bandits and injuns, and your ordinary and
assorted landgrabbers, sodbusters, posses, and plain old bad men.
And a schoolmarm. Confederate money! Durn the luck. That paymaster is some fraud. Wonder where they keep the real loot? Probably in the real bank, way off the set. I certainly should have thought
of that, and ordinarily I would have, except sometimes lately I've
been getting a little confused about what fascinating time in history
I'm in, or what time of pre-history, or post-history, although most of
my westerns have been after the Civil War, that I know. When the
west was being opened up to all kinds, even me.
Well, money's not everything, some fool said, probably in the
movies. You can depend on that, I'll bet, but I don't know what
with, now. I think I've got some food. Yes, here it is, and it's real
enough, maybe too real. A little gamy and a bit too much pepper,
which should make me run faster, if the need arises, ha ha. The
blasted two-step's all I need, now. Now, on second thought, I just
may investigate that village. I'm going to need some salt, among
other things. Well. . . now that I'm closer, I just may detour. The
village looks spooky, like a deserted set. It may be. The flats are
rotting. Hollywood has just about done this part of Mexico in. But
these mountains are real enough, no backdrop them. My poor feet,
wow. Boots don't fit right. Durn the wardrobe department. They
don't take pride in other folks' feet anymore.
Look at all that stage money floating down the mountain! Sort of
pretty and strange-looking, in its way, in these here parts. The
cameraman ought to be here. Could get a good stock shot for the
film library. Some producer could build a whole picture around this
one big scene, even though it's real. They do that. Well now, my
compass seems to be a little broken. Maybe uranium or something in
these mountains, no telling what. Gold? No, that's another picture.
Treasure of t h e . . . something, it'll come to me. I'll just have to
follow the sun . . . west to the water, the glittering sea. More romantic that way, walking into the sunset and all. But now I'm quite tired,
tuckered out in fact, so think I'll sleep a spell. What do you know,
here's a nice convenient cave, just like in the movies. Check for
inhabitants. Clear. Cut to sunset and dissolve. Print it. Thank you,
gentlemen. Wraps up today. We must, simply must, do better to175

morrow. The producer's jittery. Can't blame him. Some of the
provisions and the props and one of the extras are missing. We just
must run a tighter ship.
Dreamless sleep. Strange, considering my plight. Out of the damp
cave to find the sun. There it is. Let's see, that would be east. Durn!
I'll have to have the sun at my back to get to the coast and what just
may be a rendezvous. There goes the romanticism in the plot. Walking away from the sun, indeed. Survival is first, however, and I must
reach the coast soon, lest — Now, to get up that next mountain that
didn't seem to be there yesterday. But first, my ration of half a tortilla
and a small swig of stage bourbon, or is this stuff rum? Well, no
matter. I quibble.
That wasn't half bad, that mountain. Nothing like a good night's
sleep to rest up the old legs, the old mind. What's that I see over
there? Another movie village? No, I see real people and lots of real
dogs. I'll just drop in and say howdy. Here comes a pup to greet me.
Unfriendly, this monster. Guess I better slip around this mud hut
setting, too. No harm, I've got the whole day to wander. The coast
will just have to wait. I might as well enjoy my outing. What else can
I enjoy? Ah yes, the shrimp in Mazatlan. I'm going to eat one lousy
shrimp, if I have to beg, borrow, or steal it. Now, I'm on a high
plateau, and it seems to be sloping gradually down. A good sign. The
sun is overhead now and soon I can follow it to the horizon and
wait for a golden tomorrow and my first sight of the ocean. I hope I
dream tonight. I should keep a diary, besides in my head. Bet I could
sell my story to the movies, the whole durn shebang, except nobody
would believe it. But with a good script and a fine director, and the
right star, why . . .
I seem to have a chill. Probably from the damp night and now this
rather hot sun, and the change in altitude, and my skimpy diet and
the funny water. Well, I don't wonder I'm a mite under the weather.
And the strain of the picture. Positive thoughts from now to the
coast, that's the way to do it. But now . . . everything's looking . . .
negative, somehow. I have really had it with these reverse jump cuts,
special effects, process shots, and now, to top it, some new technique,
invented, no doubt, by some young, smart-aleck, know-it-all genius.
But I have to hand it to him. What I see now I don't rightly believe.
Even make-believe. There's this perfectly framed, beautifully focused
wide screen shot of an injun (Apache? Comanche?) with his tomahawk (rubber? polyester?) standing over me. He's about to pounce,
and he seems to mean real business, but dang if he's not smiling
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rather sweetly. Now I call that funny. He freezes at some vaguely
heard command, and then the camera, just now, in fact, dollies in on
me, cringing on the ground, and it looks like, for once, finally, I'm
getting a close-up, which really floors me, which is where I usually
end up, cut up. I've never sucked up to any assistant director. I never
even met a film editor, the soandso. Well, it's all just a rough cut,
and, it looks like now, a tough break, too. The injun has vanished
back to make-up, maybe to become a bandit, and I'm left staring at
a grip, not even a key one. Maybe he's after my scalp. Somebody
should be, by now. I did take some of their property, and Confederate
money is difficult to replace in Mexico, and even harder to find, when
it's scattered over two mountains and maybe, by now, three valleys.
But I could go back to the set near Durango and get my record
straight, or should I? I do believe, come to think of it, I conked the
auditor a bit too hard on the noggin, but he did ask for it, in a
manner of speaking. I mean, what was he doing with the funny
money? Who does he think he is, the prop man? Shoot, maybe that's
who he was. Academic, in its way, now, however. The sea beckons
with all the little luscious shrimps and, I believe, the more I think of
it, something else. It will come to me. I think everything has. We only
deserve what we ask for, goes the dippy line from some dumb picture
I was in, quite briefly. But time to sleep off the fever now. Today
flew by. No takes.
The sun calls and now I'm just staring at it coming up, so I think
it best, considering my condition of yesterday, to turn away from the
blinding light and size up the next mountain. It seems to have gotten
closer in the night. What happened to my grassy, sloping plain? Oh
well, it's up and at 'em again. I'll just wait for the sun to burn off
some of the ground chill. That's the picture business for you: waiting around for the sun to do its thing, burning up my patience it is.
But my bit will come, maybe just over the next mountain. Now, up
to it.
Ah, there's the blue Pacific! I'm a bit dizzy and winded from the
climb, but there she is all right. Wouldn't you just know it? It looks
green. Can't trust this new fast film. Give me black and white, and
a tinge of gray, hazy on the edges for effect, watch the middle focus,
dummy, this is a take, silence please, we are filming. Well, it was a
take, but no print, please. Just a mirage. The poor Pacific. Can't
trust anything you see and don't see these days, even in real life,
which I must return to. I'm beginning to feel the need of an assistant
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director, maybe one who flunked out of medical school. They're good
ole boys.
I count my rations. Tortillas, some beans which need more refrying, an ear of corn, and — Well, looky here, it seems I got away with
more than I thought. Here's some real money, quite a bit, in this
funny inside pocket of my bandit jacket. Must have gotten it off my
roommate, but he was just another bandit, sleeping as it was. I
dissolve that image. I've got my survival to consider. This running
away business is getting serious, not that it ever has been a lark, but
I like to fool myself sometimes. The posse, as such, as may be, must
be forming even now back in Durango. You don't just run off a set
even clean and get away with it so easily. The producer has the guild
to answer to. Lord knows what kind of questions they'll ask him.
They never liked me much. I do wonder at times how I got into so
many pictures. Pure dumb luck accounts for much in this world. Did
Bogart say that? I hope so, even though it doesn't sound exactly like
him. But close enough.
Well. . . here's the highway. Am I glad to leave those mountains!
The road's chancy, but I'm willing to wait and flag down a bus to
get me to the coast. I never would have made it over one more
mountain. Clothes in tatters, feet bleeding, head — Here comes
something rumbling down the highway. It's no bus. Now let me just
zoom in here. Durn the luck! What's left of it. It's a band of injuns!
On the highway? Yes. But wait, the rebs are chasing them! No, it's
the Union Army, for the love of — I hear . . . bugles? And they're
not really injuns, they're my fellow extras, they've got to be, or else
bandits dressed as injuns, all practically naked! But then, where are
the real bandits, I mean us? I thought we were the heroes! Have
they all been caught and hung in the second reel? I knew this picture
was a fraud, felt it in my bones. But what's this? The injuns are
vanishing into the rocks by the road. The rebs are after me! No!
They're after the bluecoats! That makes a little more sense, but not
much, not the way I read the script. What is going on here? The
special effects man has truly gone 'round some bend of his own
improvising, victim of his own exotic vocation, poor devil. I've
worked with him before on a World War thing.
There goes my bus. Durn tarnation! It didn't even stop for all this
commotion. The back lot has gone absolutely crazy. Where is the
assistant director? He always goes for coffee at the wrong time. Now,
deliver us all, the injuns are appearing from the rocks. They're
throwing down their bows and arrows and knives. Maybe it's lunch
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break? They're running after the soldiers. Wait! Go get a sandwich
or something, you fools! Don't go after them, it's a trap! That was in
the script, sort of, as I recall. The soldiers turn and bring their horses
to a halt. They dismount, rather crudely, it looks to me. No rehearsal.
They're coming toward me! I must get away! Depart from the
script! They must really be looking for me, for the reward money.
Well, they won't get any, the turncoats, the slobs. I got some of them
their jobs! Now look! I'm through doing good turns for anyone in
this crazy business.
Well, I give up. The soldiers turn now toward the injuns, who
have stopped running and are now creeping up to the soldiers, getting closer. They're going to fight with their bare hands, good show!
Now the injuns make a concerted dash, whooping, and then the
soldiers part and the sea is revealed! The injuns don't see the
danger and make their final charge and fall into the sea, off the cliff
into the green waters. And there's my perpetual enemy, for real, the
sound man and his pesky mike boom getting theirs. Splash! Goody!
I follow the injuns, but just to the edge of the cliff. I look down on
what, strangely, seems to be a rancheria, in a canyon, with a goat
pen by a beautiful stream. Can it be? Well, it could, at this point. I
turn around and see that the soldiers, the rebs and the bluecoats,
have resolved some difference they've had, and are preparing to
charge me, is it for the second time? Where are my nice bandits? I'll
have to go it alone now, so I work my way down the cliff to the . . .
beach? Yes, it's sand underfoot, and out there, just a ways, yes, it is
the ocean! Goat pen indeed! But what's important is that a hundred
yards offshore a German submarine is surfacing. My rendezvous
come true! I dive into the gentle surf and swim out to the U-boat,
barely escaping the bullets plopping into the water around me. Let's
see now, who's firing at me? Oh yes, the soldiers, my own countrymen ! Imagine! They're working awfully hard today. The producer
must be visiting the set. But real bullets? Who can you trust anymore? And what? Certainly not anything very real, it's beginning to
seem to me, if I can believe what I . . . feel. A bullet nicked my arm.
I can't be fooled all the time, especially when it comes down to my
blood.
I am hauled aboard the sub. Achtung! The sub is from my fortyfirst picture. I'm a German crewman, and I'm being patted on the
back and my arm is being bandaged, and someone says it's all in the
can, but don't open it, much less release it. Is it the captain of the
U-boat, or the assistant director, or is the producer here again? No
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matter. Someone pins an iron cross on me, hands me a fried shrimp,
congratulates me on my escape from the forbidden valley, and we
submerge, to rise no telling where, maybe in my fiftieth flick. Buena
suerte, as they say, but not on this sub. Good luck, I tell myself, I'm
going to need it with these krauts. They may forget who they are and
put me, when they decide who I am, in a prison camp picture, and
I've already made those scenes. The food was terrible, and, as I
recall now, the guards were all too real.
But now, cut and fade in, we're back on land somewhere. We've
been beached, and here comes — yes, it's the assistant director and
he's picking cactus thorns off his bush jacket. He motions me forward, and he's smiling. Maybe they've expanded my part. He's got
some of my bandits behind him, the lousy — No, they're . . . Durango State Police? Yes. What are they doing here? This is a closed set.
Absolutely no visitors! I'll have to speak to the U-boat captain about
a few things. I'll just have to take my chances with him, if he's still
around. Yes, there he is. I recognize him now. He once played a New
York cop. Got several close-ups, he did. It went to his head. Look at
him swagger! Or is he still in character? Anyway, he is one celluloid
creep. I'll just cut out and let the assistant director and the Durango
State Police and the U-boat captain have at it. It's time for a swig
of colored water and an aspirin and . . . what do I see now? Yes,
there it is. The real ocean, and it is blue. The Pacific!
I run toward the sea. The sun is in front of me. Better yet, so is
the camera. Things are back to normal, and I recall and glory in the
fact that my faces have been on display before millions in all the far
and dark corners of the earth, not even counting the balconies, and
it is joyful to know that when the credits are rolled up yonder, and
all the reverse angles and process shots and still photos are rotten in
the cans, why then . . . I might get a featured role yet. I dream of the
publicity, the clawing hands at personal appearances, the talk shows,
the T and V residuals, the martini lunches with producers and
bankers. But I won't be too easy to please, or fool either, no sir.
But right now, before things get out of hand, it's high time to
negotiate with an agent. First things first. I know of this agent back
in Durango. I'm sure he'll be interested in seeing I get what credit I
deserve, no typecasting. My head is swimming with all the cinematic
possibilities. All I have to do is convince the agent of my potential,
which is limitless. I'm going to be both a good guy and a bad guy
from now on I've decided, no single image for me.
Versatile is one word for my talent. Diverse is another. Guess I'll
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have to be a good guy, first. The public may demand it for some
specified time, fickle though it may be, those illustrious millions.
There are those who refuse to be fooled all the time. I could be one
of them. But if I were, so much more of me would be lost, so much
more of me would be left wandering visionless, sightless and soundless and with no horizon to consider, spineless and indecisive and sick
to death of sham here in the golden and mystery-shrouded set piece
of the high western mother mountains, the Sierra Madre Occidental,
the backbone, I've learned somewhere in my fragmented but somehow unified travels, of our troubled two-faced continent.
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Sheonaid Ursan

BLEEDING NAIL POLISH
There is someone knocking at my door. It is a soft, feather duster
kind of knock. I might have missed it if I didn't have such good ears.
Mommy always used to say, 'Deedee, you could hear a clock ticking
in a thunderstorm.' And I probably could. I open the door exactly
one inch. You can't be too careful in a place like this.
"Huh — huh — hullo. My name is Mary. But my friends call me
Jenny."
Two big droopy eyes sunk in a white pudding face meet mine. I
clutch my housecoat where it gapes at the neck.
"Yes. What do you want?"
"Well, uh, I'm new here and d-d-d-Doctor Stevenson said m-m-mmaybe you would . . . uh, you know . . . kinda be my friend?"
I look at her closely. Her long stringy hair is pulled back off her
face by a stretchy hair band. I like her housecoat. It is the very same
as mine. Pink, too, but not as clean. I do not like her hairy black
legs but especially I do not like her spiky gold shoes. I open the door
a little wider.
"I don't usually talk to strangers. I'm not that kind of a girl. But
if Doctor Stevenson sent you, you can come in."
She takes a timid step toward me but I shoot my hand out to stop
her.
"Take your shoes off first."
Jenny looks at me like I've asked her to take all her clothes off.
"Do I have to?"
"Yes. They are not the kind of shoes that nice girls wear."
She shrugs and takes them off without arguing. I tell her to leave
them in the hall. She says somebody might steal them so I let her put
them just inside my door.
She plunks down on my bed and eyes my dolls and teddy bears.
Before Jenny came we were having a discussion about Fred and
Rosalee. They want to get married but Rosalee is white and Fred is
black and most of us agreed that for them to do a thing like that
would be a terrible mistake. Besides, they're far too young.
"I'm n-n-n-new here, you kn-kn-know," Jenny repeats. She picks
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up George, my doll with the red hair who used to be my favorite but
isn't any more.
"What's his name?"
"George."
"Oh." She holds him in her arms and rocks him back and forth.
George loves to be rocked like that. I think maybe I like this girl.
"Why are you here?" I ask.
"I don't kn-kn-know." She shrugs her fat round shoulders. "I just
c-c-came yesterday. My ma brought me." She pauses, then looks at
me with her pleading eyes. "D-d-d-do you have any choc-lit?"
"No." Doesn't she know chocolate is for kids?
"Oh." Her pudding face sags. "All I ever eat is choc-lit bars."
"Chocolate bars are for kids. You're no kid. You're grown up,
aren't you?"
"Of course I'm g-g-grown up. I'm t-t-t-t-twenty-seven years old."
She says that with pride.
"I'll be twenty-one in two weeks," I tell her. "My Mommy is coming to visit me and I'll have a birthday party. Maybe I'll invite you."
"Will you have a birthday cake with choc-lit icing?"
"I don't know. I don't know. That's not important." I jump up
from the bed and look at the room in disgust. My hands begin to
flutter as my insides start to churn. "Just look at this room. It's filthy!
I must clean things up before Mommy gets here. She would be
appalled. She taught me right from wrong; it is right to be clean and
shave your legs twice a week, if you are a woman, that is." I look at
Jenny but she has missed the point. "It is wrong to have a dirty
room."
Jenny nods her head in agreement. Her fat cheeks jiggle. Suddenly
I freeze in the middle of the room. I hear the flap of Gary's bedroom
slippers on the stairs. I look at Jenny. "Listen. Do you hear that?"
"No. What?" She looks at me queerly.
"That flap - flap - flap. That's Gary. Every day he runs downstairs when the mail comes. He never gets any letters but he always
knows who does. Stephen used to send me letters but they were full
of lies. Big ugly black lies scrawled across the pages. I got to recognize
his handwriting and would tear them up without opening them."
"Who is S-s-Stephen?" Jenny seemed to wake up for an instant.
"Stephen was one of my boyfriends. I had lots of boyfriends.
Plenty of them. Just because I'm in here doesn't mean I'm not
normal. I am a big girl, just like you.
"Stephen liked me. He even said he loved me, lots of times. Of
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course, I thought Stephen was a nice boy, and he really was at first."
"D-d-d-do you have any nail p-p-polish?" Jenny asked. There was
some on the dresser. I handed it to her, telling her not to spill it. She
began to paint thick red layers, not just on her nails, but right over
the edges of her fingers. She lifted her droopy eyes ever so slightly.
"S-s-s-so what about him?"
"When Tom went to jail (that's my brother), Stephen was right
there with Mommy and me, being strong and understanding, just
like Daddy would have been if he had still been alive. He came over
for supper every night and the three of us were almost like a family,
that close.
"But then he and I began fighting. The fights always started the
same way: with kissing. Things would get hot, and just when he had
his hand trembling on my zipper, I'd say N O , in my biggest grownup voice. Stephen would get red, sometimes shout bad names at me,
then throw or smash whatever was handy. Once it was a vinegar
bottle that shattered everywhere. Another time he jumped (with
both feet) in his favorite guitar. Oh, God, it scared me sometimes.
We'd scream and shout and finally he'd go over to Mommy's house.
What?"
"D-d-d-did your ma like him?"
"Of course she liked him. She liked him a lot. But what he said
about her wasn't true. He said he'd slept with Mommy. Imagine!
My Mommy, who never slept with anyone except Daddy, and only
after they were married."
Jenny's mouth dropped open and her knuckles received a coat of
red.
"Oh, Jenny. I'll never forget that night. He kept crying and blowing his nose in a big dirty hanky, saying he loved me, not her, and
could I ever forgive him."
" 'Deedee,' he said, as if for a minute I believed a word of it, 'we
didn't do it to hurt you. Believe me, it's the last thing we wanted. It
just happened.' (He had the gall to say 'we'. 'We were both lonely.
We got talking and drinking. It was a moment of passion, that's all.
Can't you understand that, Deedee?' "
"No, Jenny. Somebody else maybe, but not my Mommy. She
taught me right from wrong. 'Only animals give in to passion. You
wait until you fall in love and get married', she said. 'Then sex will
be beautiful'."
"I didn't say anything but Stephen could tell that I didn't believe
him.
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"Then he told me he'd wanted to make love with me so badly for
so long. 'You just kept pushing me away', he said. 'Finally when I
did it with your mother I closed my eyes and pretended it was you'."
" 'You're lying!' I screamed."
" 'No, no, Deedee,' he said. 'I wouldn't lie about a thing like that.
If you don't believe me it's because you don't want to believe that
your mother is a woman, with a woman's urges. Which is more than
I can say about you,' he added."
"I wanted to cry but instead I reached out and cupped his face in
my hands. I looked straight at him. We were breathing close. Suddenly he flicked his tongue and licked me, leaving a sticky trail of
saliva from my chin to my forehead. My nails sank into his face and
came down hard. They weren't connected to my hands. Three bright
strips of red appeared on each cheek and began to drip off the point
of his chin. He cupped one of his hands underneath it to catch the
flow.
"I just sat there, amazed at his calmness, watching his slow movements. The blood was gushing over the sides of his hand. He didn't
seem to notice because he was staring at me with a queer, twisted
look. Suddenly my face was smeared in blood. His blood. It was all
over me. And then he was doing what he'd wanted to do for so long.
He did the same thing to me that he said he did to Mommy. I
screamed because it hurt. It hurt so bad."
I looked at Jenny to see if she was grown up enough to understand.
I gasped.
"Look! The blood! It's all over you too. It's on your hands and
your face. Here, look." I got my hand mirror and held it up in front
of her. "Stephen did it to you too, didn't he? Admit it. He's hiding in
your room right this minute, isn't he?"
Jenny's hands flew to her face. She looked at her reflection, horrified. She stood up and shuffled sideways towards the door.
"All I wanted was some ch-ch-choc-lit. That's all." She avoided
my eyes and I knew that I had guessed the truth.
"That's okay." I patted her on the back. "Tell Stephen if that's
what growing up is, then I'm a big girl now."
Jenny backed out of my room, forgetting her shoes.
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David Waltner-Toews / Two Poems

TAKE-HOME EXAM
The mind is faster than the womb.
Three months after we, for one night only,
tested fate, the child is testing us,
and our sterility is no longer the question.
At six a.m. I find him, or her —
the kid for Pete's sake —
lying between us on the bed,
asking questions.
What makes you think you'll be such a good father?
I don't have to answer.
This exam wasn't scheduled.
I at least want my breakfast first.
What about overpopulation?
Don't you care about starving people?
I roll over: O.K., so I'll skip breakfast.
At the table
the little unborn being
jostles for the space between us,
crowding up the silence
where we once held hands,
handing out questionnaires like a psychologist.
Who'll take care of me?
Are you both going to work?
Or just the father?
Will you be sexist role models?
As we flee on our bicycles
the voice calls down the street:
How do you expect me to turn out
if you don't spend any time with me?
Later, seeing you in your swimming suit,
I'd swear you weren't even showing.
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THE BIRTH OF A POEM
(The analogy exposed)
At conception, the poem was not a poem,
but a mindsperm niggling into body,
a pleasure soon forgotten.
Then came the headaches, cramps,
the books refusing digestion.
I blanched at every thought but one,
couldn't keep a haiku down,
not even a couplet,
my body being commandeered
by this obsession.
Friends began remarking.
You drink too much, they said.
Beer belly at thirty —
makes you look pregnant. H a ha.
The nausea passed,
but the belly remained, and a hunger.
I read voraciously — books and magazines.
I took in all the supplements,
swallowed obscure volumes, whole sets of them,
all to feed the kicking discontent
growing in my abdomen.
My friends quit laughing.
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I took pre-poem classes.
At the weekly poets' meeting
shy new parents would hand me swaddled
screaming sonnets,
inevitably dirty, in need of changing.
Better practice now, they said.
Your turn will soon be here.
And the contractions! Oh the pain!
I could barely breathe,
closer and closer together,
my thoughts all amuddle,
my wife there, holding my hand,
coaching me over the peaked ecstasy
into the sudden valley,
the airy peace among pillows.
Someone handed me a slippery,
re-faced, incoherent quatrain.
I think I cried.
And that was just the beginning.
Those neat white sheets I used?
I still can't get them clean.

Tom Wayman / Two Poems
TRAVELER'S TALE
for Brent Reid
For the first time here
all night the rain
dripped from the eaves
and a strong east wind
pushed the water against my bedroom window,
rattled the vents in the chimney
and tried the lock at the back door.
And I woke in the dark and recalled
how a year ago, three thousand miles away
I drove with a friend in a February storm
at midnight to his small house in the forest near Comox
and he gave me his spare room
curtainless, so I lay in the cold
watching the high pines in the dark
sway gravely together, black and
far over the house, while the rain
fell on the glass and the roof, and the sea
below the road pounded against its rocks
and I felt snug inside, and happy.
Now the same wind
after twelve months shakes this house
having found me,
wanting to know
what I remember,
what I plan to do.
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THE

VISIT

When I returned, into the town
rode the cotton from the cottonwoods:
white tufts on the wind
flowing down from the green foothills, the cotton
rising and coasting through the June streets
and the yards of houses.
Some days the air carried
the sweet heavy stink of cattle I remembered
from the feedlots. But as well in the sunshine
the cotton glided.
Six years away.
And nothing paused
for a moment, not even in the two weeks I was there again.
The green corn kept growing in the garden behind the house
trenched to take water from the irrigation ditch
which one day we opened: the water slowly trickling down the rows
to flood the plants; white cotton
floating on the water between the new shoots
already half a foot high
— like the trees,
getting ready to keep on living here.

Fort Collins, Colo.
June ig?5
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Frederic Will

From A FIRE IN THE TOENAIL
i o i. Herman goes wild for pastry,
takes it to his bedroom,
eats it quietly during the long fall evenings.
Someday, he says, I will fill up on ice cream,
apples, shrimp cacciatore.
Now however I am wild about pastry,
eat it in my bedroom,
spend all my extras at the local sweetshop.
He swept out the dough flakes,
stretched himself loosely,
and dreamed for hours
about a lonely creampuff.
102. Herman sun bathed
Herman shed garments in the Tunisian sunshine,
opened his body to the powers of nature.
Here now he said, I have a tiny liver,
three little kidneys, tightly wound colon.
He put them in sunshine,
laid them out neatly on the balcony railing,
watched as they dried there.
Then he took his toenails, his kneecap,
spread them for drying,
opened his mouth and let the sun wipe his liver.
After he had finished he took a long draught of whiskey,
jotted in his notebook,
and lay down sullen on a mattress of crabshells.
103. Herman stayed years in the small Tunisian cafe
Herman grew accustomed to the local patterns,
passed afternoons in idle chatter,
drank up his coffee like an empty basin.
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Year after year he made the same refusal,
turned down the offers that would lead him homeward,
hid when the Embassy came to reason.
Now then thought Herman, I will stay til the seasons,
rising like a river, pour down around me.
He pulled on his caftan, strode through the market,
and swore to Allah, by the bones of his toenail.
104. Herman hurried carefully
Herman hurried carefully,
gathered his message into tiny bundles,
placed them at doorsteps on the way to the office.
Later he noted how the city was reacting,
turning and twisting in the narrow sidestreets,
dancing like crazy in the public market.
Herman took his message,
wrote it out in longhand,
and left one copy
inside his right front toenail.
105. Herman hates the endless wind
Herman hated the endless windstorms,
eddy of scirocco at the edge of his breakfast.
Far through the night he could hear it blasting,
chewing like a mastiff at his narrow blankets.
Here now he said, I will find me a refuge,
places where no trace of wind can enter.
Her took off his bedsheets,
hollowed out the mattress,
and hid for a morning inside the cotton watting.
106. Herman told funny stories
Herman tells stories from the history of his people,
talks joining humans to animal fathers.
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Here now he stammers, are men who were foxes,
women who were rabbits, kids who were monkeys.
Later he passes round the circle of listeners.
Here now he shows them, was the mark of the foxen.
He takes off his sweatsocks,
spreads out his ankles,
shows them the birthmarks.
Then he slips on his stockings,
joins them in dancing,
and tries to remember that he is more than mortal.
107. Herman's temper
Herman grew noted for rages of temper,
feared through the country, for violent outbursts.
One day he rose like a blue volcano,
thundered at house guests, rattled the roof panes.
Here now he muttered, I have brought you together,
shared from my larder, offered you tidbits.
Fools, he concluded, will be fools forever,
grubbing through the twilight,
afraid of the different,
locked in dumbness, to their ice cold toenails.
108. Herman wakes to the sound of construction
Herman woke softly to the sound of construction,
danced in his hallway, while buildings were rising.
Now he thought, Tunis grows lofty and spacious,
fills out its skyline, anchors its subsoil.
Nine days later he heard of the dry rot,
structural weakness in the fine new buildings.
He took down his headrest,
stretched on the subsoil,
and listened intently to the noise in his toenail.
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Christine Zawadiwsky / Two

Poems

YOUR OWN

TIME

The sight of the clock swimming through my tears,
split tears with edges rimmed like a cactus
that roll down the feathered mountain of my bosom
and crawl like snails around the rim of the hat that I hold
with pudgy fingers and floured hands, a soft mess
of a mind, nails shiny like marbles, in front of
my stomach and its soft white roads and its iron
intestines, my recalcitrant body. Each carpet a mirror,
every ring a stone, I sit and watch the moon
playing with the sun, lock my shadow away in a
steel drawer, shake and pull out my sleeping winter clothes. *
Twice in each day the clock tells the same time
and once every year I peer from my cage
of dark, heavy bones, from my nest of mute bones,
to run along the edge of the ice-skating rink
whose neighbors are the lake and the cemetery;
and once there I run alongside the skaters and slip
and reel near their spinning toes, measuring to what extent
each sharpened blade cuts and bruises the shining ice floor.
Once every year I examine my girl's sore,
the sore that she's certain grows inside her head,
though the bullet she caught was invisible
and the target she made was a mockery.

J
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SPIRITS
They push through the corridor hoping to absorb me,
to play upon my pain and my unalterable sadness.
On his glass porch my father waves a hand
towards the tea-colored sky and the front door
of my body swings open on silent eternities:
the romance has evaporated between me and the screen.
My attributes are written upon the stars.
My soul will determine just where I will hide.
In his hat there's a feather, and my father will strangle
anyone who disagrees about the direction in which
his fat bird will slide. My spirits will, among
themselves, collide and save their banter.
The stars have rained spangles, and like a dismembered bride
I'm concerned with the cautions that only sleep can survive.
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