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Granny Annie and the Kid
by Laury Egan

Mac’s Convenience Store wasn’t owned by Mac—though it had been in the 50s
and 60s—but the odor of Mac’s cheap cigars still permeated the worn floors and
the stained green walls along with the smell of damp newspapers, stale candy
bars, and the frozen breath that emanated from the refrigerated units whenever
a door opened.

The current owner, Pratap Mehta, usually made the rounds of his four gas
station/convenience stores late at night to collect the dog-eared bills from the
till. He also owned two liquor stores with separate check-cashing facilities, an
arrangement that allowed the low-lifes—as he referred to them in private—to
cash their Social Security or employment checks and then purchase a six-pack,
pint, and lottery tickets under the same roof.

It was 11:09 p.m. by the round black clock that hung above the cigarette cartons,
impulse-tempters, and signs featuring Joe Camel and the Marlboro Man. The
gas station had closed for the night, leaving only one employee at work behind
the counter, Granny Annie, a tiny old lady, whose curly electric orange hair was
a color no human head had ever grown naturally. She was hunched over a
newspaper, a posture her spine remembered even when she tried to straighten

up.

When the front door opened, the bells jangled and a wave of sea air blew in with
a teenage boy. He stood medium height, with the remnants of youthful
musculature losing battle with couch-potato pudge. The kid wore a blue Mets
baseball cap low on his eyes and a ripped yellow tee shirt under a brown hoodie.
His cargo jeans were three sizes too big, with pockets bulging at the thighs.

Granny Annie glanced around the display cabinet to see if he had any pals
hanging around outside. No one else was in the parking lot. She then watched
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the kid strolling down the aisle past the bakery goods, noted how the seat of his
jeans sagged low to expose white boxers underneath. As the boy scooped up two
packages of chocolate cupcakes, a bag of potato chips, and a jumbo Pepsi,
Granny Annie shifted her eyes to the tilted round mirror hung in the back,
which gave her a better view.

“Goddamned too old for this kinda work,” she muttered to herself. “Eighty-two
years last week, and all I got to show for it is calluses on my behind from sitting
on this stupid stool.” The stool was over forty years old, preceding her hiring by
Mac in 1969, and like her had been inherited by each new owner.

Granny Annie shifted on her ancient perch and worked her mouth as her
thoughts turned to her husband, Mel, whose pickled liver had killed him long
ago. She stared at her gold wedding band. “Cheap bastard couldn’t even buy me
a diamond engagement ring.” Annie often spoke ill of the dead, especially Mel,
whose bar tabs and gambling debts had forced her to take the job at Mac’s. “All
them years I worked and he drank up nearly every penny in gin mills. Jesus H.
Wish I’'d never married that sonafabitch loser.”

She shook her head at herself and ran a practiced tongue around the gaps in her
teeth, parked a small wad of gum where her back molar had once resided, and
then checked the kid. He was coming up the aisle next to the newspapers and
magazines; his untied shoelaces and frayed pants cuffs trailing behind him. As
the boy approached the counter with his purchases cradled in his left arm, he
glanced out the front window before plopping his packages and giant Pepsi
bottle in front of her.

“That it?” Granny Annie searched his face. He had a juicy case of acne. A purple
bruise ran the length of his jaw under a light growth of reddish beard that didn’t
match the dark brown hair shooting out from under his cap. He seemed
agitated.

“Yeah,” he replied.

She grabbed the cupcakes and was about to scan them, when the kid snatched
them away.

“They’re free,” he said. “And everything else.”
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“Whaddya think this is? The Salvation Army or something?” She sat back on her
stool. “Get outta here before I call the cops.”

Even though the kid wasn’t tall, he towered over Granny Annie. He bulked up
his shoulders like he was about to lay down a tackle, snorted, and tried to laugh.
“Gimme a break. Just put all this stuff in a bag.” He spied a stack of vanilla and
chocolate fudge cubes and tossed a handful on the pile. The he added some
chocolate-covered cherries.

Granny Annie glared at him. “Look, kid, you're gonna be in a whole hell of a lot
of trouble for candy and a few lousy potato chips.”

A rivulet of perspiration slid down the boy’s temple. He reached inside the
pocket of his sweatshirt, pulled out a knife, fumbled with it, and then popped
the blade.

Annie tucked her chin back in alarm.

“And open the cash register, too,” he demanded.

She shook her head. “Uh uh. No siree. I been through this before. All you kids
think you can march in here and take what you want. Why don’t you get a job or
somethin’?” She examined his green eyes peering from under his cap. “You old

enough to be outta school?”

The boy blinked a few times, as if surprised she was asking questions instead of
being intimidated. “I'm nearly eighteen.”

She hitched up the side of her mouth and considered him. “Sure you wanna do
this?”

“Yeah,” he replied. He swallowed hard, then said more forcefully, “Yeah!”

Slowly, she pulled out a white plastic bag as she had done a hundred thousands
times and began placing the items inside, one by one, as if each were a carton of

eggs.

“Hurry up!”
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“Keep your shirt on. Or maybe I should say keep your pants on.”

He yanked at his jeans, trying to use his waist to hold them up, but the pants
settled low on his hips. “Open the fuckin’ cash register.”

“Hey, watch your mouth, young man!”

His face flushed. He started to apologize out of habit but waved the knife
instead. “Come on!”

Behind the glass case, Annie opened the cash register, and with deliberation,
took out the singles, glancing at him as he jiggled nervously up and down on his
feet. “You know what my name is?” she asked as she reached for the fives.

The kid looked at her name tag. “Yeah. Annie. So what?”

She shrugged. “So what? Well, goodness gracious! You know some folks round
here call me Granny Annie, but I ain’t never had no grandchildren. No, not a

»

one.

He blew hot impatience through his lips. “I don’t give a shit! Now gimmee the
money!”

As he glanced outside at the parking lot again, Annie tossed all the bills high in
the air. Startled, the boy jerked back and began grabbing them as they fell to the
ground. As he did so, Granny Annie reached under the counter and leveled a
snub-nosed .38 Smith & Wesson at him. His mouth fell open as he stared at the
gun. Astonished, the kid dropped the knife on the counter and took several
steps away from her, his hands instinctively raising.

Granny Annie gave him a small smile. “And you know what else folks call me?”
“Christ! I don’t...”

She chuckled. “Annie-Get-Your-Gun.”

He took this in and gulped. “Holy shit!”

She sat on the stool. “Now pick up the money.”
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He did as she asked, holding up his jeans by the belt loop, since every time he
bent over, he risked losing them altogether. When he placed the bills on the
counter, Granny Annie stowed his knife in her blue smock pocket, fanned out
the money, and started to sort it with her left hand.

“What’re you gonna do?” the kid asked. His arms began to droop to his side.

“Don’t know yet,” Granny Annie replied, separating the ones. “What’s your
name?”

“Russell.” His voice cracked on the second syllable.

She snapped her gum, which she had forgotten about in the excitement.
“Where from?”

“Middletown.”

“Well, that’s a ways. How’d you get here?”

He stared at the gun with dread. “Took the bus.”

She lowered the Smith & Wesson but kept it pointed at him as she stuffed the
ones in their slot. “So, Russell, how come you’re out late on a Sunday night,
holdin’ up stores for...” She glanced in the cash register. “...for about eighty
bucks and a ton of coins you don’t dare put in your pocket else you’'ll lose your
pants?”

He stood in front of her, sweat streaming down his face. “Fuck I know.”

She brought the tip of the gun up.

“Sorry,” he said quickly.

“Gotta be a reason.”

Russell was silent. Finally, as Granny Annie added the fives and closed the cash
register, he muttered, “Just got to get away.”
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She returned her attention to him. “How come?”

“Whadda you care?”

Annie pondered this for a moment, wondering why she did care. She watched
his expression slowly change from belligerence to sadness and suddenly felt
sorry for the kid. She hadn’t felt sorry for anyone in years. “How come?” she
repeated.

“Ah, don’t ask,” he said in a disgusted voice.

Annie waited him out.

Russell stood there, head down. Then he glanced up to see she was still
watching him. “Oh, hell, I can’t stand it at home no more. I figured if I could get
some cash, I could head to New York or some place. You know, hang out for a
while.”

Annie considered this. “What’s wrong with home?”

“It’s bad. That’s all.” He rubbed his neck. “My dad’s drinking all the time.”

“That how you got the bruise?”

He shrugged, then nodded.

She let the heavy Smith & Wesson sink into her lap. “Are you in school?”

“I was but not since last week. Hell, what’s the point? I mean, I ain’t gonna go to
college. Pop thinks I'm goin’ to some electrician’s tech school after I graduate
like he did. Says what’s good enough for him is good enough for me, but I can’t
stand foolin’ with all them wires and shit.” Russell scuffed at the linoleum floor.
“And I don’t want no part of Pop’s business neither. He mostly works for his bar
buddies—enough to get by—and they’re just like him.”

“Whaddya like to do?”

A small grin flashed over his face. “Watch TV and eat.”
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Annie appreciated this glimpse of teenage enthusiasm, but his mood was
fleeting, swiftly replaced with the haunted look of a beaten child.

She’d seen that expression on her own face in the bathroom mirror, as she
wiped blood from her nose after one of Mel’s beatings. It had been a long while
ago and had only happened a few times during their first year of marriage. Then
her cousin, the cop, had given her the Smith & Wesson after breaking Mel’s
nose. Mel had kept his distance after that, but Annie hadn’t forgotten how she
felt—that mix of helplessness, fury, and fear. Though her heart had been hard as
iron ever since, she felt a sudden warm stab of sympathy for Russell.

As if sensing this, he continued: “I mean, I like to hang out and watch TV but
not when Pop’s home. Then I take off. Go sleep in the woods or whatever. I'm
doing that a lot.” Russell pointed to the food in the plastic bag. “That’s for...you
know...when I have to leave.”

“No mother or brothers or sisters?” she asked.

“Mom left when I was little. Sis ran away with some guy a few years ago.”
“Friends?”

Russell looked sad. “Yeah, one or two but their parents don’t like me visitin’
much. So I catch guys after school sometimes. Now that I ain’t in class, well,
things are different.”

“So you’re kinda on your own?”

“Yeah. Guess so,” he replied. “I can’t stay home no more.”

They looked at each other, and then Granny Annie placed the gun in her large
pocketbook that lay by her feet.

“It wasn’t loaded,” she explained.
Russell exhaled with relief. “Oh, god.”

She smiled at him. “Scared you, huh?”
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Just then, the bells chimed on the door. Russell and Granny Annie jumped and
turned toward the entrance, where Pratap Mehta, dressed in a double-breasted
black suit, bright white shirt, and maroon tie, entered.

“Oh, shit!” Russell murmured.

“Good evening,” Pratap said to Annie, examining Russell with brisk disdain as
he rounded the counter.

“Good evening, sir,” Granny Annie replied, as she handed Russell the bag of
food, who, instead of leaving, didn’t move.

Pratap stared at Russell. “Yes? Do you wish to purchase anything else?”
Russell shook his head and exchanged glances with Annie.

She thought for a minute and then said, “This here is my grandson, Russell.”
Pratap didn’t reply. Instead, he opened the cash register.

“Yes, in fact, he’s stayin’ with me for a while,” she added.

Pratap removed most of the money and began counting it.

Annie watched him do this, knowing better than to interrupt. When he finished,
Pratap inserted the cash in a pouch and placed it in a black briefcase.

“Sir,” Annie began, “I was wondering... well, you're lookin’ for a part-timer,
right? For the late afternoon shift before mine?”

“Yes, what of it?” The owner busied himself with the lock on his briefcase.

“Well, I thought maybe my grandson could do the job.”

Pratap threw Annie an incredulous look, then scrutinized Russell more
carefully. “We can’t have people like him working here.” He flipped a hand at

the boy, as if he were brushing lint out of the air. “Absolutely not possible.”

“What if he got some new clothes, a haircut?” Granny Annie asked.
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Pratap shook his head impatiently.

“T'll train him,” she said.

“I don’t think so.”

“Mr. Mehta, Mary Lou is doing double shifts to cover. Besides, you got a sign
posted for the job.” She pointed to the bulletin board by the door. “You had it up
ever since your nephew didn’t show for work.”

Pratap didn’t like the reminder. “Sanjay found employment elsewhere.”

Annie allowed herself a small snort at the lie. “And then there was your second
cousin’s boy who helped himself to—"

The owner gave her a hostile look. “May I remind you that you work only
because I am willing to hire the elderly?”

“And for that I am eternally grateful.” Annie replied.

Russell gave Annie a questioning glance, swallowed, and moved so he could see
the owner better. “Please, sir? I'll work hard.”

Pratap focused on Russell and frowned. “You simply are not at all presentable.”
“Please?”

The owner raised an eyebrow, then stared at the ceiling, as if he were doing
calculations on its tiles. “Hmm. Perhaps if your grandmother promises to
improve your appearance, we might try you for one week at five dollars an
hour—”

“But that’s below minimum wage!” Granny Annie protested.

Pratap cleared his throat and sighed with exasperation. “Very well. Minimum
wage for one week and then we’ll review the situation.”

“Thank you!” Russell exclaimed.
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“Yes, yes. Okay.” The owner faced Granny Annie. “And since I am making a
concession, you may train him on your own time.”

She stared at Pratap in surprise, but he turned his back to her and began pulling
off lottery tickets, placing them in his breast pocket. He then buttoned his jacket
and took out his keys. “Now, it is very late. I am going to close up,” he said. “You
may go home, Annie.”

“But I have twenty more minutes—”

“Yes, but I'm sure you wouldn’t mind leaving early to be with your grandson. No
problem. I will adjust your time sheet accordingly.”

Miffed about the reduction to her paycheck, Annie stood up but was unsure
what else to do so she put on her raincoat and tied the strings of her pink plastic
rain hat under her chin. As she did this, she and Russell looked at each other.

“Let’s go, let’s go!” Pratap shooed her out of the enclosure.

Annie came around to stand beside Russell. With a growing smile, she reached
up and took his arm.

Russell stared down at his newfound grandmother. “Are you sure?” he
whispered.

“Hell, yes. Gotta be someone’s Granny to earn my nickname,” she replied, as
they walked toward the entrance. “Just so long’s you behave and don’t cause no
trouble.”

He opened the door for her.

“And what’s more,” she continued, as they crossed the parking lot, “You can stay
with me tonight, but tomorrow, I'm drivin’ you to school, hear?”

Russell began to argue, but Granny Annie stopped him. “I ain’t takin’ no guff
about this. You only have a coupla weeks of school.”

“What about Pop?”

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 12 of 108

“You just tell your daddy you been hired for a month at a night job
somewheres—don’t matter where so long’s it ain’t Mac’s. And that you'’re stayin’
with a friend. After your afternoon shift, you go to my place, do your homework,
eat. We'll play it like that and see how it goes. Okay?”

Russell stared at her in astonishment. “I guess.”

They continued arm in arm, with Russell taking half steps so that Annie, whose
bad hip made her sway side to side, could keep up.

After a grunt, Annie slowed to catch her breath. “By the way, your daddy gotta
gun?”

“Yeah, he does. An old shotgun he used for duck huntin’ awhile back, but I hid
the shells. He ain’t never missed ‘em.”

“Good. If he gets riled,” she raised her handbag—“Why, then we’ll teach that
bastard a thing or two. Okay?”

Russell’s eyes widened. “Okay.”

“Fine,” she replied with satisfaction. “Now, Grandson, I got a serious hankering
for one of them chocolate cupcakes you stole.”

Of Time and Tides
by Denise Bouchard

“We must not cease from exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be
to arrive where we began and to know the place for the first time”- T. S. Elliot

It felt strange returning to the East coast, yet I was being pulled there almost by
a gravitational force. The high school reunion was the reason I gave to myj
family as well as myself. Blame it on fate and the tides. All I know is that by the
time I left the inn, my whole life would be forever altered. Some people are
eternally trapped in the place they grew up in. Like a snow globe, the scene
never changes. A familiar place and familiar faces inside the scene encoded like
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a hologram, with smiles etched on the figures within and arms always held out
to greet one another. It belies the fluctuations of happiness and grief that go on
unseen.

I left to get married knowing that if I had stayed, I would’ve become Cinderella,
the caregiver infinitum, married the boy next door and had everyone
intrinsically aware of my business and baggage. No matter how you come to
reinvent yourself, you're seen as one frozen image of the past if you stay before
their eyes each day. That’s my idea of hell; although time proves to us all that
the devil is patient and that our pasts cannot be run from nor hidden.

The class reunion was to be held at The Ancient Mariner Inn. As I drove down
through Cape Cod, I paid silent reverence to the beautiful, old homes that I'd
always loved and thought that I'd live in again one day. They were now
welcomingly decorated with pumpkins and cornstalks on their generous
porches. How could I have forgotten this charm? This place of my youth... I
still dream of the rambling house I grew up in with my parents... The deep
grays and moody blue seas calling me in my sleep on rainy nights.

Yet nothing could’ve prepared me for the memory I was about to meet with face
to face for the final time. The natural clapboards, the mansard roof... this
building was the one who often hid from me in my dreams. With its endlessly
wide wrap-around porch, green Adirondacks filled its nooks and crannies.
Intricate stained-glass with detailed artwork of nautical design inspired by the
local coastline bordered the rounded windows.

Cornstalks and autumn leaves decorated the gabled entrance pavilion. I
entered the French doors of the long hall and a rough hewn wooden table held a
basket of bittersweet; around the basket was an ideal remedy to the weary
traveler: warm apple cider and oatmeal cookies to welcome today’s guests of
which I was the only one who would be arriving a day early. I needed time to be
alone initially. But I began to feel, as I was drinking the enticing cider in, that I
shouldn’t have come at all. ‘T can’t do this,” I thought. I contemplated running,
but I needed to rest after the long drive from Florida.

I walked to the main desk and was greeted by an efficient, yet not overly
friendly desk manager as is the New England way.

“Are you here for the wedding or the reunion?” he asked.
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“The reunion...” I managed to squeak out. I felt dizzy. Why had I come here? I
didn’t want to see anyone and certainly didn’t want to be reminded...

“Your name please?”

“Cabot.”

“You're early, but your room is ready. Here is the itinerary for tomorrow
evening. The witching hour, wine and cheese hour, that is, is at six o’clock.
Your room number is thirty. We’ll have your luggage brought up.”

“Could I see the grand ballroom?”

“Of course, Madam. Help yourself,” he said gesturing towards it.

I couldn’t help thinking, ‘Madam?’, how old did he think I was. Yet the view of
the ballroom swept my thoughts and breath away. If anything it was more
beautiful than I remembered it having been at prom. The floors gleamed. The
windows had the same stained-glass inserts above each one. In the sitting
room, they had since added a solarium with a stained-glass dome. It was
beyond beautiful. I could see how someone could have fallen foolishly in love in

this room. In my mind, the Stones played “Wild Horses” and I was so far away
that I was startled when my cell phone rang.

My husband’s voice brought me back to safe ground, saying, “I was worried
about you. I won’t be able to sleep till you're back here.”

“Me too, Mom!” came a little voice in the background.

I laughed, but guilt flooded me as I said, “I miss you guys, too.”

Feeling that the cell phone call had been intended to tear me away from the
ballroom and its glistening memories, I went up to my room and lied down.
Some life of the party... some former prom queen I was. I couldn’t do this.

When I had first gotten the call to attend, I had said ‘no’.

“Amanda, please...” Carol implored. “We all miss you and want to see you. We

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 15 of 108

have pictures and slides of the prom, you and Tim...”
“Carol, I can’t. Not now, maybe not ever.”

“Listen, Amanda, we do love you. We want to know how you’ve been. How are
you by the way?” she ended with a laugh.

“Carol, I need to get back to you. This sort of threw me. Let me think about this
and I'll call you in about a week.”

I wondered how that awkward phone conversation turned into a ‘yes’. Maybe
the interest in my current life and the shared past history, the knowledge of the
accident and all that came after, felt cathartic and healing- felt like coming here
would be closure. Or was I simply opening up a Pandora’s box that should’ve
remained forever locked.

I was glad I had arrived a day before everyone else. I walked the beach... our
beach. Overlooking the scene of the accident, I sat quietly in the dunes. I
watched the waves. That night, I felt exhausted as I drifted off to sleep, the
images of the crash, drifting, always drifting through my mind. I woke to the
sound of a baby crying and what felt like a cold hand on my shoulder. I
jumped. The baby could’ve been in the next room, but the icy feeling on my
shoulder frightened me. This was an old inn, but I couldn’t recall any stories of
it being haunted. It was probably just drafty in spots.

The next morning I asked the inn keeper if there was a baby staying in the next
room with their family. He simply said ‘no’. I had breakfast and then just
relaxed... just prepared for what would be a bittersweet evening at best.

I was to give a speech that night. My small bio sounded good and I didn’t look
much different, but I was very different from the young, optimistic girl I'd once
been. I was more serious now, but it was something that I had come to rely on
in my profession as a lawyer. Only my husband and son could remove that
mask.

At six o’clock when the elevator doors opened onto the lobby, it was like
everyone was waiting there for me.

“What a welcome!” I said, and I meant it. It felt great. I hadn’t been just
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“Mandy” in such a long time. I'm always Ms. Murrow now. I was Amanda
Cabot and that bought me entrance to cotillions, societies and country clubs.
Yet there in the lobby, I wasn’t a lawyer, not just a Cabot with a scandal
attached to her name, just Mandy, even though they knew the worst, and I've
missed that.

I get asked to dance and I do. I get asked about my new life in Florida and I tell
them. Out come the pictures of my husband and son. I even give my speech
after enough wine about how it was great to be back and what a great guy Tim
was. And how he’d be the life of the party if he were here with us tonight. Also I
mentioned how he probably was here with us, laughing at us, as was his way. I
didn’t really feel this in my heart, though, because I never felt his spirit in
Florida- not once. I sat down after the speech and everyone clapped and
laughed. The band suddenly sprang to life again after the speech and played an
old song by Bob Welch, called “Sentimental Lady”. The first verse of which is
“You are here and warm, but I could look away and you’d be gone...” The
timing couldn’t have been more wrong or more right. The tears which I'd held
back came. Carol came over and hugged me, asking me if we could talk. I
whispered, “Do you want to duck out of here for awhile?”

“I’d love that.” She answered.

After all, we had been best friends, and I was returning home to Florida the next
day.

We drove the back beach roads. I knew them so well, it was like I had never
left. We turned the radio all the way up on an old seventies station and sang our
hearts out to “Nights in White Satin” and we were seventeen again laughing like
teenagers. Carol saw him first.

“Watch out!” she yelled. “There’s a guy in the...”
I swerved, but I didn’t know if I'd missed him. We were both hysterical. We got
out of the car. I'd seen him too; he was holding something in his arms, cradling

something.

“I didn’t hear anything...” I said. “And the car didn’t feel like it hit anything.
We weren’t even going fast.”
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On inspection, there was no there. We got back into the car and sat there
dazed. We’d both seen him... It had to have been some sort of spectral vision.

“It almost looked like he was holding a baby,” Carol choked out quietly.

A chill ran through my entire body. I sobbed then and couldn’t stop. She stared
at me, almost frightened for me. She didn’t understand.

“It’s ok, Amanda, no one was hurt...”

And then I told her, sputtering and wailing at first, but I told her everything.
She just listened...

The night of the accident the doctor told me and my parents that Tim didn’t
make it and neither did my baby. I was too out of it to register what was being
said, but my parents weren’t. Earlier that night, I had told Tim that I was
pregnant. But we had a fight. He wanted to get married right away and said we
could live together at Boston University... I could take classes or not. I felt so
confused, like his life would go on, but mine wouldn’t. No one can imagine the
guilt I've carried since thinking that. Because his didn’t go on. He knew I was
hiding out in the Ladies’ room. That year, the band Boston came out with
“Amanda” and it was a really hot song. He asked the band to play it and
dedicate it to me. What no one knew was, every word of that song fit our
situation. I've always blamed myself for what happened afterward.

“Amanda,” Carol interjected, “...it wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Remember, everyone wanted to drive to the beach, build a bonfire and drink?
Tim said ‘None for you’, when I went to have some wine on the way, and I told
him I'd drink whatever I wanted. He took the bottle out of my hand and threw
it out the window. Just then a car came around the corner, the bottle hitting
hard against its windshield...”

“It was an unfortunate accident... besides, no one in the other car was hurt,”
Carol muttered uncomfortably.

But I knew it had been deeply careless of us.
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“That’s why my parents sent me to Duke. They were shocked. I didn’t really
change my mind about BU and I didn’t really want to go down South to college
to forget, as I was told to tell everyone before I left. I just don’t think they could
stand the sight of me after what happened.”

“No, Amanda,” Carol implored. “They knew you had it in you to succeed. And
honestly, you did find your whole life out there. Jack is incredible, Sam is an
amazing child, and your home in Naples is gorgeous. Your life puts all of ours
to shame.”

“There’s something else...” I said. “I heard a baby crying at the inn. I felt a
hand on my shoulder. This kind of thing doesn’t happen to me. I'm analytical,
black and white. Do you think it was Tim and the baby in the road tonight?”

Carol looked out the window at far away stars. “Life can be strange. Nothing’s
black and white in New England; it’s all gray like the weather...”

We both allowed ourselves a small laugh. We talked till 5am and it was
meaningful to spend time with her as I would never have slept anyway. She just
let me vent. I told her that my relationship with Tim had been four years old by
prom night.

“It was a four year long slow kiss that never ended with some fighting thrown
in. Is it any wonder then on prom night that I decided I would marry him? Not
only because I thought I might be pregnant but because he made me feel so
alive. My relationship with Jack is wonderful; it works better. He’s every bit
the Southern gentleman. We don’t fight much, but we don’t play like Tim and I
did either. And we don’t start raging wildfires with our passion, though there is
passion. It’s just that we're exhausted working parents now.”

We talked about the first time. I told her about how Tim finally got tired of
being told ‘no’. And finally, one night pulled my jeans down...

“That’s kind of hot,” she said.
“Do you think badly of me for having gotten pregnant?” I asked.

“I’'m amazed that the rest of us didn’t,” she offered.
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I laughed with a release of air from my lungs. I felt pardoned for the first time
in years.

“I remember his shoes,” I said.
“His what?” asked Carol.

“You know how he usually wore sneakers, well that night he looked so
handsome in his tux. When I dream of him, I look not only at his face but also
at the hardwood floors when the spotlights shone on us and I see the polished,
big black shoes... my tiny foot between them. He holds out his hand in the
dream like he did that night when he took a step towards me in those shoes.”

“Ah,” reminisced Carol, “...when your man dresses up, there’s nothing like it.
The white shirt, the cologne...”

“Am I wrong to still have dreams?”

“Are you kidding, Amanda? I still have dreams of Richie.”

“We all still dream of Richie...” T answered with a wide grin.

We both found ourselves laughing again as the sun came up.

The morning was cold, gray and windy as I leave the inn early. First, I went to
the graveyard and left wildflowers on my parents’ grave. On Tim’s grave, I left
wildflowers as well as beach roses for our baby.

I told my parents that I'd had a happy childhood and how I much I love my
husband and son. I admitted that I didn’t think Tim and I would have been as
happy as Jack and I are. Tim and I could be immature at times and even
volatile together.

To Tim and a baby that almost was, I said that I want them to know that when
I'd come back here, I'd felt their presence. And I told them that I would always
hold them dear to me. I hoped they could hear me.

On my way back to check out of the hotel while everyone else still slept, I went
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over to the fireplace in the lobby and looked at the clock on the mantle. It was
nautical in design, but unique in its creative and antique style, therefore unlike
most clocks of its type. I touched the seashells carved into its sides.

The desk manager called out to me, warmer now, “It’s a tide clock.”

That simple phrase struck such images within me. I loved the very words of it
and what they conjured. Tide clock...

“How does it work?” I asked.

“They're always set to the current tide at the time of setting. Of course it tells
time as all clocks do but it’s ruled by the tides making it just slightly out of time
with a regular clock. I like to say we’re on island time here.”

There was a lithograph of the Mayflower above the hearth with a split compass
over and underneath the majestic, historical ship.

I looked at the different directions. Later today, I would be heading for home-
South, but after this return to the Cape I would always be just a little bit off
schedule. A little more out of time and a bit more aware of nature and the
concept of time beyond the here and now.

As I drive the length of the Eastern seaboard and travel South, the dark and
mysterious Atlantic follows me. Though as I near my home in Naples, I see the
turquoise waters of the Gulf Coast. This changes everything. There can’t be any
room for darkness here. Not when I can occasionally see dolphins playing from
the upstairs window of my home. Here the bodies of water merge and my life
readjusts. I cannot feel Tim here and perhaps this is why. He’ll always be a part
of the East Coast. But after today, a part of me will be adjusted towards the East
as well. The tides and time forever altered; not as in a spell, but like the tide
clocks I'll be on a different schedule than those around me. I'll remember, I'll
wonder 'what if' about what might have been in a simpler life.

I turn the radio on, I feel lifted as I near the Gulf Coast, and my heart almost
stops as I hear the familiar refrains of an old song played that night at prom as
well as the reunion last night. “You are here and warm...” And I know I'm
being watched over by Tim and he’s giving me a sign. At the same time, I love
and value my family and our life together more than ever, for I realize they “are
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here and warm... but I could look away and they’d be gone.”

Crossing Boundaries

by Pat Greene
Part I

All it was, was a day's work and t'was a days work that I didn't want to have.
I was still in bed when Richie Gleeson came knocking on the door and my
mother answered it. Being the light sleeper that I am, I was awake when my
mother came to the foot of the stairs and asked me to come down, while
continuing to tell me that Richie Gleeson wanted me to give him a day,
piking the hay into the barn. Knowing all too well that my mother had left
the front door open behind her and that Richie was standing there in full
view of her calling me out of the bed, I had no other option but to tell her
that I would be down in a minute. While I was dressing myself I heard
Richie telling my mother that he would go on ahead and that I could follow
him in, when I was ready.

There's not a person I know that ever has a good word to say about Richie
Gleeson. Everyone that has ever worked for him calls him nothing but a
slave driver and the hungriest o'uld article of a thing that God ever put the
breath of life into. Richie is one of the biggest and wealthiest farmers in
East Limerick and the Gleesons were always too grand in themselves to be
rubbing shoulders with people, the like of myself and my family, who came
out of a cottage on the side of the road. There's four young Gleesons. Two
boys and two girls. I'm the same age with the eldest son Sean and there is
no more than five years, in age difference from the first to last of them.

Our two up and three down cottage is situated at the mouth of Gleeson's
passage. A long straight boreen that runs about five hundred yards in off
the road until you reach the silvery gray double wrought iron gates, that
open almost majestically into the neatly swept cobbled stone yard with the
ivy clad two story, ten room English colonial style mansion sitting up in full
view of the sloping, surrounding countryside.
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Now living in London, this was my first holiday back home in nearly four
years. As it had been so long since my last visit home, I decided to take a
month off from my construction job over there and two weeks of the month
had already flown right by. I was having the time of my life since returning
home and the last thing on my mind that morning was work and especially
working for a man that I grew up loathing and despising almost everything
about. My mother fed me three sausages, two slices of bacon, a fried egg, a
thick wedge of white loaf and a big mug of milky tae. (Tae is a stronger,
thicker Irish drink which differs from "tea")

From the time that I was a small child, I have always been lacking in
patience. For as long as I can remember I have mostly lived my life looking
ahead to the next moment. Being brought up poor might have a hand to play
in that but for the most part I have never looked upon my own lack of
patience as being a bad thing at all. I was fourteen years old and one day, I
was sitting next to the window in science class and I looked out and saw a
flurry of migrating swallows fly right over the school wall and up and out
over the new handball alley across the street and something inside my head
told me that I should leave too.

Eleven weeks later I was on a bus to Rosslare and from there I caught the
ferry to Pembroke and from there another bus to Victoria station in London.

I knew that I had made a terrible mistake from the moment I got on that bus
in Tipperary town, that would take me to Rosslare. I could have gotten off
right there but I fought back the lump of desperation that was choking up
my breathing and I turned into the window and I willed myself to keep my
tears hidden from the well-experienced traveler sitting next to me.

I walked out of Victoria Station that cold January morning, not having a
clue as to where I was going to end up or what was to become of me. For the
first time in my short life, I felt completely lost and in every face, I looked
for someone who might show some pity on me. Some stranger to smile at
me, so that it might douse some of the fear coming up from deep inside me,
with a much needed remedy of courage and self-belief.

That next moment - like always, kicked in and I took up my bags and I

walked with them out of the station and into the madness of traffic and
people - the like of, I had never seen before, or for that matter never in my
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wildest dreams could have imagined.

Gleeson's boreen, is lined on one side with well-tended tall spruce firs and
every spring, yellow daffodils sprout up and adorn both sides of the
graveled Apian stretch. All the way down to the where the fir trees end -
about fifty yards or so from the six foot high, flat top, golden privet hedge,
that surrounds the main yard on three sides. The privet hedge and the
spruce firs had survived three generations of Gleesons.

I arrived at the wrought iron gate and I got my first full view of the hay
barn, which is situated at the back of the yard, some forty feet or more from
the main house. The other men had already begun the work and from what
I could make out, there was a good ten to fifteen wynds of hay standing
loose in the barn with another twenty or so scattered around the yard.

Connie Casey has been Gleeson's steady man for well over thirty years and
on occasions like this, where there would be more men hired in to help out
for a few days. Connie would be regarded as foreman. I have always liked
Connie and Connie's son Pat, was my best friend growing up. Pat went on
to finish his second level education and a week after completing his leaving
cert, he got on a plane in Shannon and he got off at Kennedy airport, in
New York. I could see Connie was happy to see me.

"There's a good fork for you Donal..." Connie called with a smile.

"Thanks, Connie," I replied with quick relief, and took my place next to
Declan Carty. Declan and I took the hay from Connie and his brother Tom,
who were the ground men and we tossed the hay back behind us to Lar
Breen and Jim Barry, who were the anchor team and it was their job to
scatter the hay evenly throughout the barn. Gleeson's barn is erected higher
than most barns and made up of five columns in length. Each column
holding about sixty wynds of hay. Richie and Sean Gleeson were on two
Massey Ferguson 135's and they were drawing the hay in off the fields. Each
round trip was taking them about a quarter of an hour. By lunch time, we
had a full twenty wynds of hay in the first column and another ten in the
column next to it.

Prior to that day I had not seen Catherine Gleeson in over ten years and
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back then I never paid much attention to detail, and especially whenever I
happened to cross paths with a Gleeson. Catherine is the third of the
Gleeson brood and that makes me about three years older than her.

I was in full view of the house and I saw her come out the front door and I
continued to watch her cross the yard toward the barn. There was an air of
confidence about her that was unbefitting of a girl born and raised in the
back of beyonds. She was gracefully tall and elegant and she had on a
mustard-colored knee-length dress, that was dotted with bright blue
Caribbean flowers. Her waist-length jet black hair, that was a mass of curls
suddenly got taken up in a quick gust of wind that blew down off the Galtee
mountains and she turned to face the welcome coolness of the breeze on
her smiling face. Her hair floating back towards the barn and the scent of
her shampoo circling in and around the men and it hung there, teasingly,

for the slightest moment and just like a dream that you are never in a hurry
to wake up from - it was gone.

She announced lunch to all of us but it was me she was looking at. She
wasn't blushing and I always blush. I was sure that I was blushing then. She
stood there while the other men sidled their way past her and all the time
she never took her eyes from me. I was down at the bottom of the ladder
swiping hay seeds and thistles from my short-sleeved, white London shirt
and she came and stood right up close to me.

"Hello, Donal!"

I was dumbfounded that she actually knew my name. For some reason, I
expected her not to.

"Hello, Catherine! Nice to finally meet you..." I blushed again.

I held out my hand and this seemed to surprise her some but she gave me
her hand anyway and we shook quickly and let go. I have always considered
myself to be a bit of a talker and for the most part, I am never stuck for
something to say but at that moment, even though I had a gazillion things I
wanted to say to her - there was nothing that would pass my lips.

Most of all I wanted to tell her that she was beautiful and I would have, if
Catherine was a stranger that I was meeting now for the first time back in
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London - and not here in a place where telling someone they are beautiful is
not something so easily thrown around and accepted to be normal
behavior.

"You grew up..." The words came with a shy smile that betrayed the
numerous meanings behind them.

"So did you..." She tapped me lightly on the arm and in the next movement
she plucked a stray thistle from my shoulder.

Everyone else was in the house by now and started already on their lunch
but suddenly I didn't feel so hungry and I didn't want to have to exchange
this alone thing with Catherine and go with her into the house, where I
would have to share her with the others.

I turned away from her and I began to slowly walk back into the barn. She
was following, so I kept on through the barn and back out to the twelve foot
pipe gate that closed the yard off from the paddock. I turned my back to the
gate and I rested against it. She continued walking and stopped a few feet
past the gate. With her back to me, I watched as she cast her confused gaze
down and out over the paddock and through the meadows, where the
tractors were drawing the hay from. A million questions were racing
through my head but I was sure that I only wanted an answer to one of
them - why me?

"Do you like London?"
"Sometimes I love it and there are times that I hate it."

"Do you ever miss home?" and she asked me this as though it was wrong
that I had ever left home in the first place.

"Yeah, sometimes..." Now her scent had me in a daze and just like one of
those timid April showers that you joyfully open up to, rather than take
cover from and you throw your head back and open your mouth to feel the
coolness of the water, first on your face and then on your lips- I was totally
intoxicated by her and already I was missing home.

"You're down in Cork?" I asked.
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"Yeah."

It seemed to suprise her that I knew that.
"Do you like it there?"

She turned to face me.

"I have lot's of good friends there."
"What are you studying there?"
"Accountancy."

A suck calf came up the gate and began sucking on my hand. This made her
laugh and she came to the gate next to me and she began gently stroking
the calf's moppy white head. Her mustard yellow dress with the blue
Caribbean flowers was now brushing against my white London shirt.

I wanted to take my hand from the calf's warm mouth and place my arm
around her and gently press into her. And I wanted her to look at me again
with those beautiful Norwegian blue eyes of hers. Being with women has
never been a problem for me and I have been with my fair share of them
over time. There has been the odd occasion here and there where I've
experienced those electrifying first feelings of desire but nothing had ever
come close to the feelings that took hold of me right there - in Richie
Gleeson's yard and with Richie Gleeson's daughter.

A small whirlwind started up in the furthest out meadow and three or four
wynds of hay were sucked up into it's clutches. The hay gathering
momentum as it took off across the meadow rising gradually until it was
clear over the thick black briar ditch and up and out over the shallow lazy
waters of Barna river.

We watched as the hay landed like snow-fall on the roof of Noel Ryan's
cow shed.

Catherine laughed. "My father won't like that..."
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"Noel Ryan won't mind too much," I laughed back.

She turned back to me and she fixed her eyes on me - almost as if she was
searching for something that she wanted to be there. They had turned to
sad eyes now and I watched her struggle with what she wanted to say.

"I'm not my father..."
"I'm not my father either." I said with a chuckle to ease her.

She slightly turned from me and her eyes strayed back into the barn and for
a moment, I expected her to walk away and leave me there.

"I'm not my father - but I love my father..." I could hear in her voice her
sincerity and her true admiration for a man that I had always believed to be
unlovable - even to his own children.

Sixty three wynds of hay were piked into the barn that day and even Richie
Gleeson was impressed enough to call it a great days work. As I was leaving
to go home with the other workmen, Richie called me back and told the
other men to go on and he would see them tomorrow.

"Connie tells me you are a powerful worker." I don't know which surprised
me more. The fact that Richie Gleeson actually admitted this to me, or that
Richie Gleeson was capable of accepting the opinion of a farmhand that
worked for him.

"Hard work never killed any man." I smiled.

"Well, if you weren't here today Donal, I know all too well, I wouldn't have
forty wynds of hay in that barn there right now. Come inside for a sup of
tae."

I almost swallowed my tongue in utter disbelief. He walked on ahead of me
and as I followed him, I tried desperately to humanize him and knowing
that Catherine was somewhere there inside the house, I searched extra hard
inside myself for something that would drive a lifetime of hate out of me
and replace it with an acceptance of nothing else but sincere forgiveness -
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at least for Catherine's sake, if not for anything else.

My mind had been on nothing else but for Catherine all that afternoon.
Since the men came back from lunch and Catherine hearing them with their
filled bellies and their jovial outbursts of mock laughter traipsing across the
yard, she told me that she would see me later and she left and went back
inside the house. Connie had asked me why I hadn't gone in for lunch and
when I tried to convince him with a lie and told him that I wasn't hungry,
he smiled at me and quietly warned me, to watch out for Richie.

I don't know if it was me, wanting the house to smell of Catherine but her
scent was everywhere again and I walked in through it, inhaling it deep
inside me. Richie led me to the kitchen table and him taking one end of it,
he pointed for me to sit opposite him. Catherine came and she poured out
tea for us. There was another air of self-confidence about her that brought
me to admire her all the more and even with Richie sitting right there
across from me, I was possessed with an unbelievable urge to get up from
the table and sweep her up into my arms and kiss her with the full right of a
husband coming home to his loving wife after a hard day's work.

There are two windows in the kitchen and both of them are on opposite
ends of the same wall. On each window sill, sits three geranium pots.One
window with pink flowers and the window nearest me with white flowers.
The window directly over the kitchen sink, which was furthest away from
me, has a picture of the sacred heart over it and beneath that picture frame
there is a smaller frame with a picture of Catherine when she was a child.
The girl in the picture was no more than nine or ten years old. I would have
liked to have gotten up from the table and gone to get a closer look at the
picture but as it was, I was trying to sneak peeks at it, without Richie
noticing me.

Catherine, for sure had grown up and changed from the little girl in that
picture and the more I peeked at that little girl, the more I began to not like
myself. I was guilty of one time hating that little girl. I hated her and I
didn't even know her. I only hated her because she was Richie Gleeson's
daughter and as I looked across the table now at Richie and watching him
there, eating and talking to Catherine with his mouth full of roast beef and
cold tomatoes. I felt ashamed and I began to wonder if everyone, including
myself had gotten it all wrong about him. I kept watching this harmless
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looking man. A simple father doting on his beautiful daughter and all I
could feel, was sorry for him.

Somewhere in the moments of sitting right there, in Richie Glesson's
kitchen and sharing supper with him, I managed to stop hating him and in
the process of achieving that, I also came to the conclusion that I was madly
in love with his daughter.

Catherine's mother, Mona, and Sean came in from milking the cows and
Mona seemed somewhat surprised to find me sitting there in her kitchen.
On the other hand Sean looked pleased to see me and he came and sat next
to me at the table. Catherine brought just a plate of cold beef to him and I

assumed that Sean was not a lover of the tomato. Mona Gleeson announced
that she wasn't hungry and she left her kitchen and as I watched the back of
her leave, I could see where Catherine had gotten her graceful stride from.

I watched Sean eat and I searched for something of Catherine in him but
everything about Sean was as different from Catherine as a mushroom is to
a nettle. That's not to say that Sean doesn't have his own set of fine looking
features. He's tall and well built with steely blue eyes and a strong head of
coal black hair and a cow lick fringe. I could see why lots of women would
take a shine to him and I was sure that he had an abundance of lady
admirers and if not just for his good looks, then the two hundred and
twenty, Irish acres of prime heart of the Golden vale land, was certain to
add it's own bit of incentive into the mix.

"Will you give me tomorrow as well Donal?"

With that I felt a great weight lift off me. I wanted Richie to ask me and if he
had asked me right there, to work every day, for him, for the rest of my life
for nothing, I would have said yes to him. Just so that I could see Catherine
every day and be close to her and have her scent all around me. Catherine's
eyes crossed over the table to me and her smile and how she looked at me,
left me in no doubt that she had been waiting just as much as I had, for her
father to ask me.

"Of course I will Richie," I volunteered, "I'll see you in the morning at the
same time."
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At that, Richie got up from the table and just like I was one of his own, said
simply, "I will see you all in the morning then..." and left.

I thought about getting up to leave myself but just then, Catherine asked me
if I wanted more tae and I accepted. She asked Sean and he refused. I
wanted him to refuse and I could hear how Catherine had asked him, that
she too wanted him to refuse. When Sean placed his large heavy hand down
on my wearied arm, that I had resting on the table and he brought his other
hand up to cover his mouth and yawned into it. I held my breath.

"Well, I'm off too..." and just like that he was up and out of the kitchen and
at last I was alone with Catherine again.

We watched him leave and after he left, we remained silent and for the
entire length of that silence I was happy. Happier than I had ever been in
my life and if I never had to speak again or to hear Catherine's voice again, I
would have considered myself the luckiest man in the world. She was right
there next to me and I could look upon her freely. Without fear of anyone
seeing us and If I wanted to, I could go to her now and I could take her in
my arms and if how I held her, and then how I kissed was not enough to
reveal my true feelings for her, then mere words alone could never do
justice to how I felt about her at that very moment.

She came and sat next to me at the table and we listened to the rhythm of
the clock on the wall behind us.

To be continued in Part II which shall appear in the upcoming
winter issue.

Screw

By Ilan Herman

Harry lived in a tidy apartment complex lined with shady oaks and well-

maintained trails that weaved through manicured grass and flowerbeds. The
center of the complex featured a water fountain set in a circular driveway paved
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with cobblestones. The apartments were efficiently managed by Lucy, a
vivacious curly-haired brunette who never failed to smile and waive when she
encountered a tenant, and who encouraged children to stop by her office where
they could indulge in bonbons set in a glass bowl on her desk.

The complex, appropriately named Shady Oaks, also had a decent-sized
swimming pool, a hot tub that could hold eight people, and a gym with a
stationary bike, weights, and a treadmill. The gym was located in the
administrative building—a mere seventeen stairs down and a short pathway
from building M, where Harry resided. The gym was almost always empty in the
mornings, when Harry worked out, and if someone happened to be in the gym,
Harry politely inquired when they’d be finished and returned at precisely the
time stated. Harry only exercised in solitude.

Harry was fifty-two, and a professional copy editor dedicated to the unenviable
task of reading atrocious writing penned by people he’d never met. His task was
to mend the unmendable, to revise the unrevisable, and to do so while
searching for the tiniest morsel of talent, so he could encourage his clients to
continue and, ‘never give up because writing is just like running. The more you
run, the better you will be.’

And in relation to running, I come to why I’'m writing this story. I'm Simon, a
neighbor who resides in apartment 108, and who shared the occasional bottle of
wine with Harry, who lived across from me, in apartment 106.

Harry was a generous man but not without his share of cynicism, which he
expressed while critiquing stories written by bored housewives yearning to
become the next Danielle Steel. I recall an evening when Harry, sitting in his
brown leather swivel chair, read from the computer screen.

“Her endowed bosom, whimpering with desire, pressed against his washboard
stomach, and her lips curled to suck on his tongue, like a famished doe,
drinking his saliva, his nectar of youth.”

He tossed his head back and laughed. “Can we get a little more purple?” and
then turned to me, his eyes pained. “How am I supposed to make this crap
better? I'm only human.”

But I digress.
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Relatively youthful looking for his years, with a full head of dark hair graying at
the temples and soft blue eyes, Harry was prone to weight gain, and doggedly
fought the extra pounds padding his torso. He exercised ninety minutes daily.
The centerpiece of his regimen was the treadmill. He stretched for fifteen
minutes, ran on the treadmill for sixty minutes at 4.2 miles an hour, and used
the last fifteen minutes to exercise his arms and shoulders with the weights.

Harry emerged satisfied from his workout—shirt stained with sweat, brow
glistening, eyes glowing, temper curbed. At almost six-feet-tall, Harry’s weight
fluctuated around 205 pounds. Occasionally, when he stood on the scale
reading 198 pounds, Harry would remain euphoric for the rest of the day and
treat himself to a triple-scoop sundae that rushed to his midsection and tipped
the scale back to 200.

On Monday April 13 of last year, I knocked on Harry’s apartment door. The
mailman had once again delivered Harry’s propane bill to my mailbox.

My neighbor opened the door. “Come in,” he said in a subdued voice.

“What’s wrong?” 1 asked, suspecting he’d encountered a particularly painful
editing assignment.

“The treadmill in the gym is broken,” Harry said. “It’s leaking oil. They need to
replace the screw under the belt.”

I shrugged. “Sounds harmless enough.”

“T hope so,” he said. “I couldn’t work out today. Lucy says she’ll take care of it as
soon as possible.”

“You could jog by the lake,” I said.

Harry shook his head. “My knees and shins can’t handle the trail. Within two
days my back goes out. The treadmill has the proper cushion.”

I handed him the propane bill. “I'm sure it’ll be fixed in no time.”

Harry smiled. “You're probably right.”
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Three days later I stopped by Harry’s apartment to retrieve a UPS package he’d
signed for on my behalf, an arrangement beneficial to me, since Harry worked
from home and I—an accountant for an insurance company—worked a tedious
thirty-mile drive from Shady Oaks.

A tired voice said, “Come in.”

I walked into a dark apartment. Harry was lying on the couch and looked pale
and withdrawn.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“The treadmill is still broken,” he said. “They had to special order the screw.”
I frowned. “Special order a screw? That sounds incredulous.”

“I know.” Harry sat up with a groan. “You’d think that with all the hardware
stores, they could find the right screw.”

“Who are they?” I asked.

Harry shrugged. “The company that maintains the treadmill, I suppose.”

I suggested Harry use the stationary bike, but he shook his head adamantly. “It
doesn’t work for me. I gained four pounds.” He squeezed his lovehandles and

slumped back on the couch.

I wasn’t sure what to say, so said nothing. I felt that Harry was being a tad
unreasonable, but I know better than to butt heads with creative types.

“Keep me posted,” I said. “I'll see you later.”
Harry grunted.
I spent the next week frightfully busy with the tax season and failed to inquire

about Harry’s well-being. In all honesty, I'd assumed the treadmill had been
fixed. After all, it was only missing a screw.
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On Friday, after informing Lucy that the ant infestation in my kitchen persistec
in spite of the Terminix man’s genuine effort, I entered the gym and was
alarmed to see the treadmill still bearing the yellow tape with the caption 'out o;
order' wrapped around its handle bars.

I rushed up the stairs and knocked on Harry’s door. He didn’t answer. I knockec
louder. Still no answer. I slowly turned the doorknob. The door wasn’t locked. |
quietly pushed open the door. The living room was dark. I was hit by the musty
smell of liquor and cigarette smoke. An empty bottle of Jack Daniels stood or
the living room table.

“Harry?” I whispered loudly. “Are you here?”

“Yes,” he said hoarsely. “I'm in bed.”

“Can I come in?”

“Yes. I'll be out in a moment.”

The man who staggered out from the bedroom bore only a slight resemblance tc
the vigorous and sarcastic neighbor I'd been fond of. His pallor was deep, as
were the wrinkles on his forehead and under his mouth. He wore a tatterec
bathrobe and hadn’t shaved in some time. His hair was flecked with more gray
than I remembered.

“Still no screw,” he muttered.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” I said and sniffed loudly.

Harry plopped on the couch. “Haven’t in twenty-three years, but I do now.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” I said.

“Sorry, shmorry.” Harry brought out a packet of Camel’s from his pajama shirt
pocket and lit a cigarette. He stood up, shuffled to the refrigerator, and took ouf
a two-gallon tub of mint chocolate chip ice cream. He wandered back to the

couch, moving in dreamy slow-motion, placed the tub on the living room coffee
table, and sighed his way back to sitting on the couch.
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“What’s going on?” I asked. “This can’t all be happening because of a screw.”

“And why not?” Harry frowned while stuffing his mouth with spoonfuls of ice
cream.

“You can join the gym at the mall,” I said. “It’s less than a mile away.”
“I don’t want to join a gym,” he said in clipped tones. “For one, I refuse to pay
the monthly fee. I also don’t care to smell the BO of other men, and I really

don’t care for gym bunnies. They make me feel old and insecure.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, “but smoking and drinking will not solve your
problem with the screw.”

“Screw the screw,” Harry said. His jowls shook—a sign of considerable weight
gain.

To me, an armchair analyst, it seemed that Harry was using the screw as an
object of transference, was creating a crisis where none existed, and did so to
reward shadowy elements of his character. Noticing his tightly pursed lips,
however, I saw no point in sharing my views; they’d only serve to aggravate
him. I politely bid farewell, promised to visit again soon, and then rushed down
the stairs and knocked on Lucy’s office door.

“Come in,” the apartment manager said.

I shared my concern about Harry’s deteriorating condition and concluded by
asking, “Can you offer any more information regarding the treadmill?”

Lucy smiled. “They’re bringing in a new one.”
“A new one?” I cried. “But it’s only missing a screw.”

“It’s old,” Lucy said. “The head office authorized a new one.” She smiled
proudly. “We’re always trying to improve our service to the tenants.”

I winced. “When do you expect delivery of the new treadmill?”

Lucy hemmed briefly. “I hope by the end of next week.”
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The scream lodged in my chest. I cleared my throat vigorously. “What about
Harry? I don’t think he can wait that long.”

The apartment manager laughed innocently. “That’s funny. What do you
mean?”

My shoulders drooped. I couldn’t share with her what I'd witnessed in Harry’s
apartment. “Nothing. He’s concerned about gaining weight.”

“He can use the stationary bike or run by the lake,” said the woman with the
good intentions.

I rolled my eyes. “I know.” Then I bowed slightly. “Thanks for your time.”
Lucy’s eyes sparkled. “Anytime.”
I didn’t break the news to Harry.

For the next week I found myself several times standing by Harry’s apartment,
knuckles ready to rap on the door, but my hand froze. I couldn’t bring myself to
knock. I didn’t want to witness Harry suffering and, more so, I hadn’t
formulated a satisfactory plan to extricate him from his morass. My guilt
mounted as the week passed.

I then decided to exercise tough love. Let Harry come to his senses on his own.
After all, he was a bright man. He needed to face his demons, wrestle them into
submission. I took solace in the thought that, soon, Harry will knock on my
door. Cradling a bottle of Rodney Strong 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon, he would
grin and say, “I can be a real pain in the ass. How does one let a screw screw
with one’s head is another glaring example of man’s compulsive-obsessive
nature.”

I would laugh and we would share the bottle of wine, and life would take on
renewed sensibility.

On Sunday May 17, five weeks after the treadmill’s demise by a faulty screw, the

new treadmill had yet to arrive. I found myself exceedingly nervous about
Harry’s state of mind. The shutters in his bedroom remained drawn, and I
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heard nothing when I gently placed my ear to his apartment door.
“Enough!” I said and knocked loudly. “I’'m coming in.”

The door handle yielded to the twist of my wrist. The door swung open with a
squeak. I stood in the doorway. The air reeked of dust and sweat, alcohol and
fried food; the table was covered with empty bottles of liquor and ashtrays
overflowing with cigarette butts; the carpet was littered with cardboard boxes of
KFC and Round Table Pizza.

My voice trembled. “Harry? Are you here?”
He didn’t answer.

I tiptoed through the sea of refuse and came up to Harry’s shut bedroom door. I
knocked softly. Nothing. I knocked louder. Still no response. I gingerly applied
pressure to the door handle. The door opened silently. I held my breath and
peeked in. I saw the silhouette lying on the bed, bundled up in a quilt.

“Harry?” 1 whispered and breathed shallow. The pungent stench had me
nauseous, I almost fainted, the hair on my arms rose with fright. I shut the door
and ran. I crashed into the living room table. The liquor bottles scattered loudly
to the floor. Arms flailing, I fell amidst crusty slices of pizza and rotting chicken
crumbs. I jumped to my feet and ran to my apartment. My heart had never beat
faster.

I rang the police.

The coroner’s report stated that Harry died of congestive heart failure stemming
from excessive consumption of alcohol and fatty foods. He weighed 236 pounds
when he died.

At the memorial I stood by Lucy. She was sobbing, “It’s all my fault.”

I reached out to lightly squeeze her fingers. I was sad, but also angry—angry
with myself for not being the Good Samaritan, for not realizing Harry’s
extremely fragile mental condition, for being absorbed by my life. I was also
angry with Harry, for his insanely pedantic nature. He'd caused Lucy a great
deal of grief she didn’t deserve.
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“It’s not your fault,” I whispered to her. “Harry was missing a screw.”
Lucy looked up sharply and gasped.

Her expression made me realize the irony of what I'd said. "I didn't mean it like
it sounded. I meant that he let a small thing, one screw, take him down. He
was like a deck of cards propped up on a table by an open window. At one point
or another, something like this would've happened to him anyway. Don't blame
yourself, Lucy."

Lucy nodded and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Not knowing what else to
say, we shared a tentative smile.

Illusions of Ice
by Nicole M. Bouchard

I'm writing a letter to the dead. That’s how this story begins... or ends,
depending on your perspective.

There’s a building over near North Shore where the evolutions of gray touch one
another: the water to the solid rocks, the solid rocks to the gaseous evaporated
vapors of the sky. This building has stood unadultered for centuries. No one
tells a straight story about its origins, but volumes could be written on the
speculations surrounding it. Was it home to a secret society? Was it built by
supernatural means? Has it always existed... out there... on the outer frame of
our minds through generations? Is it a secret unsure of its own truth?

In a place of ghost suns, white nights, ancient rune-interwoven language and a
population of peculiar individuals- over nearly half of which believe firmly in
the existence of elves, it comes as no surprise that a building so ‘wondrous
strange’ would inspire such a wealth of whispers and knitted bedtime stories
made to fit the listener.

As a child, the bedtime stories were never my size. I always found the spots

where the yarn was weak and pointed my fingers through, much to the dismay
of my godparents. “You have too much of them in you to be of any use for
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anything,” my aunt would say with a rueful shake of her head and a twist of her
skeletal nose.

I knew what she meant. My mother wasn’t born for a small village in Iceland.
When my father came through in the sixties, she wasn’t one to be left behind on
the isle that tectonically, belonged to no one and nowhere. It was a season of
white nights... twenty-four hour sunlit days. Reaching up from the sea, the isle
of mythic Sertesy emerged shortly before the unnatural ice incursion of 69’.
The white gold off the horizon was distilled in the white blonde streams of her
hair. Unnatural and unyielding, she made his week there turn into a month. A
conceived child wouldn’t change her plans to escape it all, so the month became
a year and I was handed to her sister hours after my birth as my parents
departed together for London. She went from the second largest isle in the
world to the largest: Great Britain.

My godparents weren’t unkind at all. What my aunt said at bedtime was simply
her fear that I might abandon her too; a fear that perhaps even she had the
escapist gene in her veins much like me, my mother and their mother before
them who took her own life. My aunt wanted to believe that she was steady...
that she would never leave anyone so alone in the cold as she had been.

Her worries translated into a quiet, but anxious cloud that drifted over my head,
following me to school, making me a marked woman in the village long before
adulthood. Those worries became the fears of others who were always
searching my eyes for that betrayal of a glimmer that was the sure sign of
trouble. Had the glimmer materialized then, I would have reached into the
mirror to claim it and wear it as a talisman around my neck. I wasn’t ashamed
to share a bloodline with my mother and grandmother. If anything, I wanted
desperately to feel the stirrings of the sort of restlessness that inspired change.
Standing outdoors with the other children at recess while the snow fell, I'd close
my eyes and stand on tip toe with my mouth open like the others but not
wishing to catch mere snow on my tongue. That seemed pointless as it had no
taste.

No, what I wanted was the mysteries, the knowledge and the essence that those
frozen particles brought with them. Water evaporates and then is released once
more from the clouds. Where had those clouds come from, I wondered... What
wild winds blew them here and from what bodies of water was the moisture
absorbed by the clouds? Had my mother cried tears for me into the London
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harbor? Did they go out to sea, rise into the clouds and then fall to me as frozen
memories? If I swallowed enough, could I be more like her and summon the
strength to join her? Was it like the instance of the mother and child polar
bears that followed one another to our shore from Greenland, floating on
icebergs two weeks apart? I wasn’t sentimental about the snow because it was
there. Everything had to have meaning, a purpose, a reason or explanation.

I drifted more to science in the ensuing years of my studies more than any
notions of magic, yet science in the village somehow led to scientific
perspectives on the paranormal, the unprovable. That I'd had enough of. That
they could keep. In the main cities, it was vast technological advancement, but
that didn’t suit either. It too was cold.

When it seemed that no dynamic, startling strength would raise itself in my
blood as was my proper inheritance, I knew that I'd stay here. So I did what a
cynic in the middle of a wonderland could do; become the head of the tourism
bureau. I could pedal ridiculous stories to people that actually wanted to hear
them. I could sell a carefully fabricated lie without guilt, because you know they
don’t give a damn about local statistics, free trade, low taxes, the free market
economy or the OECD... the graphs of the active volcanoes and geysers,
geothermal power... the demographic numbers or the fact that this is one of the
two places on earth where a mid-ocean ridge rises above sea level... Even the
whaling history only goes a short way. Then it’s on to the unproven texts of the
Papars and the Celtic women taken here by the Norse men. From there it is the
ancient sagas and eddas... Travelers want the myths, the ghost stories, the
glitter, smoke and superstitions... anything that makes the disconnect for them
from their real lives, their real worlds of consumerism, long hours and hard
facts. They want something romantic and that’s what I'd give them.

In exchange, I got to see, hear and feel through their very presence, accents and
appearances that there was proof of worlds beyond mine. In my office, I could
look outside the cage into the faces of men and women who were braver than I
was. They knew that we were born as a species of nomads; that people weren’t
meant to live and die in the same village in which they were birthed. They had
what I'd tried to drink in from the snow as a child- the power to leave, the
power to move body, mind and spirit in pursuit of something.

It seemed terribly ironic that they looked at me with fascination as though I was
possessed of some power they’d never had. The winged ice angel... the gate
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keeper to a magical, pure white village resistant in part to the stains of
progress. It’s amazing how two people can look at each other and secretly wish
they had everything the other has. But they smile, feigning personal content,
because their existence has just more than tripled in value, merely by someone
else’s inconsolable desire for it. Adults who’d lived in warm climates as children
wanted precious postcard images of Christmas and wintry sugar plum dreams.
They could go walk around in my Nutcracker-on-Ice nightmare and I'd sit back
and think of the balmy breezes that kissed the linens framing their basinets.

“Hey, Kid of Keller!”

I heard my uncle coming up the steps to this place that he’d helped to build and
I smiled. He knew that I took issue with the Icelandic tradition of using
patronymics. The phonebook is listed by first name, listing me as Yve,
Daughter of Keller, as I am my uncle’s child by way of adoption. How
desperately I had wanted my own full name, my own title, that I stood up at
night rearranging my wooden blocks of letters between the ages of five and
seven to form more European last names.

“Hey, Old Man of Yve’s!” I called back tartly. He would be teased by no one but
me. Not even my aunt dared to attempt such humor with him, though it was a
form of expression which she was awkward about to begin with. Giving me that
one leg up on everyone else was a gift that I cherished from him. It was the one
scenario where being different from the rest was a good thing here. He was an
outwardly stern man, but understood little things like that. Keller conducted
his kindness discretely, affording people their small delights with no measure of
fuss or credit, like a burst of a comforting, familiar scent that all at once lifts you
and then disappears on the breeze before you discover its source.

“Better be more brandy in that thermos than coffee...”

A barely discernible laugh was his answer. His buttery brandy with a touch of
nutmeg was a classic cure for all ails, often disguised as coffee for the well-being
of my aunt’s over-worked mind. I could see my uncle coming into view as
he reached the top of the steps leading to my office. First he appeared as a
vision, a near likeness of himself, then a formed dream, a hallucination, and
finally real by the time he reached the edge of the desk. This effect he produced
was due to the way the colors of sea, sky and sand washed over him in the
course of time. Bleached birch for a firm torso, driftwood and dry grasses
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forming geometric shapes of a beard and face. His clothes variations of
weathered blue/gray/green blending in so well with the atmosphere of the
village that it was often an instance where foreigners would stare intently at him
as though he was a statue; an object serious and solemn, having mastered the
art of stillness. Birds could come to a needed rest upon his shoulder. Those
daring enough to lean on him and try to take a picture were horridly startled
when he sprang to life, pushing them aside with a few Nordic slurs. One had to
wonder if he startled people in such a manner on purpose, though he’d never
admit it if he did.

Placing the thermos down on my desk, his gray eyes studied mine. “Not yet,” he
said, peering closely at me as he did everyday. That glimmer of rebellion hadn’t
materialized in my eyes. I wondered if it ever would or if when it did, it would
hurt him to find it.

“Any gossip?” I asked, drinking in the warm liquid 'till a part of me was numbed
to the mid-morning light.

“That Honiwekl woman wants to build a shed on her property. The town
planning committee voted her down. Mystics said there were elves in the rock
wall who didn’t approve.”

At my grin, he added that the story made the big city papers. Technologically
advanced, sophisticated in many ways, there was still a portion of Iceland that
took great stock in the ancient beliefs; many rooted in nature spirits, prophetic
dreams and superstitions. It took me an extra fifteen minutes to get to my
office because of a road that was narrowed and taken off of a main pass to
accommodate inhabiting nature spirits.

“And the building over near North Shore... You know it was a funeral home for
a few years... We'll, they got spooked; not on account of the dead, but the
building. So they left to go to Hanfjdurn...”

The silent pause and the gaze back down the stairs indicated that there was
something significantly amiss.

“What’s wrong?”

Keller flashed an apologetic glance as the sound of hushed voices and hurried
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footsteps came from the bottom of the stairway. Pushing back from the desk, I
scrambled out of my chair to look out of the window. There was a line out my
door of at least twenty men and women.

“I'm disappointed, Uncle. You know how I feel about these things. I don’t want
to be involved in these games. Give me one good reason why these people are
suddenly at my door.”

Quiet for a moment, he suddenly fixed me in place with an intense gaze. “Do
you live here, child?”

“Yes... but”-

“Then what matters to them should matter to you if they ask for your help.
Some of these people were your teachers, some parents who nursed your
skinned knees... Whether you choose it or not, whether it makes sense to you,
this is your heritage- all of it; you can’t pick and choose your history between
the interesting and the seeming ridiculous. It’s all part of you.”

I stood silent in surprise. He’'d never said anything remotely close in all my
thirty years. Without looking behind him for a reaction, he started down the
steps and unlocked the door. Familiar faces with rosy cheeks from the wintry
air started to appear in stages as they climbed the steps. Some arms were held
tightly around bundles with hopeful upturned eyes. Others kept gazes averted,
heads down.

“So, Yve, your uncle’s told you then...” Mirjan was a bit of a busy-body, though
it couldn’t be said that she didn’t have generally good intentions. She was
carrying a basket of her delicate pastries. A bit of frost curled her tendrils
toward her comely fifty-something face.

At my hesitation, she added with a bit of tremble in her voice, “We... we don’t
come to you easily, you know... I know how you feel, but in this case, that’s the
reason we need you.”

“Mirjan, my uncle mentioned the building near North shore and said that it’s no

longer a funeral home. That the funeral home moved. He said nothing else.
How can I help you?”
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“Keller is a quiet man, yes... But...”
“What of the body?!!” someone toward the back of the crowded group yelled.

“Is this a matter where you want me to contact main city authorities?” I
inquired.

Mirjan shook her head. “No, dear. It’s a matter of a... a spiritual nature, you

»

see.
“But I'd be the last person to”-

“Yes, dear, the last. We’ve decided that you'd be the first, last and only person
to fix this. There was... well when the funeral home moved, um, a body was left
behind in the building.”

It seemed surreal to have my office choked to the brim with the faces of each
different stage of my youth, some friendly, some unfriendly, but all fixated on
me and the body left behind. It could have very well been me were the person
not deceased.

“And you see, there was a start of ill luck since then... Much ill luck with the
electricity down around that area and one of the morticians breaking his hip
and the appearance of the arctic fox on the highway...”

“My phones won’t work since!” someone shouted.

“My daughter came down with a throat infection within the same day...” a
woman said quietly as though a ghost might hear and burden her further.

What I could perceive from everything I was hearing, was that the electricity
was indeed down around that area along with phone lines, yet I knew it was due
to a brief snowstorm because geographically the Northern interior is known to
have ill, cooler weather as it’s just near the uninhabitable part of Iceland. The
mortician was eighty-years old so it was a wonder he hadn’t injured himself
further in the move to the other building. The appearance of the native arctic
fox was unfortunately a hit and run case... an accident and no more. The child
with the strep throat had been trying to keep up with her older brothers during
a snowball fight after nightfall.
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“What would you like of me to make you feel more at ease?”

“We can’t identify the body that was left behind. No records. That’s how it gof
lost in the move, you see. We want you to research it.”

I was wondering why a gathering of people who all had internet access and sc
forth would choose me to research the individual, but nevertheless, I agreed.

“And another thing, dear...”
I held my breath.

“We’ve chosen you to speak to the dead on our behalf. It’s because we’ve triec
and he won'’t listen. You don’t believe in any of these things so perhaps if a non-
believer reaches out to him, and comes to believe in him, he’ll leave us be and g¢
to peace.”

Thus, against every fiber of resistance, I said I would do what they asked. It was
because I never wanted my uncle to look at me that way again... as though I hac
no pride in my heritage, as though I wanted no part of their blood.

This brings us to where I'm absently writing line after line like a business letter
to a man I don’t know, a man I know nothing about, who is no longer on the
earthly plane and had no one to claim him. To whom it may concern, Deai
Man Forgotten in the Nameless Building on the Isle that Belongs to Nowhere...
I hadn’t thought of my birth parents in some time, but I wondered then what my
mother would have said. I believe she would’'ve had the right words for ¢
stranger. It seems odd that the building itself never scared me as it did the
others. I imagined that I lived with my birth parents there. Perhaps this is why
I thought of them with the pause of my pen and had a sudden panicky thought-
‘If I survive my godparents, then what if no one comes to claim me?’

“I can’t sleep. It’s making me sick that we don’t at least have a name for this
guy. Of course I put ads out. Besides, I know he isn’t Icelandic. How do !
know? Our world is a small one; I'm sure I'm sure. No wallet, no ID, nc
passport. I'm telling you he isn’t a native. I thought I was being nice. I made
sure to do the time conversion and not wake you... Louise, just pull some strings
for me. I get the feeling that he’s not American. I want you to check with
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authorities in Norway and Great Britain. They’re close. No, not Greenland.
Alright. Thank you. I'll sleep when I figure this out. You too.”

My palms were uncharacteristically moist when I hung up the phone. I had a
convenient friendship with Louise Courtan, a woman I'd met during her visit
here. She and her husband had vast European communication companies and
her brother was part of Interpol, having taken the job when their father retired.
When she asked why I was sure that he wasn’t Icelandic, I gave a jumbled
answer that sounded like it made sense. Could I tell her that I'd woken at three
in the morning, having fallen asleep over the letter on my desk, and dreamt of
trails on maps? Could I admit that to myself?

Despite the cold, I opened the French doors and stood on my balcony. I don’t
know what I expected to find. Perhaps a glowing light coming from an
abandoned window... I stood there until I could scarcely feel my fingers
clinging to the door frame. My bed was welcome and waiting with the pillows
caressed by the cold, comforting against the heat in my skin.

It wasn’t without trepidation that I took the next day off and ventured to the old
North Shore building. Deep rustic brown roots that seemed to come up from
the ground led to trim lumber lines going upward for three stories. A triangular
roof made the structure appear to reach for the heavens. An unearthly conduit.
Circular panels with convex carvings painted a thick yellow-gold stood apart
from the dark background. It was beautiful in a strange way. Many iron locks
barred the double-doors which were branded elegantly with fleur-de-lis. I put
my hand out toward the old wood, as though I was searching out a heartbeat,
tracing curved veins, carved arteries in twisted spirals. Aged though it was, the
structure was strong, impervious to any roughness of human or natural
consequence. The windows were small, allowing little light, each heavy glass
pane carefully trapped in a diamond maze of birch. I stood as high as I could on
tip-toe, wanting to peer inside, but unable to. With no one to witness my child-
like display, I jumped up repeatedly, trying to get some view of the interior.

I imagined what I must’ve looked like if there was anyone watching out the
window. Just intermittent splashes of white gold hair and gray-blue eyes,
appearing and disappearing again. The sheer pressure of my jumps stirred a
wooden panel near to the ground. Pressing with careful hands, I felt it move.
With all of the rumors about this building, no one had ever mentioned this.
Clearly aged over with wood splinters and cobwebs, it had not been used in a
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significant amount of time. This would prove to be an entryway to the
basement. No doubt where the body had been left behind. I can’t recall exactly
why, but I started to slip in with my feet ahead of me without caution or care.

I landed easily enough on my feet after sliding down a slight decline of cement.
There were hooks on the walls where the coffins had been. It had an ashen
smell that was nearly tangible like inhaling chalk dust. It smelled as though it
had never been a funeral home at all. Aside from the hooks on the wall, all of
the tell-tale signs were missing. It seemed just as though it had been
uninhabited for over a hundred years. With only the space opened from the
panel outside lending daylight, I nervously scanned the room for a door. The
black door led up to a wide staircase and then another door, though this one
was the same dark wood as the exterior and remained unpainted. A parlor with
ornate moldings portraying mythic figures and a mingling of Celtic and Norse
symbols, sat quietly to the side with a large fireplace.

Pocket doors led to another room of lesser size, but greater grandeur. A statue
of the giant whom the island called Sertesy was named after stood on one side
while a portrayal of an angel presided on the other. Some pages of the
Icelanders’ Sagas were framed upon the wall. Remnants from when the
Norwegian and Danish monarchies ruled over the isle, from 1262 until 1918
were scattered carelessly by some modern hand amongst Celtic silvers in a
built-in glass case toward the back of the room. Stairs to the second and third
floors were steep and followed the medieval tradition of being small and curving
narrowly. There were storage boxes here and there with dusty linens over them,
but judging how the light shown upon the fabric, they hadn’t been there for
more than ten years. It was the floors, built-in cabinetry and charming spaces
that defined these levels. Once on the third floor, I looked out the window that
so many of my old schoolmates had feared. Our village wasn’t a great distance
away. It seemed quiet and safe here, if not a little bit sad. Due to its lack of use,
the top window gave some resistance when I tried to shut it. A small piece of
the frame came loose, tumbling onto the wood floor. Thinking that I had
caused the building any harm made me struggle to blink back tears I couldn’t
explain.

Kneeling down to recover the bit of wood, I saw that it had a marking on one
side of it. It was a name and a date with a small dedication to a woman in
English. I put the piece back in its place with the understanding that I'd
discovered more than I could comprehend at that moment.
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Two messages were waiting for me when I returned home. Louise had gotten a
response from England. An old man had been reported missing by his great-
grandson who lived with him. The great-grandson was an architect like the
older gentleman had been and he knew of a project that his Danish great-
grandfather had begun in 1918. When the old man disappeared after being
diagnosed as terminally ill, the great-grandson pursued notifying both local and
abroad authorities in Denmark as it was mentioned in the old man’s journals of
being still a part of the Danish monarchy. Yet it had been in Iceland where the
man built a home for his English wife with immaculate attention to detail.
Though the house was finished, the wife’s pregnancy prevented their return to
Iceland. She passed away in childbirth and her husband and son stayed in
England to be near her relatives. The old man’s birth record, the marriage
license, along with the building plans of the property, the land purchase
agreement, were in Denmark and that was why there were no records in Iceland
and no trace of who the man had been. When a search went out, Denmark
responded with the appropriate records, finally leading the great-grandson to
Louise and her inquiries.

The second message was from the young man himself, Tristan Bartley. He
needed help planning the trip to Iceland to tie up the affairs of the deceased,
bring needed identification documents, and confirm the identity of the
deceased. Circumstances weren’t ideal as over a week had passed since the time
of death, but the young man felt certain that his relative wanted to be in his
architectural legacy for his remaining days and come home to the idea of what
could’ve been, had his wife survived.

My uncle came early to my office the morning that the Englishman was to
arrive. He had brought me the usual thermos yet with even less coffee in it than
usual to ease my nerves. He started to pour the warm liquid into a cup before
looking at me directly. When our eyes met, he dropped the cup and a siege of
warm moisture covered my desk. I scrambled to find napkins and clear off the
papers, but stopped when I noticed he hadn’t moved.

“It’s there!” he shouted.
I started to ask what he meant, but then I knew I didn’t have to. He could see

the glimmer in my eyes that I'd always wanted... my due inheritance... a sure
sign which some feared and some celebrated. For that moment, for that
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morning, it was our secret. I felt loose and able to move, yet suddenly without
the need to run or be far away...

The building over by the North shore is no longer nameless. It is no longer
devoid of purpose, or a reminder of what could’ve been. I came to believe in a
man that I thought was forgotten, much like myself, and in doing so, we both
found what we wanted. The man now has a family living in his house as
intended and a plaque with his name outside to immortalize his work. As I
watch his two great-great grandsons play on the third floor and peer out the
window, I'm almost certain that his spirit saw me the day I tried to jump up
with child-like abandon to see inside the window. I don’t tell my husband this,
because I know that Tristan feels his great-grandfather’s purpose too. The isle
no longer belongs to nowhere, it belongs to us. I can travel, go and come as I
please, but it claims me and welcomes me.

Now, when tourists come to see the beauty of our world, I realize that I wasn’t
just spinning tales for them before; they understood the truth even when I
didn’t. Looking inside the window, they were seeing more than I could as I
looked out.

And I'm writing a letter to the dead, thanking him for waking me to a different
way of life. That’s how this story ends... or begins, depending on your
perspective.

Editor's Note: Please note that the following story contains adult content,
therefore it is PG-13. "A Soldier on the Field", historical fiction, is
being published in installments. This is part two of "A Soldier on the Field".
Enjoy!

A Soldier on the Field

by Linda Emma

Part 2

"They 're trying to kill me,” Yossarian told him calmly.
‘No one's trying to kill you,’ Clevinger cried.
"Then why are they shooting at me?’ Yossarian asked.
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'They're shooting at everyone,” Clevinger answered. ‘They're trying to kil
everyone.’

‘And what difference does that make?”" - Catch 22, by Joseph Heller

Off the bus in the middle of the night, lined up like silent cattle and standing
stiffly atop barely discernable yellow footprints, Denny and his fellow recruits
had already suffered under a barrage of verbal assault, insults and high volume
cussing.

They filed into the dimly lit classroom and fell into a single line, their faces
against the rear wall.

Standing so close to the plaster that his nose was scratching its surface, Denny
had his first one-on-one encounter with the Drill Instructor. The man roughly
pulled the paperback from the rear pocket of Denny’s blue jeans and flung i
across the room, bouncing it off a side wall.

“You won’t have time to read,” he shouted, “I'll make damn certain of that.”
Denny already knew his eyes were to be glued to the wall, his deference anc
obedience unwavering. Still, he let his glance wander to where the black and rec
novel had skidded across the linoleum.

It wouldn’t have been such a big deal, really. He’d already read the book -twice.
But Maria had given it to him.

Catch-22 -appropriate considering its source, maybe not so appropriate in ¢
Parris Island classroom.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” screamed the DI.
Denny stared at the wall, silent.

“I'm talking to you boy.”

“Nothing,” he answered.

“Nothing, sir,” the DI prompted.
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“Nothing, sir,” Denny hollered in return.

“You know what I think? I think it’s me that’s looking at nothing. A nothing
piece of shit.”

He moved down the ranks.

“Every last one of you is a nothing piece of shit.”

And on he went.

Apparently, the DI didn’t know the book. Or didn’t care.

Denny had the sense that the screaming, the trash-talking, the heckling and
harassing of the least fit among them, were all acts in a scripted play. This guy
was just playing his role, Denny thought.

Harmless.

The Assistant Drill Sergeant that would dog them for the next 13 weeks,
however, was another matter.

He was an ass.

He was verbally and physically abusive -a sadistic tyrant. He seemed
particularly to hone in on the most vulnerable of them, those who were weaker,
less fit, incapable in any way of standing up to the torrent of his fury.

Denny didn’t suffer under the wrath of Sergeant Dubeck. Basic training was
rigorous, but Denny knew hard work. Even when Dubeck doubled the runs for
Denny, there were still recruits Denny lapped. It wasn’t an intentional push; it
was just that he only knew how to give 100%.

Denny was suited for Marine training. They insisted upon conformity, the
physical endurance tests, even the meals ready to eat, MRE’s, didn’t strike the
dissonant cord with him as it did with some of his peers.

That didn’t change the fact that Dubeck was an ass.

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 52 of 108

Into the third week of training, Dubeck was harassing Billy Boyle, again. Billy
was fat -no other word for it. Out of Dubeck’s shadow, he was also funny, good-
natured and well-liked.

By everyone but Dubeck.

Early morning drills at the obstacle course and Billy was already exhausted,
sweating and lagging behind. He asked permission to hit the head -recruits had
to ask permission to do everything- but Dubeck refused.

A few more minutes and Billy asked and was refused again.

Billy wasn’t kidding, though. He really had to pee.

Dubeck was infuriated. Denny often wondered how anyone could wake up every
morning so pissed off at the world.

Dubeck railed at Billy, then shoved at his shoulder and spun his bulking mass
just enough to reach at Billy’s canteen and disconnect it from his gear belt. He
pulled its cap off.

“Piss in this,” Dubeck said, pushing the canteen at his chest.

Billy took the canteen but looked at him incredulously, waiting for him to
rescind the order.

“I ain’t kidding,” Dubeck shouted in Billy’s face, so close that Billy was showered
in a mist of Dubeck’s spit.

“Sir, no sir?” Billy answered, timidly, questioningly.

“That is an order boy,” Dubeck said in a steady, sinister voice, pulling each
syllable out as if through a vise.

“Sir, yes sir,” Billy answered, his voice catching.

By now Billy was soaked in sweat; even if he had pissed his pants, no one would
have noticed. His hands were trembling. He took the canteen, broke protocol
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and turned his back toward Dubeck. He undid his belt and his zipper and
relieved himself into the neck of the bottle, urine spilling out over its top and
onto his hand.

When he was done, he held the container away from him, looking blankly at
Dubeck.

“What the fuck do you think I want with it? Close it up. Put it with your gear,”
Dubeck screamed.

Billy did as he was ordered, pulled himself together and fell back into the course
line. Everyone had caught a bit of the latest slice of hell to which Dubeck had
subjected Billy. Denny saw it all.

“Fall in,” Dubeck screamed, halting the recruits mid-gait, hurdle, crawl.
“Water break,” he said.

Dubeck never gave them an early break, never let up on any of them in any
way.

Denny just stared at Dubeck.

Later, Denny hustled to overtake the jog line and come up behind the typically
straggling Billy. In a swift and well-hidden motion he unattached Billy’s water
canteen, replaced it with his own.

Dubeck was an ass.

The Crucible was the final 54 hour test of physical and mental endurance
demanded of anyone worthy of the eagle, globe and anchor. No one could call
himself a Marine if he hadn’t passed this final, telling challenge.

As Denny ate from the last of his rationed MRE’s, toward the end of the field
exercises, he looked around at his fellow recruits. These were good men, strong,
worthy, all with their own varying motivations for entering a war whose
popularity was ticking away like time, shedding with the drop of each flag-
draped coffin on stateside tarmac. He felt inevitably drawn to compare these
guys to the ranks of boys with whom he’d shared other simpler camaraderies.
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Dobbs reminded him vaguely of the Jasmine Jaguars’s QB Georgie Fredericks,
full-of-himself, sure, but not a bad sort. Riley, spitting image of defensive tackle
Watkins. Watkins was a colossal bruiser -meanest son-of-a-bitch on any field.
Off the field, fuckin’ pussycat. Jamison. Jamison was quiet, moody as hell; just
like Smith, the offensive lineman of the Buckeyes, whom Denny had come not
only to respect but to like. And Toby Keith, he was the best of the lot. He was
quiet, smart, built like a bull, and about the best-natured, most easy-going
among them.

And he was colored.

Not that it mattered to Denny.

There were black players on the Ohio State football team and Denny never
thought of them as anything other than his teammates. Keith reminded him a
lot of the Buckeye offensive tackle -big bear of a kid, 6'5", 259 pounds. Rufus
Mayes. A good guy. An excellent player. No doubt, he’d make All-American.

No doubt in Denny’s mind, he’d go pro. Deserved it.

Never mattered to Denny one way or the other what color someone was, as long
as he did his job.

Mattered to Dubeck, though. Hell of a lot.

Beating Keith out by a good length one day on the obstacle course, Denny took
his cool-down lap under the nose of Dubeck and his clipboard.

Dubeck was smiling. He hardly ever smiled —and it looked somehow distorted
on his face.

“Hall,” he said, motioning Denny to his side.
“Sir, yes sir,” Denny answered.
“At ease.”

Dubeck gave him a conspiratorial look, a crooked smile.
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“You keep that up, you hear,” Dubeck advised. “Don’t want the slaves
overtaking the masters, now do we?”

Denny had no idea to what Dubeck was referring. Dubeck gave a little nod with
his chin in Keith’s direction and Denny followed his eyes.

“Whole other animal, that one,” Dubeck continued, “not like you and me.”
Denny didn’t know what response was expected of him.

“Sir?”

Dubeck shook his head, patted Denny on the back.

“Hall, sometimes I wonder about you.”

“Sir, permission to return to ranks,” Denny asked.

“Go, on, go.”

Denny high-tailed back to the group, stretched out the muscles of his neck and
back. A chill stung the spot where Dubeck had touched him. The words “not
like you and me” resonated in his ears, burning his auditory canals like acid.
Denny wasn’t oblivious to the world around him. He knew there were tensions
between coloreds and whites, rich kids and poor. He knew there were a whole
bunch of people who thought they were better than others.

He just didn’t get it. Never had.

Must have had something to do with his father, Aaron Hall, and their Ohio
farm. Aaron Hall didn’t have time for the nonsense he saw happening in the
world, didn’t give a damn about most of it. Things had to be done on a farm —
who did them, what color he was- didn’t matter. Just as long as it was done and
done right. Aaron had no tolerance for incompetence and simply couldn’t

fathom the notion of someone being judged on anything but merit. Everyone,
everything had its job to do.
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Denny felt that way, too, he guessed. How could you choose between the eggs
the chickens gave or the milk the cows offered? How do you say one’s better?
They’re just different.

Denny looked over to Dubeck, spewing another round of his insanity.
Something’s wrong with that guy, Denny thought.

Denny finished basics, went on to infantry combat training at Camp Lejeune
and then finally boarded a transport to Hawaii and onto South Vietnam.

Maria left the brewing cauldron of campus, where dissent and protest were
more in session than the summer classes. She didn’t go home, though. Part of
her ached to take refuge back in her family’s market, isolated amid the bustling,
inhabited city. But too much had changed -to her, to the world. Innocence was
sliding away as swiftly as sand through a child’s beach sieve, impossible to stop
or to fully recapture. Instead, she opted for minimally paying work at a summer
camp for underprivileged children. It was its own refuge of sorts, she knew,
away from people and opinions, broadcasts and news programs. The full
disconnect of campfires and cabins, of little kids crying over the calamities of
scraped knees and lost races was a quelling balm. The hugs in which she
enfolded her charges were, she knew, more for her aches than theirs.

Denny, meanwhile, was fully immersed in his new life. He hadn’t spoken to
Maria during his length of stay at Parris Island. He had taken a pass on the
single allowed phone call. What could he say to her? And he hadn’t called home.
Aaron Hall would be notified by officials if there were a reason.

Denny entered the war on the heels of the South Vietnamese presidential
election and its 83% turnout which was supposed be the turning tide in the U.S.
backed war. If the Vietnamese people could popularly elect their own leader,
then surely they were ready to assert their independence and prevail in their
fight against the north. Or so the hawks insisted in their effort to keep their foot
in the Asian arena door.

But the red clay Vietnamese soil onto which Denny first stomped his laced up
leather combat boot was already muddied with waning public support and as
yet undiscovered atrocities. It took Denny what seemed like a minute to realize
how impossibly unclear was the mission entrusted to him and his fellow

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 57 of 108

marines. At every turn was a contradiction, confusion, gray areas in marked
contrast to the black and white premise of military statute. The easily
identifiable enemy they had shot at on the rifle range of Parris Island seemed no
more than carnival game cut-out now; the obstacle course, elaborate sporting
drill.

Denny had thought nothing could be hotter and stickier than the South
Carolinian summer during training. Then, he was submerged in the deluge of
South Vietnam’s rainy season. The exhausting heat was interrupted, but not
relieved, by harsh and sudden rainstorms, shattered with spectacular bolts of
sky-to-ground lightning. Even artillery fire was muted against the colossal clap
of its thunder. The rain itself physically hurt when it hit skin and clothes, so
pelting was the force with which it was shot to earth. As the son of a farmer,
Denny had always looked to the rain as life-giving, renewing. Nothing about
these rains was welcome to Denny. Even the resulting vegetation was unlike
anything Denny had ever seen: huge palms and mangroves, bamboos stretching
like skyscrapers, gnarled and woody vines dropping eerily to forest floors, and
forever expanses of unfamiliar elephant grasses that grew as high as cornfields.
Whole platoons could take cover in the swaying seas of it. The enemy could
appear from nowhere and disappear into it just as swiftly. Everything about the
land and the accelerated growth of all that sprung from it seemed obstacle,
deterrent, potential hazard.

On one of his first missions aiding an engineering minesweeping unit running
along Highway 13, just north of Saigon, Denny had been taken by the bizarre
juxtaposition of the serious nature and necessity of their assignment, against an
array of blooming conical-hatted South Vietnamese entrepreneurs, their rusted
tricycles heaped with wares for sale to American soldiers. In another situation
on another road, when Denny took the ice-cold Coke extended from the smooth,
but dirty hand of a young Vietnamese girl, his captain slapped it away from him.
The girl ran off and the captain bent to the spilled Coke and ice, taking a
handful of the frosty, sparkling, shards. Mixed in with the ice were pieces of
broken glass.

Denny swatted at a hyper-buzzing mosquito on its pre-dusk bombing attack.
How was it that the oppressive heat only seemed to render these insects fuller of
their infectious energy?

Whack!
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“Got cha,” Denny said to no one. “Eight million more and maybe I'll make a
dent.”

A kid’s gesture, the warding off of pesky mosquitoes. But here, the
consequences of their assault could be deadly. Native Vietnamese were felled by
malaria more readily than by American bullets, the babies suffering the worst of
it. For the American military at least there were precautions. In addition to the
netting and repellents, no soldier traveled to the highlands without twice weekly
Aralen pills and now daily dapsone tablets. Denny hated taking them, but they
had all agreed back in basics that if they were going to die in The Nam, it wasn’t
going to be from a mosquito bite.

You remember your firsts.

Denny remembered his first kiss, his first touchdown, his first race won, the
first time he made love to a girl.

The first time he saw a man blown to bits.

There weren’t as many pieces of him as Denny would have figured. What a
weird notion, Denny thought, even as the blood of his friend was still dripping
from his helmet, even as he knew he should be taking cover, reacting, doing
something.

Instead, he stood planted, looking at what was once a person, now just a half
assembled body, pieces of it scattered too far to bring them back together.

Denny and his platoon had been on patrol, plodding along the dry rims of soggy
rice paddies abandoned by their one-time farmers. The monsoons had finally let
up, the sun was shining and the heat was bearable. It seemed a respite. They
had gone over this same area just the day before; it was as safe as any stretch of
Vietnam terrain could be.

And then, boom.

The Viet Cong were masters at their haphazard placement of booby traps along
paths soldiers might trod. They weren’t, however, master munitions builders.
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Their antipersonnel mines might maim, might even fail to go off. Or they could
shatter flesh to confetti. Or just to a few broke apart pieces, tossed into the air
and back to the grasses like a torn apart doll.

That was what happened to Pearson.
Paul Pearson was the first man Denny saw killed —close up and personal.
Too close.

Another first, a stronger memory, was the first time Denny did what Maria had
warned him he would have to do.

Before she had abandoned the topic, she had run the list of why not’s. Top on
the con-list was all the political stuff: containment was impossible; the domino
theory made no relevant sense; big guns and high tech warfare weren’t the
infallible assets they were made out to be. Also there was the pervasive and
germinating sense that the country’s leaders were misleading their
constituents. Seeds of disbelief, like fluttering dandelion filaments, were
spreading across campuses nationwide, tributarily pushing out and rooting into
the masses.

Then, just before her last argument, she’d pointed to the Vietnamese people,
whom she always prefaced with adjectives like poor or oppressed or exploited.

“Do we have any idea how many innocent people are dying?” she had asked,
knowing it was and probably always would be, unanswerable.

“How can you be a part of that?” she had implored.

Denny’s answer was always the same. It simply wasn’t fair that he got to stay
home just because he was good at football.

Her final arguments, she knew, had been selfish and silent. When she finally
put words to them, she whispered them to Denny.

“I just don’t want you to get killed, and,” she said, “I don’t want you to have to
kill anyone.”
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They had stopped talking about the future, about marriage someday maybe and
kids, about lives as grown-ups in their own piece of the world. It seemed there
was a frozen frame quality to their lives now behind which ran a muted film of
limited motion and suppressed emotions. Everything real had stopped,
suspended in the murky quagmire of a distant land with city names most
Americans couldn’t even pronounce.

Where Denny was. And where he would be —until he was killed or made it out
because he was better at killing than somebody else.

Unintentionally, Denny was sure, Maria had set a gnawing notion into his head
on the look out for that first time he would need to kill.

They were holed up in a jungle bunker north of Saigon in the Bin Long
Province. The rains had left their retreat soggy and the bulk of the platoon was
sitting outside the relative safety of the brush-hidden dens. Unlike the sandbag-
constructed bunkers his platoon had become expert at assembling, this bunker
system and its corresponding tunnel network was of the already-assembled
variety, their accommodations provided by their North Vietnamese hosts.
About a month before Denny’s unit arrived, foot soldiers from the U.S. Army
had been through this same stretch of dense jungle. They’d stumbled upon the
uninhabited home and had laid in wait for the returning enemy patrol. It was a
reversal of roles with the U.S. playing guerrilla and the Viet Cong falling prey to
a surprise attack.

For the last three days, it had been home to Denny’s unit. They set out on daily
search and destroy missions, but no one had seen anything. It was quiet, eerily
so in the dark underbrush of layered canopies that was this forest home.

Denny leaned against a mossy rock, shirtless but for the bulky flak jacket he was
wearing. A fine mist of sweat covered his chest, his back, his arms. He took a
swig of grape Koolaid. Didn’t taste like any Koolaid he remembered, but it was
wet.

He was penning a letter to Maria. He tried to write something everyday,
although the consistency with which the letters made it to The World varied.
When he got off this patrol -they said it would be four days, but Denny had
learned already that most missions extended beyond intended time frames- he
knew he’d have a pile of letters from Maria, a package or two. She seemed to
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send just what he needed, just when he needed it the most, whether it was words
or cookies, comics or poetry.

God, he missed her.

....you would love these little characters. Gibbons and Tonkins. They're like
little hairy people. They’ve got so much personality. There are tons of animals
over here I've never seen, not even in a zoo. Johnson said he saw a tige
yesterday morning, early, at the base of a waterfall near here. I'd like to sec
one. Maybe I could get a picture of it.

Maria, parts of Nam are just amazing, really. I know that sounds crazy, but .
think in another time, under different circumstances, this could be a tropica
paradise, a contemporary Eden. Like that waterfall, man, it must fall c
hundred feet and at the base of it, when there’s enough sun peaking through
there’s a huge rainbow in its spray. Makes you want to figure out a way to jusi
stay on the rainbow, you know. I don’t even care if there’s no pot of gold at the
end.

The staticky crackle of the manpack radio broke into the afternoon’s silence anc
Denny’s concentration. It was supposed to have a range of 100 meters but in the
hilly jungles, the radio’s dependability was iffy. The fact that the batteries
survived the moisture of the tropics even less well than the men, didn’t helf
either.

Davis, the signal officer, pulled up the whip antenna.

“Go again,” he said.

There was a staccato voice at the other end, a jumble of syllables from where
Denny sat.

“Roger that, over” Davis said.
Denny caught the man’s eye, gave a questioning nod.
“Friendlies coming in,” Davis said.

Denny nodded.
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“Army?”

Davis nodded back.

“s5th Infantry.”

Denny nodded again.

On their way through to somewhere else, he thought.

He folded up the paper on which he was writing, put it in the pocket of his
jacket. Reaching for his M16, he stepped from the bunker’s entryway.

“From the South?” he asked Davis, gesturing to a well-trod path.
“Yeah. Styles is down there.”

“Yeah,” Denny said.

Davis shrugged.

“T'll take watch with him,” Denny offered.

“Yeah.”

Styles wasn’t exactly a model grunt. He was quick, capable, strong, and smart -
when he wasn’t stoned. Which wasn’t too often.

Denny made his way down the path. These forest trails that cut through from
nowhere to nowhere were amazing to Denny. Under the thick layers of jungle
canopies Denny knew they were invisible from the air, but he’d already been on
roads that were wide enough for full convoys. And that was exactly their
intended purpose. Between the Wan Yung Road and the snaking underground
tunnels, the fighting North Vietnamese were like persistent and constantly
working ants. Even a giant could only step on so many at a time.

“Hey,” Denny said to Styles as he approached.
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Styles was shirtless, the curly black hairs of his chest dewy in sweat, the strap of
the big M60 he sported, limp around his neck. On his waist was his combat
pack and ammo belt, a Kabar knife in its sheath at his hip. His camouflage
trousers were slung low, his head back against the flak jacket he was using as a
pillow against the cut off stump of a rubber tree, his feet pushed against a stone,
clad in mud-caked Bata boots. He raised his helmet slightly.

“Hey,” he responded.

“Incoming friendlies,” Denny informed him.
“Army?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can we take ‘em?” Styles asked Denny, grinning from beneath his still tilted
helmet.

Stoned, Denny thought.
“Sure,” Denny answered.

“Course we can,” Styles said. “Cuz we’re the fucking Marines,” he added in an
almost monotone.

Denny had heard a bunch of stories about Styles. He wasn’t sure which of them
to believe. At 24, he was among the oldest in the platoon and he’d been in Nam
longer than any of them. Denny had met a guy who knew Styles in basics, said
he remembered him as a big, gung-ho Marine, tough, by-the-book, ready to take
on the world.

What happened to him? Denny wondered.

In a few moments they heard the crack of twigs, the uniformed and now
familiar thwuck, thwuck sound of boots advancing on muddy terrain.

Styles tilted his head in the direction of the sound; the soldiers were just making
their way into view.
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“Jesus,” Styles said, again without inflection.

“Hmm?”

“He’s wearin this big old cross,” said Styles. “Must be Jesus.”

Denny shook his head.

Out there, even for Styles, he thought.

“No, really,” Styles said grabbing Denny’s leg from below, “look.”

Denny bent down a little.

“C’'mon,” Styles said, pulling Denny fully down on his haunches.

Denny got onto his knees, tilted his head to match the crooked angle of Styles.
There was a beam of sunlight coming through the darkness and it was glistening
off the flak-chested soldier leading the pack, catching the copper tips of the

linked ammo chain he wore cris-crossed around his shoulders.

At Styles’s twisted angle, it did look like a crucifix, and the guy’s facial hair was
reminiscent of the on-the-cross Christ Denny knew from Maria’s church.

Denny smiled, took in the whole man and his carried cross.
“Nah,” Denny said, “Jesus didn’t wear glasses.”

The soldier had these big, Buddy Holly looking glasses, standard issue, goofy as
hell.

Styles laughed. Denny did too.
Denny and Styles -who had pulled himself together and even put back on his
flak jacket, albeit askew and open at the front- greeted the soldiers and pointed

them on to the bunker.

When the new arrivals had disappeared into the foliage, Styles plopped down
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into a decidedly at-ease position. He removed the rifle from his shoulder,
propped it against the stump, and sank to his knees, his hands dangling atop
them.

“And Jesus wouldn’t have used an M60,” Styles said looking up at Denny.
There was something in the look of his eyes.

“No way,” Denny agreed, shaking his head, trying to match the tenor of his
comrade’s somber mood.

I wonder who you used to be, Denny started, without completing the thought.

He heard the snap of a twig, a scurry that could have been a tree frog or one of
the mossy frogs that the mamasans sometimes cooked up with chili peppers
and coconut milk.

But Denny knew it wasn’t. Something scratched at his instincts, raised the hairs
on the back of his neck, pushed his fingers down the stock of his M16 to its grip.

Seconds, only seconds, the replay of which would haunt him for the rest of his
life.

A boy came into view; he was only a boy, familiar even. Denny thought he
recognized him from the village a day before, playing, running around the sun-
soaked hooches that were the natives’ homes.

But there was something in his footsteps, something in the blurry mask of his
face, the awkward and jittery motions of his body. In an instant, with
simultaneous action, the boy’s right hand produced a .45, his left a grenade, but
he was shaky, scared, poorly taught.

He tossed the grenade in an arched lob, like the short forward pass of a tiny
football, which Denny easily caught. Denny pulled back his arm, threw the
grenade in a great hail Mary swoosh of a pass, his arm coming down to the
barrel of his gun, reaching to the trigger, just as the boy pulled off a second
round. Denny was reacting, rolling into the brush, firing.

Then, he stopped, looked, listened. Waited.
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The boy and Styles each fell face forward, landing in the mucky mass of green
and brown, their blood kaleidoscoping with the land into which it seeped.

Denny stayed down, under cover, scanning the darkness, peppered with
occasional streaks of sunlight. He was sweating, panting, frozen on his stomach
to the patch of soil on which he had stood laughing a moment before. He was
maybe a couple of yards from Styles, but it seemed farther, like Styles was at the
other end of one of the Viet Cong’s networking tunnels, a dim, distant light. He
heard a quiet, muffled gasp, silence, then approaching motion and whispers.
Not forward advancing, but from behind him, his own men.

After a few moments, Denny belly crawled to Styles and righted him against a
tree. He looked into Styles’s open, vacant eyes, touched his carotid with shaking
fingers: still. He let his hand fall down Styles’s neck to the line of his chest.
Styles was soaked in blood, and there were two dime-sized holes at the gap in
his open jacket, one in his chest, one at his belly.

Later, when the full platoon was by his side and had his back, when the
perimeter was deemed safe and he had allowed himself to exhale, Denny would
go to the boy, bend to the crumpled form. He picked up the gun, not the .45 he
had assumed, but an old and heavy Tokarev. He felt the weight of it, looked at
the puny-boned boy before him, wondered how the kid could have gotten off
two such accurate shots. Denny turned the boy and looked at him fully. There
was something protruding from the waist of his pajama-like pants: a Hershey
bar. He was so young. There wasn’t even the trace of puberty in his full, hairless
face, nothing developed or scary about him, yet this boy had killed his friend, a
fellow Marine.

Denny had reacted quickly, had done what his instincts and training
demanded. He was, he knew, alive because of it. He pushed away the what ifs
as quickly as they rose. He turned to the darkened spot where Styles’s body had
lain. Denny stared silently. He knew that the war had ripped the life away from
Styles long before his death had come, but he still didn’t deserve to die finally in
this hell hole.

His death rocked Denny. But, when Denny closed his eyes that night, he was

haunted not by the bloodied chest of his friend, and his vacant, glassy stare, but
rather by the sleepy-eyed visage of a young Asian boy squinting in the hot
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Vietnamese sun and by the split second decision that had killed a small boy.

Maria’s letters all urged Denny not to spare her from the details of war. She
wanted to know, she’d written more than once, what he was going through. As
Denny’s time away from The World lengthened, his letters shortened, not for
lack of time to write or content with which to fill a page, but from a judgment on
Denny’s part. He couldn’t and did not want to articulate the world in which he
now lived or what his role in it truly was. He didn’t share search and kill
missions or village raids or the mind-numbing monotony that ran between
skirmishes. Instead, he painted the landscape with his words, writing of the
color splashes of jungle birds, the buzzing hum of insects, the earthy smell of
dampened soil. He talked of the tiny villages, the bustling markets, the almond-
eyed children begging for candy. In response to the details Maria craved, Denny
filled pages with tourist guide trivia, playing external observer to an exotic
world Maria would never see.

Fame
by Nels Hanson

We swam the underground river at its source, where it rose fresh in the
pasture, and then made love on the picnic blanket and rode back to the
house and beginning that night Jodie slept in my room.

We looked out the window at our stars, Jodie asked which was mine and
she told me hers, the star she always watched before she closed her eyes.

For good luck, she kept the black obsidian stone under her pillow, the rock
she’d found when I showed where the Indians had chipped their arrows
from the cliff above the valley.

In the mornings we woke and made love and drank coffee and ate eggs and
bacon, the early light turning Jodie’s hair fiery red.
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Later we rode horses and swam and cooked meals, and in the evenings
played music and sang under the cottonwood in the yard, from the stack of
songs she’d found that first day on my kitchen table.

When I went out to check on the cattle or irrigate, Jodie worked on my
songs and made them better and played them for me when I got back, then
asked what I thought.

Always I liked them and then at her urging we worked over them again,
without argument or competition, moving upward in spiraling turns,
weaving her changing feel for the song with mine, then twining that around
a strand of silent music we could sense but never hear, like the river’s rising
current, until we had a string of songs better than either of us could have
done alone or with anyone else.

Then one afternoon instead of riding horses with Jodie to the shady pool, I
dressed in a white shirt and good boots and took her suitcase to the truck. I
got in behind the wheel. I waited, then watched as she came carefully down
the porch steps.

She was wearing her red-and-white checkered blouse, white shorts, and
sandals, her hair pulled back. She looked about twelve years old.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Ready as I'll ever be,” Jodie said through the open window.

“You'll do fine.”

She climbed in and I turned around and drove back down the long dirt road
from the valley.
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At dusk, at the Branding Iron in Waverly, we parked next to Johnny Black’s
bus that had taken two weeks to arrive.

We went in and the place was already filled up. I had a beer at the bar as
Jodie took her suitcase and went backstage.

I recognized some of the locals, who waved and asked if I were going to
sing, but there were a lot of people I'd never seen, kids and older folks too,
and couples sitting at tables arranged in rows.

People must have come in from all over. I looked over at the microphones,
amplifiers and drums facing the dimly lit room.

An attractive black-haired woman in a blue dress sat at one of the front
tables. I figured she must be with the band.

Terry Riley, the man Jodie had argued with that day when I'd picked her up
along the road and he wouldn’t let her have a room, climbed up onto the
stage. He had on a Western sports coat, a starched green shirt and a string
tie.

He stepped to the mike and pinged it so it rang.

“Folks, I want to welcome you all to the Wrangler Room here at the
Branding Iron Lodge, and thank you all for joining us for an exciting night
of entertainment. I know I'm excited.

“Remember now, every Friday, Saturday and Sunday night, and
Wednesdays too, that’s our amateur evening, we bring you the best country
talent for your dancing and listening pleasure, with plenty of good food and
drink for when you’ve worked up your hunger and a thirst.”
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He lifted a hand above his eyes and looked out into the audience, then
pointed me out and introduced me and made me stand up. I wondered if
Jodie had asked him to do it.

“Watch that man there,” Terry said, “he’s ours and he’s a star in the
making.”

Then he raised both hands, as if he signaled a touchdown.

“Now give a big welcome to the Johnny Black Band!”

The audience whooped and clapped as the band ran from behind the
curtain. The black-haired woman in blue smiled up at a tall man with a long
chiseled face, wearing a leather vest and brown Stetson.

I'd seen him once before. It was Johnny Black.

“And give a big hand to Johnny’s special guest!” Riley added, his arms still
in the air. “Here she is, by way of Nashville—Miss Jodie Johnson!”

Through a wave of whistles and applause Jodie ran out in her red dress
we’d found draped across a sage brush, red hair and rhinestones and fringe
and spangles, like a bright flame.

She grabbed up a guitar and the lights came down. She looked back at the
band, then stepped out into a sudden gold spotlight in a burst of sequins.

“See the horses, watch them run
Across the moon, then past the sun,
Travis Jackson’s going strong
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Till the West is going, going, gone.”

The crowd clapped as they picked up the rhythm and she strutted back and
forth, her voice getting stronger with each stride:

“Sunset, pasture, stand of pines,

Do I hear a dollar, do I hear a dime?
If a thing ain’t right it must be wrong.
The West is going, going, gone.”

She tossed her hair, singing her heart out, letting the song have her and do
what it would, until her voice and look said there wasn’t any Jodie but just
the song that moved her lips and used her body to do its will.

“Travis Jackson was good to me,

Carved my name on a cottonwood tree.
I was drowning and he threw me a rope.
When I was lost he gave me hope.

“At night he held me from the storm,
Inside his arms I was safe and warm.

I never worried he’d let me down,

His boots were anchored to the ground.

“Travis Jackson was a loving friend,
Taught me not to break but bend,

Like the willow growing by the creek.
He showed me I was strong, not weak.”

It just kept building, winding in and out but building. Then the chorus
again, coming full circle:
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“Travis Jackson was a friend of mine.
Cowboy-heart born out of time.
If a thing ain’t right then it must be wrong.”

Johnny Black and the band members grinned at each other, nodding, and
followed right where she led as she hit the final lines.

“The West is going, going, gone.
The West is going, going, gone.”

The room went crazy, the current shot round and round in a circuit, people
whistling and shouting and clapping hands above the sea of cowboy hats as
if congratulating themselves on discovering their own secret anthem.

My hands tingled and my throat pulsed.

I felt like a spy, like a time traveler watching our story unfold to the
listeners with innocent faces as they heard the new tale fresh for the first
time.

Jodie sang the numbers we’d gone over together, then two she must have
dug out of the pile and practiced while I'd been with the stock, so suddenly I
joined the audience and was lost and on edge, second by second learning
what fateful changes love would carve.

“He was young, it was no disgrace,
To love a girl with natural grace,
Though a friend tried to warn him
About secondhand lace.

So the days went by, the long sweet nights—
He kissed my lips in sheer delight
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And never remembered what his friend had said.
He never saw the road ahead

“Or knew I'd traveled this way before,
That soon I'd walk right out his door.
But he was young, it was no disgrace,
To love a girl with natural grace,

“Though a friend tried to warn him
About secondhand lace.”

As I watched her quick fingers fly across the strings, I remembered the first
night in the kitchen at the ranch, her touching my palm, then showing me
her hand, the same pattern of lines and then the criss-crossed stars.

Between songs there was an expectant hush, as Jodie bowed her head,
concentrating, before her red hair flew back and she came up singing.

Johnny Black let her take the lead, she had the crowd with her and he didn’t
want to break the trance. I figured that backstage Jodie had somehow
hurried through a few songs, showing the guys the chords, before they’d
gone on. The band was good and just picked them up.

“The rain fell down and the river rose,

We tried to paddle but the river goes
Where the river wants and the water flows
Toward a raging sea with no stars above,

“No olive branch or snowy dove,
You and me we’re caught
In a current of love.

Current of love, current of love
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You and me we’re caught
In a current of love.”

As she stood alone in the spot and her voice came out strong and tender
and true through the mike, I had an eerie feeling I'd been living with a
legend—that a princess in disguise had sat at my table and held me in bed
at night as the cottonwood’s branches sighed in the wind beyond the
screen—and I remembered the day I'd picked her up along the road after
famous Slim Frye had put her out of the red Porsche and then thrown her
clothes and the Gibson guitar from the window as he raced past my pickup.

What she touched turned gold and I felt proud and humbled—for the first
time I heard the songs that before had lain scattered on the kitchen table
now born out into the world.

“An empty bottle in the grass,

A ragged man who wakes at last—
The man sits up and sees

His beard all white and full of leaves,

“But can’t remember February,
May or June, Jane or Mary,
If he’s been brave or lived a lie,

“Been barber, baker, Indian chief,
If he’s been the law or just a thief,
Abad or good guy ....”

A few of them, still fuzzy and in unfinished form, I'd sung on Wednesdays
at the Branding Iron, to maybe 20 or 30 people, but now the songs were
different. They existed separate from me.

And from her.
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Jodie had given them their final shape and raised texture and emphasis, but
now they didn’t belong even to her anymore, even now as she sang them
she was losing them to the people watching and raptly listening and
beginning to sing with her when she came back to the familiar chorus that a
few seconds before had first etched a silver streaking arc.

They were paying for memories, that’s why they’d come—if the feeling of
the song struck and heightened the feeling they’d brought with them but
couldn’t speak, both were stronger because they’d merged into one, the
private feeling was the public song, from now on either one alone would call
up the other.

It was something—and it was a little scary.

When the band set down their instruments at the break, Riley hurried to
the mike. He was out of breath, bowled over by his big night.

“Jodie and Johnny and the gang will be right back. How about another
hand!”

The audience cheered and stamped as Jodie stood there like a sparkling
scarlet goddess. She stepped off the stage and made her way over to my
table past smiles and handshakes, back pats and waves. She stopped and
signed several autographs. I got up and we hugged.

“You were great—really great,” I told her. “I can’t tell you—"

“It was your songs,” she said quickly, squeezing my neck. “Didn’t I tell
you?”

“You're a Ghost Dancer. I think you woke the dead.”
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Jodie leaned close and kissed my mouth, then turned and hurried
backstage.

After intermission she introduced me to the crowd as the songwriter, and I
got a good hand. I felt people watching me now, they’d seen Jodie and me
together, and when things started up it was harder to listen as closely.

She did three or four numbers I’d set aside as sub-par, one called “Rattling
Chains” with a gospel flavor, then “Painted Desert” and “Empty Arms Are
Home,” Jodie going to town on the long swooping sad refrain so people
swayed as she described firsthand the emptiness that waited for you always
and everywhere when your only love had gone away.

And one called “You Are My Valley,” where the landscape blends into the
woman’s body.

“Where green arms rose to hold me close
In August sun on willow leaves

Our valley wears a veil of snow

And leafless buckeye makes a wreath

“For your white pastures once you turned
To golden flowers that waved and burned
Each time you breathed and summer stars
Made the sleek grass silver as your cheek.”

It didn’t matter they weren’t my favorites, the way Jodie sang them I might
have been Mozart. 1 saw a girl weeping, wiping her cheeks, and couples
with their arms around each other, dabbing at their eyes as they gazed up at
Jodie alone in the spotlight. Single people stared around with lost hungry
looks, then back at the stage where their only hope stood.
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Johnny whispered in Jodie’s ear when she came back on stage for an
encore. She did “Travis Jackson” again and it was as if Terry Riley had
quickly xeroxed and handed out the lyrics. This time the crowd sang with
her, the lips in the lifted faces moving in time with hers, learning a new
hymn to get through the workaday week beyond the church doors that
opened and shut tight each Sunday. Already Jodie’s fans claimed the song
as their own.

“Travis Jackson was good to me,
Carved my name on a cottonwood tree.”

That night we took a room at the motel and lay awake all night talking and
making love. I told her it was the best night of my life, ever, that if this was
the best it ever got then I was more than happy and she held me tight and
said it was the same for her, that nothing had ever come close.

“Only in my dreams,” she whispered.

The next night I saw her do it again.

It wasn’t a fluke, it was all real, both Jodie and the songs, and everyone
knew it. The crowd was bigger, with a lot of the same people scattered
among a couple hundred new faces. Word had traveled fast. Terry Riley was
ecstatic and so was Johnny Black. He’d already talked to Harlan Smith,
who’d set up the gig and tour when I'd stopped at Country Corners and
Jodie, broke and nervous, got him on the phone.

She played at the Branding Iron for two weeks and I came in the next
weekend and watched her again. I heard her name in the grocery aisle, and
in Reardon’s Café, the waitresses were all talking. On the sidewalk, a
middle-aged woman was telling her friend that she and Carl were going
back tonight to see Jodie Johnson, she sang this great song called “Travis
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Jackson.” They’d seen her three times and couldn’t get enough. Everybody
was buzzing, everywhere I turned it was Travis and Jodie.

Late Monday morning I found myself sitting at a table in the deserted
lounge of the Branding Iron, with Jodie, Johnny, and Marlene Black—
Marlene was the woman in blue who opening night had sat up close and
kept her eye on Johnny—and Red Stampley, who played pedal steel. Jodie
had our songs spread out across the table. A waitress came up with a tray of
drinks.

“Nothing for me,” I said.

“Come on. It’s on me,” Johnny said. “You're a poet.”

“Thanks, I don’t need it.”

“We all need it.” Johnny laughed.

“He’s got me.” Jodie put her arm around my shoulder.

I felt stunned, sitting casually with the band, being treated like a member of
the gang. Jodie had been there before, but I'd never sat at the center of a
circle of artists.

Johnny shrugged and picked up a page of lyrics. He studied it, then tuned
his guitar and sang:

“A ring of gold is all she left me—
And all I have to keep her near,
And like a shell beside the sea
Each night I lift it to my ear.”
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Jodie got up, stepped to Johnny’s chair and joined in. Her hair brushed
Johnny’s shoulder as she leaned forward.

“Ring of gold, oh ring of gold

You say she won’t return again,
That nights for me are always cold,
That this is how my story ends—"

“That sounds good! It’s got a real shine to it!” Jodie beamed at me.

“Sounds better than when I sing it alone in the barn,” I said. It did sound
good. I didn’t know what else to say. Jodie hadn’t sung it either weekend at
the Branding Iron.

“You've got a great voice,” Jodie chided me. “Admit it.”

She turned to Johnny. “I want you to hear him do one.”

“No,” I said, “you two sing.”

“Come on,” Marlene said to me. She smiled. “Sing with Jodie.”

Johnny handed me the guitar. “Go ahead.”

“I don’t think I'm tour material.”

“Come on,” Jodie said.
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I started in with “Secondhand Lace,” changing the woman to a man, then
Jodie came in and helped me finish up.

“You two ought to take yourselves on the road,” Johnny said.

“I think I better write ’em,” I said. “You sing ’em.”

“You change your mind,” Johnny said, nodding, “you let me know.”

“Let him think it over,” Jodie said. “Give him a few weeks. I'll show him
what his songs can do on the road.”

“You going to let this girl get away from you?” Johnny said.

“She’s a big girl.” Jodie winked at Johnny.

“You better grab her, because she’s going to get a whole lot bigger.”

Everyone laughed.

“I mean it. She’ll sing for presidents. That’s what I told Harlan.”

“Thanks, Johnny.”

“No— ‘Here’s Johnny!”” Red Stampley nearly shouted. He was a good
mimic, as he’d talked he’d been alternating, imitating Johnny Cash, then
Waylon Jennings.

“Maybe we can work something out,” Johnny said. “I like ‘Current of Love.’
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‘Blind Man’s Bluff’ is good too.”

“What about ‘Travis Jackson’?” asked Jodie.

“That’s got you written all over it.”

“I like ‘Secondhand Lace,” Red’s Waylon said.

“So do I,” Marlene said.

“Yeah, that’s a good one,” Johnny said.

He lifted his glass to me. “They’re all good. You got to drink to that. It’s not
every day a bunch of musicians like the same songs.”

“Alright,” I said.

I went to the bar and bought a whiskey and came back to the table and
drank with Johnny Black, listening to him talk about Nashville until it was
time to go.

I picked up Jodie’s suitcase and we all went out to the bus.

“T’ll call you every night,” Jodie said. She and I stood at the door.

I kissed her. “Don’t forget.”

Jodie reached into her purse and brought out the obsidian stone.
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“I've got this to remind me. And for good luck.”

We kissed and Johnny called from his window. “Come on you two. We're
burning daylight.”

“Take care, Jodie,” I said.

“You watch. I'm going to make ‘“Travis’ famous. That song can’t miss.”

We kissed goodbye and Jodie climbed into the bus as I stood back and
waved. Through the open door Red Stampley grinned and said, “Hello, I'm
Johnny Cash,” then hit the air horn and drove off.

And I, Travis Jackson, watched them go.

For a while, Jodie called from hotels the mornings after shows, excited and
eager to report. Fans loved our songs and her singing them, especially
“Travis Jackson”—the crowds were much larger than the nights at the
Branding Iron, she always sang several encores and they still applauded
when the lights came on.

Sometimes she'd sing over the phone to let me hear a new angle, a buried
phrase or minor chord she’d highlighted, then ask what I thought. She’d
heard great vocalists like Tammy and Loretta, Connie Smith and others,
and she could understand why they were famous, but for the first time she
actually experienced the way it felt inside to believe heart and soul in a
lyric. She could sense it deep in her body, the songs felt different in her
throat. It wasn’t just her—she could see it in people’s faces.

Jodie always asked if I were writing any new songs when I wasn’t working
with the cattle, what I did after supper, if I sat outside with the guitar and
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looked up at our stars the way after each concert she slept with the piece of
obsidian under her pillow.

I tried to sound like things were normal, that although I surely missed her I
was still happy and busy at the ranch.

“You love me, don’t you, the way I love you?” she asked me directly one
night.

“Ido,” I said. “I've never loved anybody more.”

Once she asked if I could fly out and meet her for a weekend in Chicago but
I couldn’t leave the stock, and the next week Jodie signed with the George
Jones tour and headed South and then up the East Coast, where she met a
record producer, a friend of Chet Atkins.

Legal letters came, and then royalty checks, and with the money I fixed up
the house and barn and bought a new pickup. I didn’t have a TV but I heard
Jodie on the radio and remembered our singing in the kitchen and in the
evenings under the cottonwood tree whose leaves now were turning with
September.

“Travis Jackson was a friend of mine—"

Jodie didn’t call again, but once at the post office in Waverly there was a
card:

Still a fan.
-Jodie

On the year's last warm day I swam the creek, diving deep from the tree

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 84 of 108

shade and holding my breath, stroking a few yards against the strong
current, through the stone door into the hidden river where the walls
glinted with quartz and the water whispered things—

Then I turned and stroked up toward the light.

I dressed and took the tin dipper from the cottonwood trunk, filled it from
the creek and brought it to my mouth. I closed my eyes and took the sweet
drink I’d once shared with Jodie.

I was riding back toward the house, across the meadow where soon snow
would lie, where we first lay together in the sun and I'd imagined we were
carried under the pasture, past glistening caverns and sudden falls, by the
underground river.

Captain rocked his neck and reared his head and I looked up and saw my
sorrel galloping across the dry grass and I was afraid the barn had caught
fire.

Then I made out a rider, in a white shirt leaning forward in the saddle,
urging the horse full out, now standing tall in the stirrups and waving a
white sleeve as her red hair swept sideways like a flame, like a winter
cardinal’s wing...

Father to Son

by Eric V. Neagu

“I'll be damned,” said Jimmy.

Jimmy had not yet discovered the roots of vulgarity and said “damned” as a

miming bird might. He did understand certain phrases were to be used with
discretion when adults were about, and his mother was putting away dishes well
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within earshot. So he said it in a whisper, an enthusiastic whisper. She heard
him anyway, and Jimmy knew by her half-frown he was disappointing her,
though likely in the clear.

The boy was growing, but the why's and the how's escaped him. January 19th
was the last time any growth had occurred. This was marked on the wall a full 3
inches below the latest mark. The current date, he was writing hard into the
wall’s chipped paint, was March 12th. Counting on his fingers, he smiled when
his math worked out to an inch every month.

“See,” he said to his mother. “Can you get the ruler? Is three inches a foot?”
Jimmy was learning how to tell time, how to multiply, how to play the piano,
and how to swear, but measuring had escaped his curriculum.

She grinned as she put up the last plate and brought him a ruler. His mother
handed him the ruler, hugged him, and offered a pinch “for an inch.” Then the
mother turned the boy about, patted his behind, nudging him in the direction of
his father.

“Go tell your father,” she said.

“T'll be damned,” said Jimmy one last time, and etched in the pencil mark.
“Three inches taller.”

James, Jimmy’s father, was in the office upstairs. Some time ago, the office had
been a nursery. Remnants of which could still be spotted in the faded teddy
bear trim and the colorful light fixtures. These were reminders of times when
an office in the home was unnecessary and unwanted. Now an old oaken desk
stood in the center of the room, it was flanked by a filing cabinet and
bookshelves. The bookshelves contained a few books, several piles of paper,
and two family-style board games with unbroken seals. A single shadeless
window lit the room with marginal sunlight. On the window ledge were several
of his father’s basketball awards, including the All-State ribbon he earned as a
senior in high school.

Jimmy reflected on all of the stories he had heard about his father’s playing
days. He liked the one about winning the state championship, “The last state
title to come to this town.” Jimmy, however, hated the end of each story. They
always ended the same way, “If I hadn’t blown out this knee that first year of
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college... who knows where I could be today.”

On that particular day, James was paying bills. “I'll be damned,” the man said
to himself, “It cost half that much last month. We never even use the damn
thing?” He reached into the cabinet and pulled out a manila folder. He
compared the paper in his hand to the paper in the folder and shook his head.
Setting them both down he removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his
nose, then the young man replaced his glasses and jotted down some numbers.

The hallway leading to the office had hard oak floors with vaulted ceilings,
which seemed to hold noise. Jimmy walked as quietly as he could, attempting to
surprise his father. He was pleased to find his father did not notice him and he
waited outside the doorway long enough to notice good news might be
welcome. With the confident swagger a first taste of pride gives an eight-year-
old boy, Jimmy opened the door and stood expectantly.

“Ah, the source of my frustrations?” said his father, smiling.

“I...” the boy paused, trying to recall if he had at any time known what a
frustration was. And if he had, had he given his father any?

“Well?” said the man, as though expecting an important report.

“Mother told me to come,” replied Jimmy, who had suddenly become nervous
about intruding.

“When you interrupt your old man you should offer him a hug, especially on bill
day.”

Jimmy walked over to his father, who was now smiling, and climbed into the
man’s lap. His father always smelled pleasant, except during yard work, and
always had a little hair on his cheeks that shaving never tamed. They hugged
and James returned his attention to some numbers on the desk as Jimmy
positioned himself in the crook of his father’s right arm. Jimmy forgot his news
as he grew tired in the warmth of his father’s arm. The boy gradually fell asleep.
When Jimmy woke, he kept his eyes closed hoping to see if his father knew, as
he suspected, when he was just pretending to sleep.

Listening to the man write, he wondered why he had never seen his father write

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 87 of 108

with his left hand. Is that required? Will he be forced to learn how to do that?
Regular writing was difficult enough and the only other person he had seen
write lefty was the Snodgrass kid, whose name and peculiar style of writing, not
to mention the ever-dripping right nostril were already material for widespread
teasing at school.

Eyes still shut tightly, a little too tightly; he tried in vain to recall what, exactly,
he had to tell his father. What was it? Jimmy’s mind turned spirals around the
idea. It was significant enough to interrupt bill paying. Dinner was not yet
ready. He had done nothing wrong. The boy hoped that much was true,
anyway. No, it was something positive. There was something about himself,
something good about himself. Then it finally clicked, “I'm tall, I'm getting
BIG. I AM GROWING UP!”

A hand brushed the boy’s hair, there was no pen on paper to be heard; just a big
sigh and the gentle ocean a person hears as one’s hair is being stroked. Young
boys, even slightly unruly boys, know a quiet moment when it comes. Jimmy
knew to give himself to it.

Whispering into his ear, his father said, “My boy, my boy. If you ever get the
chance, whatever you do, don’t grow up.”

Jimmy did not understand. Growing up had always been good. What
happened? He had been growing up, that was the reason for his visit. If his
father did not want this, what did he want? How could Jimmy stop it? Could
he stop it at all? If that is what his father wanted, he would at least give it a try.

“Do you think I'm dumb? I am not dumb, I know 50 states by heart and I'm
close to knowing half the capitols. I am not dumb. And ‘cause of that fact I'm
not getting into trouble for you,” the Snodgrass boy said as he wiped his right
nostril with the front of his shirt and exposed his little potbelly in the act.

They sat with their feet dangling over the edge of the tree house they had built
earlier in the year. Mr. Snodgrass owned a wrecking business and business had
picked up enough the summer before to warrant some new advertising and
minor improvements. He convinced the boys they could build a “helluva hut”
with the scrapwood from the plywood sign he was replacing. So they built a
fort. And in all probability it was the only fortress ever constructed that read
“Snodgrass Trucking and Towing” when seen from above. The boys always felt
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it was a claim to some sort of fame.

“You made a deal, and a deal is like a promise and my babysitter’s daughter told
me that if you break a promise you go to hell and if you go to hell you never get
to see your parents. And parents always go to heaven because they pay for your
food and stuff,” Jimmy retorted.

In his hand the Snodgrass boy held a two by four. He gently tapped it against
his leg as he eyed the box, the deal breaker, between them. The box contained
two baseball cards, a torn comic book, four candy bars, and a wrinkled picture
of a woman in undergarments from a taboo catalogue.

Still staring at the box the Snodgrass boy asked, “I just have to do it once and I
get to keep it all?”

Jimmy leaped from the platform and ran to a large maple, confident in the
plan. He stood, completely rigid, against the tree and removed a small
pocketknife. With the knife Jimmy carved his height in the bark of the tree and
stood back to look at the mark.

“Come on,” said Jimmy taking his position, upright and rigid against the tree.

The Snodgrass boy hesitated and then slowly climbed to the ground with plank
in hand. He knew the whole story. He knew the strange way Jimmy slept and
all the other peculiar activities this sudden aversion to growth brought on. In
short, he knew Jimmy would not stop until this growing trend was reversed for
all time. Burdened with such knowledge and the promise of candy and sex in a
box he could not maintain what little fortitude a small boy has. He walked up to
Jimmy, raised the board high into the air, checked to see if Jimmy’s eyes were
shut, and the Snodgrass boy, a boy who was scared of the dark and regularly wet
his bed, struck Jimmy firmly on the crown.

Jimmy was dead. He lay on the ground. The Snodgrass boy was certain he had
killed Jimmy. Jimmy was dead. The Snodgrass boy grabbed the box and ran.

Jimmy was not dead, but he was unconscious. When he woke, he could see,
ground’s eye view, a pair of slightly worn tennis shoes attached to two chubby
thighs that were running, not quite, like the wind. Despite Jimmy’s apparent
death, the Snodgrass boy still intended to be looking at pictures of lingerie
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models while eating Clark bars for some time to come. By increasing the
distance from the deceased he hoped his guilt would fade into the woods long
enough to enjoy the prize.

Wounded, Jimmy was too shocked to think of anything other than his
experiment. Holding his head and checking it for blood, Jimmy slowly got to
his feet and walked to the tree. His skull throbbed and his ears sounded like
church bells. Just as before, he marked the spot where his height left off. He
was careful, accurate, and optimistic. Jimmy stepped back to look on in certain
triumph. Triumph turned to disappointment when he saw the new mark was
slightly above the previous mark.

“What the hell!” he screamed.

Getting hit on the head, even by a young drippy-nosed boy, hurts. It causes
errors in judgment and can have unanticipated results. If a small boy were 4°3”
tall before, he could very well be 4’4” tall now. That is, if he includes the newly

formed knot just under the scalp.

Jimmy took a large step back and checked himself, rubbing his head. Natural
laws of physics are sometimes intuitive and it stood to reason a good one on the
crown could compact a person’s height. That was the plan anyway, when it
didn’t play out how it was supposed to Jimmy was a little disappointed. When
it didn’t play out as it should have and he realized how badly his head hurt-no
pain had been accounted for during the planning phases -Jimmy burst into
tears and ran home to his mother. Plan A had failed.

Sleeping became a private routine for Jimmy. A bath, then brushing the teeth,
followed by an attempt to stay up late. Finally, a parent or two tucked him into
bed, often with a story, and occasionally a joint prayer involving mostly
blessings. Each night, as soon as the parent or parents left the room, Jimmy
implemented Plan B.

He would go to his bookshelf, pick out a few of the larger books, fairy tale
anthologies mostly, and place them at the foot of his bed, positioning them in
such a way as to lodge his head against the headboard and his feet against the
books if he lay down dead stiff. Jimmy thought of himself as a board propping
up a window. Once in this position he said a similar prayer each night:
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“Dear Spiritual Being, (the family was Unitarian) Please help me to be good
and do as I am told and if I do not do what I'm told please help me to not get in
trouble. But most of all I would like to start getting smaller. My father would
like it if I didn’t grow up so I guess that could go under doing as I'm told but I'd
really like you to see I'm serious. Thank you. In Jesus’ name I pray,
amen.” (Jimmy did not yet fully grasp Unitarianism.)

Morning light climbed over the neighboring houses, through the window, and
into Jimmy’s bedroom. At first, it illuminated the posters of athletes and
cartoons on the walls. Then, as the sun rose higher, it shined on the open
coloring books sitting atop the desk. Finally, the sunlight caught the edge of a
book on the floor, a large fairy tale anthology.

Each morning the sun rose and followed the same path. Each morning a bleary-
eyed boy learned life’s big lesson again; disappointment can come with minimal
effort and the breaking of each new day. Moreover, wedging oneself between
the head and foot of a bed cannot inhibit growth. Unexpected movement and
tossing and turning during the night had ruined his plan for the last time—he
had tried using the books for a week. Sitting in bed, Jimmy took a deep breath
and resolved to take the final step.

While most of the houses on Ash Street were similar and fairly modern split-
levels, there remained a row of houses built much earlier. They were big
attractive Victorian structures abounding in character. There were small nooks,
dumbwaiters, old doors that no longer worked. James, Jimmy’s mother, and
Jimmy lived in one of these older homes.

To Jimmy’s parents, the house’s value was mostly financial. Depending upon
the day, it was either financially wise, or when the roof leaked and the furnace
groaned, an idiot’s purchase. For Jimmy, the building was a dream. The house
provided adventure, a bit of fear, and most importantly, places to hide treasure.

Jimmy’s favorite treasure spot was in his room. Behind the bookcase was a box
with a door built into the wall. Originally, it housed a phone. Inside, Jimmy
kept those things he never wanted to be found by certain people, namely, his
parents.

Normally, the box contained baseballs cards, a picture of a woman in
undergarments from a taboo magazine, candy bars, and a torn comic book.
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That day the only thing within the wall-box was Jimmy’s last best hope, a pack
of Marlboro hardtops. He bought them, along with four packs of firecrackers,
three bottle rockets, and the catalogue picture of the woman, from a thirteen-
year-old down the street. Nine cigarettes remained in the box. He intended to
smoke one a day until his growth was “stuntered.”

Slowly, Jimmy crawled out of bed and dressed, taking discouraged note of the
books scattered on the floor. As quietly as possible he slid behind the bookcase
and withdrew the cigarettes and a box of matches. For scientific purposes he lit
one of the matches and watched it until a breeze came through the slightly open
window and extinguished the flame. A subtle but persistent pounding could be
heard in the distance. He lit another. Only one match remained.

Jimmy tucked the cigarettes into his baseball cap and placed the cap on his
head as he finished dressing. Once dressed, he walked down the stairs, through
the living room, carefully bypassing the kitchen on his way outside. Whenever
possible he avoided the kitchen. Somewhere he learned food was a primary
cause of growth, hormones being the other. If he ever came across a hormone
he planned to tiptoe by that as well.

As he approached the rear door, the thudding grew louder. His heart was
pounding. Understanding only the basic evils of tobacco, he knew when
someone smoked it caused cancer, stopped growth, and sped up the heart.
Jimmy was at a loss to understand how simply having them on his person could
make the heart beat quicker and thump so loudly. He opened the door and
went outside. Once in the sun, he recognized the sound of hammer on nail.

On a ladder, just above the garage door, his father stood with a hammer in one
hand and an orange metal circle in the other. The backboard for the basketball
hoop was already fixed to the roof of the garage. Jimmy’s mother had painted
“Jimmy’s Court Is In Session” on it. Jimmy did not understand the pun.

Jimmy was familiar with basketball. Traveling he understood. The double
dribble made sense. And even the offensive charge had logic to it. He also knew
the game required the height and size of at least an average adult. What he
failed to comprehend was how a father, who wanted his boy to stop all growth,
could encourage such a sport. Jimmy simply stared as his father put the last
nail through the rim and into the wood.
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“There you are! Did I wake you?” James said.
“N-no.”

“Well?"

“What is it?” said Jimmy.

“What do you think it is?” he replied chuckling.
“Who’s it for?”

“It’s for us, mostly you, but as you get bigger I hope you’ll let me play. You may
even let me think I have a little game left. I wasn’t such a bad player in high
school,” he said as he picked up a ball and shot, missing the basket.

As the shock of his surprise wore off, Jimmy recalled a handful of hints that this
had been in the works. First, there was his toy as a baby, a Larry Bird doll. His
father dribbled and made a shot. Then there was the plastic hoop with foam
ball he had as a kid, age six. His father bounced the ball around Jimmy. And
finally, there was a six-foot rim and mini-ball. James jumped high into the air
and shot again.

Everything slowly worked through the boy’s mind. There was a reason for the
excitement he used to feel about getting taller. The clouds in Jimmy’s head
parted when he recalled something his father regularly had said, “When you get
bigger, boy.” Jimmy grabbed his hat and threw it, cigarettes inside, beneath a
shrub. He stepped onto the court and picked up a ball. Swish.

That night the bedtime ritual was mostly the same. Jimmy brushed his teeth.
His mother tucked him into bed with a story and a prayer, primarily blessings.
When he was alone and the door was shut, Jimmy went to his bookshelf and
picked out a book. It was a small book about a dog. He had trouble focusing on
the story. His thoughts drifted to future championships and basketball players
he admired.

Everything had changed that day.

After fading in and out of sleep several times, Jimmy turned out the light and
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set the book down on the floor. His last thoughts were not, however, about
basketball. Rather, he wondered whether or not a pack of cigarettes carefully
wrapped in a moldy loaf of white bread buried at the bottom of the garbage can
next to the garage might be found. He felt certain it could not.

Hypnotized by You
by Nicole M. Bouchard

The term 'hypnosis' has its origins in Hypnos, the Greek god associated
with sleep. Hypnosis itself is a process of inducing a receptive subconscious
state open to suggestion. There have been controversial studies and
miraculous instances surrounding hypnosis as a form of treatment for
everything from addiction recovery to eradicating the symptoms of
illnesses. It is to be expected that any process dealing with the deep
intricacies of the mind is bound to have mysterious and complex
consequences. However, Helen never could have guessed that the cassette
tape she was exposed to as a child would have such a substantial effect on
her adult life...

Edward was everything she had ever wanted. Tall, fair-complexioned with
soft, wavy dark hair, and penetrating blue eyes, he was a manifestation of
her dreams. Literally. She had made collages of the traits she wanted and
studied them with detailed visualizations. Fascinated with metaphysics,
she abided by the Law of Attraction, in every sense of the word, and sat on
the floor of her bedroom, legs crossed, cutting out pictures in glossy
magazines of the life and the love she wanted.

He arrived right on time, too, at the coffee shop where she had kicked up
her legs on a sofa and was reading a book on alchemy. She wasn’t even
surprised to see him standing there, asking if she had the time. “I have all
the time in the world,” she answered with a flirty smile. His reserved and
charming British accent was something that she counted as a major bonus.

Their relationship took off quickly. She was creative, relaxed and upbeat,
while he was serious, analytical, refined and a touch tightly-wound. But
what was a bird without wings? They complemented each other’s faults
and eccentricities. Helen didn’t even mind when Edward brought his
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grandfather to live with them. Edgar seemed to think in his old age that the
Revolutionary War had just happened and disapproved of Helen’s
rebellious patriot ways and it didn’t help that they lived in Boston where he
took it as a major insult that she didn’t drink tea, but she and Edward were
meant to be together, she was sure of it.

Nothing, it seemed, was going to come between them.

In early September, Edward was invited to give a speech on foreign
industry at Boston University. Intrinsically shy, he was dreading the
occasion. “I’ll be right there in the audience to show moral support. Act
like you're addressing me,” she insisted.

“Good God, they’re probably going to be bored to tears and I have a good
half hour to fill with restless students who are more likely to be
contemplating their next keg party... I can just see all those eyes on me...
It’s like I'm back in school at the front of the class with a lace doiley atop my
head...”

“A what?”

“It was a play.”

“Oh' »

“I know I'll bore them stone dead. I'm not like you. I'm not good at these
things.”

“You’ll do great and I have faith in you,” she said taking her hand in his on
their floral loveseat placed facing the bay window.

“Good... You're probably the only one so loyal...”

“She’s not a f%&*ing loyalist!” Edgar bellowed out of his stupor in the back
bedroom.

“Oh, come off it, Grandad!” Edward’s cheeks were flushed red with anxiety

and his eyes were downcast. He had refused to rehearse his speech with
her because he knew he could only handle the embarrassment only once.
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Helen walked down the middle steps of the lecture hall to grab a seat near
the aisle so that he could see her easily while he spoke. She wanted him to
focus today and had arranged for the woman across the hall from their
apartment to watch Edgar. A large gathering of students and faculty
crowded in out of the unseasonably cold air. The overhead lighting glinted
off her dark golden hair which was loose, tumbling over her shoulders. She
chose an elegant black trench coat with a silk tie, skinny jeans, and modest
black heels. Chanel eye shadow played up her hazel eyes and a red gloss
warmed up her porcelain face. Edward stood nervously at the podium
shuffling his notes and stealing a glance at the rows of seats now and then
until he spotted her smiling back at him. He returned her little thumbs up
sign, loosened his tie, cleared his throat and began.

“Thank you all for coming today... And if you get nothing else from this
lecture other than shelter from the cold, it'll be a well worth it venture
regardless...” Few laughs were elicited by his attempt at humor so Helen
over-compensated with a “Ha! Oh, really...” which drew stares. Edward
nervously continued, a bit of a shake to his large hands.

Helen couldn’t help but notice how comfortable her body suddenly felt, un-
tensing itself in the seat from her head all the way down to the tips of her
unclenched toes. Against her will she started to yawn frequently, the tears
formed in her eyes from it making her mascara run slightly. She blinked a
few times, her eyelids becoming increasingly heavy. Edward’s image
blurred slightly. Her head drooped a little, becoming heavy on her thin
swan-like neck. Her eyelids fluttered again and awkwardly surprised, she
shot up in her chair looking around to see if anyone had noticed. Edward
tried to ignore that she was starting to fidget in her chair.

Again, she slid down in her seat. Her eyelids fell heavily closed and her
chin dropped to her chest like a narcoleptic, her mouth still open as though
she’d lost the ability to control the bones of her jaw. Her hair fell forward
like an overthrown bucket of water. She jolted awake slamming her arms
down on the sides of her chair to catch herself. The people in the row
started to look at her. This time when her eyes closed, her head fell
perilously to the side, her arms hung down into the aisle. Edward started to
stumble over his words and paused incredulous for a moment at her
progression. Finally, her small body heavy with sleep tumbled out of her
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chair into the aisle, her body spread out like Leonardo Da Vinci’s Vesuvian
man. Gasps of concern faded into laughter when the audience realized that
she was simply asleep. Beyond mortified, Edward walked briskly forward
to collect her and exited the lecture hall having only completed half of his
speech.

“I'm sorry.”

“You can’t possibly do something like that and say you're sorry. It’s... It’s
impossibly inadequate.”

He slammed the door of the bedroom, having confined himself in isolation
for the evening. Helen knew how hurt he felt that the person he depended
on the most for support had betrayed his trust by seemingly turning
boredom into a scene from an ill-contrived foreign comedy sitcom. She sat
with knees to her chest in the rosy arm chair which Edgar often issued his
rants from when he emerged from his room. The woman across the hall
said that when she came to bring him lunch, the room was empty and the
window was open. It wasn’t a major cause for concern as he tended to
escape time to time and in this instance, his absence was useful. Leaning
her head back further, she closed her eyes and listened to the rain. It had a
soothing rhythm yet it didn’t slow her mind from running wild with
questions surrounding what had happened that day.

As the hours passed deeply and softly into the night, she was still wide
awake. Normally she slept easily alongside Edward and couldn’t remember
a current instance where she had been awake like this. The last time she
could recall not sleeping well was when she was a child. And then it
dawned on her like a splash of cold water to the face. She was nine years
old sitting in the dark with her mother in their living room.

“Still can’t sleep honey?”

“No. I'm not tired.”

“Well, you need to get your rest... Why don’t we try listening to soothing
music?”

“That doesn’t work, Mom.”
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“I wonder if one of my old hypnosis tapes would work on you... It would
give you a process to follow in your mind and probably relax you...”

Defiantly imagining that it would have no effect, Helen lied down and
crossed her arms over her chest. The warbling voice of Reginald Wendell
that came from the speakers was slow and drawn out, each syllable spoken
by the male voice tugging on a different part of her body to pull her down
from her restlessness. Counting backward from one hundred, she pictured
each number in her mind glowing in the darkness created beneath her
eyelids. She would never finish the tape. Her mother had to help carry her
back to her bed and when she grew too big to be carried, finally moved the
stereo to her room. The cue that would send her straight into a state of
almost instant narcolepsy was the voice on that tape. A male voice. An
English voice. Like Edward’s voice.

The reason that this hadn’t come up before was due to the fact that he had
never spoken to her for so long uninterrupted in a monotone manner. She
gasped at the realization. Electing to let him sleep, she decided to broach
the peculiarity of this situation over breakfast. It was not taken to as well as
she hoped it would be.

“Well... Thank heavens we haven’t said our vows yet... You would have
been positively catatonic...”

“But if there’s an answer for it, there must be a way to undo it. Some kind
of cure...”

“It’s sounds as if you're allergic to me... that’s bloody fantastic. Anyway, I
have to be off to work. I won’t call you for fear of slipping you into a coma.”

He rushed out of the apartment unwilling to absorb the guilt that tugged on
his heart as he walked away without his habitual kiss to her forehead. Not
only had she embarrassed him ridiculously amongst fellow academics but
the concocted story of being susceptible to some hypnosis tape as a child
pushed the envelope of excuses. It chipped at his pride. He couldn’t help
but wonder how far she’d take this and against his better judgment decided
to test it.
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Edgar returned from his disappearance after Edward left without saying
goodbye. Unharmed and oddly jovial, it seemed that he had run into
something he liked on his solitary excursion. Both he and Helen were
happy to ignore each other in Edward’s absence that morning. She couldn’t
fathom how to convince the love of her life that his voice made her lose
consciousness. It was remarkable that the memory of the tape had an effect
on her after all those years. It wouldn’t be easy, but she would have to find
a way to right this strange infringement pressed into her subconscious.

It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when she heard the creak of the
window being lifted in the back room. Edgar had learned somehow to
unlock it. As she rushed to the room, Edward came in quietly through the
front door. She hadn’t seen or heard him come in. He headed to the study.
The tape he had made of himself reciting his speech was slipped into the
cassette player. His finger pressed firmly on play. “Helen?” he called softly,
wondering if she would pretend to be asleep on the couch in order to
continue the charade.

With her arms around Edgar’s waist trying to drag him back from the fire
escape, she didn’t hear anyone calling her name. She only heard a long
drawn out rhythm coming from the other room. Momentarily confused,
her grip loosened on the back belt loop of Edgar’s blue plaid pants. Trying
to shake off the sound, she continued to wrestle with the flailing man
climbing out of the window. A strange fatigue started to overtake her and
Edgar wriggled free, glad to have the upper hand. Still leaning far too
forward over the sill, the tension keeping her body firm in that position
dissolved and her eyes closed. All feelings of stability faded as her listless
form toppled over the edge.

Edward grew nervous as he looked room to room and still couldn’t find
her. Reluctantly, he went to Edgar’s room to ask if he’d seen Helen and
found that the door was open. He peeked in to see Edgar sitting outside on

the fire escape looking down. “For God’s sake, Grandfather...” He reached
out to draw him in again, but the old man resisted.

“Went down like a bloody paperweight..!”

“What?!”
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“There!”

Edward looked down to where Edgar was pointing with a tightening in his
chest. “Helen!” He rushed out of the room as fast as his body would allow
while Edgar stayed in his perch outside, muttering “incredible”.

Two broken ribs and one broken ankle. Edward squeezed her hand in the
hospital, his tears of guilt wetting her face, wishing she would come to. Her
eyes flickered open as if in answer to him. Utterly ashamed, he told her
what had happened.

“I'm sorry.”

“You can’t do something like that and say you’re sorry. It’s impossibly
inadequate...” she responded with a weak grin. He smiled at the sound of
his own words being used against him.

“Is Edgar alright?” she asked.

“Yes, in fact, as it turns out, he’s joined a chess club in the park. That’s
where he’s always running off to. They play for money... he’s quite good
actually. He can’t wait to tell them this whole bit...”

“Edward?”

“Yes, darling?”

“I'm glad we chose the second floor apartment instead of the fifth...”

“Yes...” he breathed out nervously.

When they made the appointment for Helen to be de-hypnotized, Edward
went along with her for moral support. In her relaxed subconscious state
she smiled, knowing that she no longer needed any outside stimulus to
soothe her to sleep. Life seemed right where it should be.

Their champagne glasses clinked in the dim candlelight of their honeymoon

suite in the breezy gentle warmth of the Caribbean islands. “You know, you
can’t possibly understand what you mean to me, Helen... For years I never
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thought I could find someone like you... All I had was Edgar and I cannot
begin to say how horribly sad that was... I'm not even actually sure if he
likes me... but that’s neither here nor there... More to the point, you're
everything- my light, my strength, my greatest aspiration as a person. The
most wonderful thing about this is that I know you feel the same way...” He
turned to look out the window at the stars. “I mean, what would we have
done without each other? I know you wouldn’t have been alone for long
with your beauty, intelligence, charm and grace, but I’d like to think that
I'm the only one really meant for you... You believe that too... don’t you?
Helen..? Helen..?”

He turned back around to find himself alone in the bed. Frantically, he
drew back the gauzy curtain to find her sprawled on the floor. His concern
waned as he saw the smirk edging around the corner of her mouth and he
gave into the laughter piercing his stoically solemn chest.

Country of the Young

by Mark Barkawitz

Sometimes after an early morning rain, when the streets are slippery-wet
and I'm sitting alone at my desk, looking out the front window, sipping my
first cup of coffee, I think of Mary. We'd been high school sweethearts and
had married a couple years after graduation, both barely twenty.

A month before she left me, we'd gone to a party at her sister Paula's house
in South Pasadena. We both had had a lot to drink and she had danced
with Rico most of the night. Rico was supposed to have been Paula's date; a
tall, dark-haired Latino with a thin, little mustache and a crooked smile.
After the party, Mary and I spent the night on Paula's couch, our heads at
opposite ends, our feet fighting for inside position. We woke early Sunday
morning. The house was a mess of empty glasses, beer cans, cigarette butts
in overflowing ashtrays, and a few remaining strands of crepe paper
hanging from the ceiling. Mary made a pot of coffee, while I sat at the
kitchen table, my head aching from last night's drinking.
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"All night," she complained, "...you kicked my feet off the couch." Her
mascara was smeared around her eyes, hair mussed, and the black jump
suit she wore was wrinkled from sleeping in it. She had looked better. She
took two cups from the cupboard and poured the coffee.

"I kicked you?" I said. "What about you? You were doing the same thing to

"

me.

She got milk from the refrigerator and poured a little into one of the two,
steamy cups of coffee. "Well, I wouldn't have been if you hadn't been." She
handed me the cup with black coffee and sat down in the chair across from
me. From the sugar bowl, as usual, she added two, heaping teaspoonfuls to
her coffee. As she stirred, the spoon clinked against the sides of the coffee
cup.

"Do you mind?" I asked. "I have a headache."

"Do I mind what?"

"That damn clinking. It's driving me nuts."

She stopped.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it." She dropped the spoon on the table.

"What's the matter with you?" I asked.
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"With me?"

Paula, wearing a long, flannel nightgown, walked in. "What are you two
fighting about now?"

"Nothing," Mary said. "Want a cup of coffee?"

"Sure." She sat down at the table between Mary and me.

Mary got up and poured another cup of coffee. She added some milk and,
sitting back down, set the cup before her sister. Paula added sugar. The
spoon clinked.

I rubbed my temples. "That was some party."

"You had a good time, didn't you?" Paula asked.

"Fine."

"How can you remember," Mary asked, "...with all the beer you drank?"

"Well, I wouldn't have gotten bombed if my wife hadn't been dancing with
Rudolph Valentino all night."

"Come on, you two," Paula interrupted. "It's too early for this. I'd make
breakfast, but I'm out of eggs."

"We can go to our house," Mary offered. "I went to the market yesterday
and our refrigerator's full. After we eat, we can come back here and help
you clean up the mess."
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"Food sounds good to me." I figured it might do me some good to get
something solid in my stomach.

"Okay," said Paula. "Let me change and I'll follow you over." She took the
cup of coffee and left the kitchen.

Mary and I sat at the table, drinking our coffee, saying nothing. When
Paula returned, we got our coats and the two girls followed me out the back
door. It had rained during the night, so everything was wet. Paula's Bug
was parked in the driveway and my old, rag top Karmann Ghia, that I had
had since high school, was parked in front of the house. On Friday nights
before we were married, I used to take Mary to the old Hastings Drive-In
Theatre, which is no longer there, replaced by a multi-screen walk-in and
shopping center. We rarely paid attention to the movie. We'd neck for
hours and she'd try to give me a hickey, while I'd try to convince her to let
me unhook her bra, the stick-shift on the floor between us like a parental
warning.

I got in the Ghia and tried to start it, as the girls gabbed in the driveway.
Paula wore a puffy parka. Mary's long, leather coat wrapped around her. It
was cold enough that their words came out accompanied by little clouds of
hot air, making them look like characters in a comic strip. As usual in the
cold weather, my Ghia wouldn't start. Damn six volt electrical system. And
the cloth roof had leaked rain onto my seat, so the seat of my pants was now
uncomfortably wet as well. I got out.

"We'll have to push it," I told the girls.

Mary shook her head. "I told you we should've taken my car."

"Yeah, yeah. Just help push. Okay?" I pushed from the side of the car with
the door open, steering, while the girls pushed from behind. The street was
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fairly level. Once we were rolling about as fast as I could hope for, I jumped
in, pushed in the clutch, put the trans in second gear, and popped the
clutch. The car chugged, then lurched forward as the engine fired. I revved
the engine, braked, then stuck my head out the side window.

"Just like an Indy race car," I called back to the girls.

"More like a pile of junk," Mary responded bitterly. The sisters laughed.
Paula walked back to her car. Mary walked over, opened the passenger
door, and got in the low-slung seat beside me.

"Better make sure the door's closed," I said. "That lock's still a little
messed-up."

"I know." She pulled the long, leather coat around her legs. "And the
heater's broken, too. You don't have to tell me every time I get in this car.
Why don't you get it fixed?"

"I was planning to work on it this afternoon."

"Oh, no you don't. You're helping us clean up Paula's house. Remember?
You promised."

"But there's a play-off game on TV at one o'clock."”

She stared straight ahead.

"Just kidding. I'll help. How long can it take?"

Before she could answer, Paula pulled up next to us and revved her engine.
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"Do you want me to pick up anything on the way?" she yelled out over the
noise of the two engines.

"No." Mary yelled back. In my ear.

"Just hurry up," I said to Paula. "I'm hungry."

She smiled back. "Last one there's a rotten egg!" She jumped her Bug out in
front of us, sending behind her a spray of water from the wet asphalt as she
careened up the street.

Rotten egg, huh? I revved my engine and popped the clutch, but the engine
was still cold, and it never ran well cold. By the time Paula's Bug had
reached Green Street in Pasadena, I was a half-block behind. She turned at
the corner, so when I got there, I swung such a hard right that Mary leaned
into me.

"Slow down," she complained. "Before you get us killed." But she didn't say
it as if she meant it. No conviction. More like a running commentary.

Probably because we really weren't driving that fast in our vintage VW's.

And probably because she remembered how I had tried purposely to get her
to lean against me in just that fashion on our first date.

Green Street was a one-way street and early Sunday morning there was no
traffic. I kept the accelerator pedal floored and we began gaining on the
Bug. Paula missed the light at Lake Avenue and I pulled up behind her,
revving my engine. Her left turn signal was on.

"I can get her on the turn."

"Whoopee," Mary muttered with distinct annoyance. "Just like high
school."
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I ignored her. The light changed and I followed Paula through the turn,
ready to jump out ahead of her when I got an opening. But a cop car up
ahead slowed us both down, and I was forced to follow. Then at Villa
Street, Paula made a quick, right turn and punched it. I followed. We were
only a half-mile from our house. The traffic signal two blocks ahead turned
from green to yellow. We were both going to miss that light. But when the
Bug drove through the first intersection ahead of us, I didn't follow.
Instead, I swung a hard left, leaning into the turn, squealing and spraying
water from the tires on the wet asphalt, figuring to avoid the red light ahead
where Paula would have to stop. I barely had time to down-shift into
second gear.

"I've got her now." But when I looked over to Mary for a reaction, the
passenger door was already swinging wide open and my wife was gone! I
looked into the rear view mirror just in time to see her seated as though
almost still in the car, skipping backwards across the slippery-wet asphalt
on her bottom, like a flat rock skipping across a pond; one, two, three
bounces and she slid into the curb.

I slammed on the brakes and jumped out of the car almost before it was
stopped, leaving the Ghia in the middle of the street. As I ran back, an old
lady with a cane came out of the house on the corner. Mary sat motionless
in a little rivulet that ran in the gutter next to the curb.

"Are you all right, babe?" I leaned down next to her and brushed a strand of
hair from her mouth. Her face was white as a blank movie screen.

"I- T think so." One of her palms was scratched. I brushed off the little
asphalt pebbles embedded in it. But aside from that, she looked okay.

"Are you crazy?" the old lady with the cane yelled at me as she got closer.
"You could have killed her!"
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"Are you hurt anywhere?" I asked Mary.
She didn't answer right away. "I don't think so."

"No thanks to this maniac!" The old lady pointed her stick at me. "They
should take away your license." She turned to Mary. "Sue him, honey. I'll
be your witness."

"Can you stand?" I asked Mary.

"I think so." I helped her up. The seat of her long coat was wet and where
her bottom had bounced off the pavement were two, round scuff marks on
the leather. She took a step and nodded that she was okay.

"Let's get out of here," I whispered gently.

I helped her to the car, as the old lady yelled something about my license
plate number and the cops locking me up for the good of the
neighborhood. I helped Mary into the car, then got in the driver's side.

"You want me to take you to the hospital?"
"No. I'm all right. Really."
"You gave me one hell of a scare back there, babe."

She only nodded back. We were just a few blocks from home. When we got
there, Paula's Bug was already parked at the curb and she was standing on
our front porch. I parked in the driveway.
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"What took you so long?" Paula called over.

I looked at Mary. She stared back at me, as if waiting for me to answer.
The smeared mascara around her eyes looked like the markings of a clown.
Then I did it. I shouldn't have. And I knew I shouldn't have. But I just
couldn't help myself; I started to laugh. All I could think of was her
skipping across the street on her bottom, like a little kid on some sort of
bumper car ride only without the bumper car. At first I tried to muffle it,
but before I knew it, I was laughing out of control. The tears began to well
up in Mary's big, green eyes and she started to cry.

A few weeks later, she left me; a monument of unaged intellect. It seemed
like a lifetime ago in one another's arms in the country of the young.
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Granny Annie and the Kid
by Laury Egan

Mac’s Convenience Store wasn’t owned by Mac—though it had been in the 50s
and 60s—but the odor of Mac’s cheap cigars still permeated the worn floors and
the stained green walls along with the smell of damp newspapers, stale candy
bars, and the frozen breath that emanated from the refrigerated units whenever
a door opened.

The current owner, Pratap Mehta, usually made the rounds of his four gas
station/convenience stores late at night to collect the dog-eared bills from the
till. He also owned two liquor stores with separate check-cashing facilities, an
arrangement that allowed the low-lifes—as he referred to them in private—to
cash their Social Security or employment checks and then purchase a six-pack,
pint, and lottery tickets under the same roof.

It was 11:09 p.m. by the round black clock that hung above the cigarette cartons,
impulse-tempters, and signs featuring Joe Camel and the Marlboro Man. The
gas station had closed for the night, leaving only one employee at work behind
the counter, Granny Annie, a tiny old lady, whose curly electric orange hair was
a color no human head had ever grown naturally. She was hunched over a
newspaper, a posture her spine remembered even when she tried to straighten

up.

When the front door opened, the bells jangled and a wave of sea air blew in with
a teenage boy. He stood medium height, with the remnants of youthful
musculature losing battle with couch-potato pudge. The kid wore a blue Mets
baseball cap low on his eyes and a ripped yellow tee shirt under a brown hoodie.
His cargo jeans were three sizes too big, with pockets bulging at the thighs.

Granny Annie glanced around the display cabinet to see if he had any pals
hanging around outside. No one else was in the parking lot. She then watched

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 3 of 108

the kid strolling down the aisle past the bakery goods, noted how the seat of his
jeans sagged low to expose white boxers underneath. As the boy scooped up two
packages of chocolate cupcakes, a bag of potato chips, and a jumbo Pepsi,
Granny Annie shifted her eyes to the tilted round mirror hung in the back,
which gave her a better view.

“Goddamned too old for this kinda work,” she muttered to herself. “Eighty-two
years last week, and all I got to show for it is calluses on my behind from sitting
on this stupid stool.” The stool was over forty years old, preceding her hiring by
Mac in 1969, and like her had been inherited by each new owner.

Granny Annie shifted on her ancient perch and worked her mouth as her
thoughts turned to her husband, Mel, whose pickled liver had killed him long
ago. She stared at her gold wedding band. “Cheap bastard couldn’t even buy me
a diamond engagement ring.” Annie often spoke ill of the dead, especially Mel,
whose bar tabs and gambling debts had forced her to take the job at Mac’s. “All
them years I worked and he drank up nearly every penny in gin mills. Jesus H.
Wish I’'d never married that sonafabitch loser.”

She shook her head at herself and ran a practiced tongue around the gaps in her
teeth, parked a small wad of gum where her back molar had once resided, and
then checked the kid. He was coming up the aisle next to the newspapers and
magazines; his untied shoelaces and frayed pants cuffs trailing behind him. As
the boy approached the counter with his purchases cradled in his left arm, he
glanced out the front window before plopping his packages and giant Pepsi
bottle in front of her.

“That it?” Granny Annie searched his face. He had a juicy case of acne. A purple
bruise ran the length of his jaw under a light growth of reddish beard that didn’t
match the dark brown hair shooting out from under his cap. He seemed
agitated.

“Yeah,” he replied.

She grabbed the cupcakes and was about to scan them, when the kid snatched
them away.

“They’re free,” he said. “And everything else.”
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“Whaddya think this is? The Salvation Army or something?” She sat back on her
stool. “Get outta here before I call the cops.”

Even though the kid wasn’t tall, he towered over Granny Annie. He bulked up
his shoulders like he was about to lay down a tackle, snorted, and tried to laugh.
“Gimme a break. Just put all this stuff in a bag.” He spied a stack of vanilla and
chocolate fudge cubes and tossed a handful on the pile. The he added some
chocolate-covered cherries.

Granny Annie glared at him. “Look, kid, you're gonna be in a whole hell of a lot
of trouble for candy and a few lousy potato chips.”

A rivulet of perspiration slid down the boy’s temple. He reached inside the
pocket of his sweatshirt, pulled out a knife, fumbled with it, and then popped
the blade.

Annie tucked her chin back in alarm.

“And open the cash register, too,” he demanded.

She shook her head. “Uh uh. No siree. I been through this before. All you kids
think you can march in here and take what you want. Why don’t you get a job or
somethin’?” She examined his green eyes peering from under his cap. “You old

enough to be outta school?”

The boy blinked a few times, as if surprised she was asking questions instead of
being intimidated. “I'm nearly eighteen.”

She hitched up the side of her mouth and considered him. “Sure you wanna do
this?”

“Yeah,” he replied. He swallowed hard, then said more forcefully, “Yeah!”

Slowly, she pulled out a white plastic bag as she had done a hundred thousands
times and began placing the items inside, one by one, as if each were a carton of

eggs.

“Hurry up!”
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“Keep your shirt on. Or maybe I should say keep your pants on.”

He yanked at his jeans, trying to use his waist to hold them up, but the pants
settled low on his hips. “Open the fuckin’ cash register.”

“Hey, watch your mouth, young man!”

His face flushed. He started to apologize out of habit but waved the knife
instead. “Come on!”

Behind the glass case, Annie opened the cash register, and with deliberation,
took out the singles, glancing at him as he jiggled nervously up and down on his
feet. “You know what my name is?” she asked as she reached for the fives.

The kid looked at her name tag. “Yeah. Annie. So what?”

She shrugged. “So what? Well, goodness gracious! You know some folks round
here call me Granny Annie, but I ain’t never had no grandchildren. No, not a

»

one.

He blew hot impatience through his lips. “I don’t give a shit! Now gimmee the
money!”

As he glanced outside at the parking lot again, Annie tossed all the bills high in
the air. Startled, the boy jerked back and began grabbing them as they fell to the
ground. As he did so, Granny Annie reached under the counter and leveled a
snub-nosed .38 Smith & Wesson at him. His mouth fell open as he stared at the
gun. Astonished, the kid dropped the knife on the counter and took several
steps away from her, his hands instinctively raising.

Granny Annie gave him a small smile. “And you know what else folks call me?”
“Christ! I don’t...”

She chuckled. “Annie-Get-Your-Gun.”

He took this in and gulped. “Holy shit!”

She sat on the stool. “Now pick up the money.”
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He did as she asked, holding up his jeans by the belt loop, since every time he
bent over, he risked losing them altogether. When he placed the bills on the
counter, Granny Annie stowed his knife in her blue smock pocket, fanned out
the money, and started to sort it with her left hand.

“What’re you gonna do?” the kid asked. His arms began to droop to his side.

“Don’t know yet,” Granny Annie replied, separating the ones. “What’s your
name?”

“Russell.” His voice cracked on the second syllable.

She snapped her gum, which she had forgotten about in the excitement.
“Where from?”

“Middletown.”

“Well, that’s a ways. How’d you get here?”

He stared at the gun with dread. “Took the bus.”

She lowered the Smith & Wesson but kept it pointed at him as she stuffed the
ones in their slot. “So, Russell, how come you’re out late on a Sunday night,
holdin’ up stores for...” She glanced in the cash register. “...for about eighty
bucks and a ton of coins you don’t dare put in your pocket else you’'ll lose your
pants?”

He stood in front of her, sweat streaming down his face. “Fuck I know.”

She brought the tip of the gun up.

“Sorry,” he said quickly.

“Gotta be a reason.”

Russell was silent. Finally, as Granny Annie added the fives and closed the cash
register, he muttered, “Just got to get away.”
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She returned her attention to him. “How come?”

“Whadda you care?”

Annie pondered this for a moment, wondering why she did care. She watched
his expression slowly change from belligerence to sadness and suddenly felt
sorry for the kid. She hadn’t felt sorry for anyone in years. “How come?” she
repeated.

“Ah, don’t ask,” he said in a disgusted voice.

Annie waited him out.

Russell stood there, head down. Then he glanced up to see she was still
watching him. “Oh, hell, I can’t stand it at home no more. I figured if I could get
some cash, I could head to New York or some place. You know, hang out for a
while.”

Annie considered this. “What’s wrong with home?”

“It’s bad. That’s all.” He rubbed his neck. “My dad’s drinking all the time.”

“That how you got the bruise?”

He shrugged, then nodded.

She let the heavy Smith & Wesson sink into her lap. “Are you in school?”

“I was but not since last week. Hell, what’s the point? I mean, I ain’t gonna go to
college. Pop thinks I'm goin’ to some electrician’s tech school after I graduate
like he did. Says what’s good enough for him is good enough for me, but I can’t
stand foolin’ with all them wires and shit.” Russell scuffed at the linoleum floor.
“And I don’t want no part of Pop’s business neither. He mostly works for his bar
buddies—enough to get by—and they’re just like him.”

“Whaddya like to do?”

A small grin flashed over his face. “Watch TV and eat.”
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Annie appreciated this glimpse of teenage enthusiasm, but his mood was
fleeting, swiftly replaced with the haunted look of a beaten child.

She’d seen that expression on her own face in the bathroom mirror, as she
wiped blood from her nose after one of Mel’s beatings. It had been a long while
ago and had only happened a few times during their first year of marriage. Then
her cousin, the cop, had given her the Smith & Wesson after breaking Mel’s
nose. Mel had kept his distance after that, but Annie hadn’t forgotten how she
felt—that mix of helplessness, fury, and fear. Though her heart had been hard as
iron ever since, she felt a sudden warm stab of sympathy for Russell.

As if sensing this, he continued: “I mean, I like to hang out and watch TV but
not when Pop’s home. Then I take off. Go sleep in the woods or whatever. I'm
doing that a lot.” Russell pointed to the food in the plastic bag. “That’s for...you
know...when I have to leave.”

“No mother or brothers or sisters?” she asked.

“Mom left when I was little. Sis ran away with some guy a few years ago.”
“Friends?”

Russell looked sad. “Yeah, one or two but their parents don’t like me visitin’
much. So I catch guys after school sometimes. Now that I ain’t in class, well,
things are different.”

“So you’re kinda on your own?”

“Yeah. Guess so,” he replied. “I can’t stay home no more.”

They looked at each other, and then Granny Annie placed the gun in her large
pocketbook that lay by her feet.

“It wasn’t loaded,” she explained.
Russell exhaled with relief. “Oh, god.”

She smiled at him. “Scared you, huh?”
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Just then, the bells chimed on the door. Russell and Granny Annie jumped and
turned toward the entrance, where Pratap Mehta, dressed in a double-breasted
black suit, bright white shirt, and maroon tie, entered.

“Oh, shit!” Russell murmured.

“Good evening,” Pratap said to Annie, examining Russell with brisk disdain as
he rounded the counter.

“Good evening, sir,” Granny Annie replied, as she handed Russell the bag of
food, who, instead of leaving, didn’t move.

Pratap stared at Russell. “Yes? Do you wish to purchase anything else?”
Russell shook his head and exchanged glances with Annie.

She thought for a minute and then said, “This here is my grandson, Russell.”
Pratap didn’t reply. Instead, he opened the cash register.

“Yes, in fact, he’s stayin’ with me for a while,” she added.

Pratap removed most of the money and began counting it.

Annie watched him do this, knowing better than to interrupt. When he finished,
Pratap inserted the cash in a pouch and placed it in a black briefcase.

“Sir,” Annie began, “I was wondering... well, you're lookin’ for a part-timer,
right? For the late afternoon shift before mine?”

“Yes, what of it?” The owner busied himself with the lock on his briefcase.

“Well, I thought maybe my grandson could do the job.”

Pratap threw Annie an incredulous look, then scrutinized Russell more
carefully. “We can’t have people like him working here.” He flipped a hand at

the boy, as if he were brushing lint out of the air. “Absolutely not possible.”

“What if he got some new clothes, a haircut?” Granny Annie asked.
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Pratap shook his head impatiently.

“T'll train him,” she said.

“I don’t think so.”

“Mr. Mehta, Mary Lou is doing double shifts to cover. Besides, you got a sign
posted for the job.” She pointed to the bulletin board by the door. “You had it up
ever since your nephew didn’t show for work.”

Pratap didn’t like the reminder. “Sanjay found employment elsewhere.”

Annie allowed herself a small snort at the lie. “And then there was your second
cousin’s boy who helped himself to—"

The owner gave her a hostile look. “May I remind you that you work only
because I am willing to hire the elderly?”

“And for that I am eternally grateful.” Annie replied.

Russell gave Annie a questioning glance, swallowed, and moved so he could see
the owner better. “Please, sir? I'll work hard.”

Pratap focused on Russell and frowned. “You simply are not at all presentable.”
“Please?”

The owner raised an eyebrow, then stared at the ceiling, as if he were doing
calculations on its tiles. “Hmm. Perhaps if your grandmother promises to
improve your appearance, we might try you for one week at five dollars an
hour—”

“But that’s below minimum wage!” Granny Annie protested.

Pratap cleared his throat and sighed with exasperation. “Very well. Minimum
wage for one week and then we’ll review the situation.”

“Thank you!” Russell exclaimed.
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“Yes, yes. Okay.” The owner faced Granny Annie. “And since I am making a
concession, you may train him on your own time.”

She stared at Pratap in surprise, but he turned his back to her and began pulling
off lottery tickets, placing them in his breast pocket. He then buttoned his jacket
and took out his keys. “Now, it is very late. I am going to close up,” he said. “You
may go home, Annie.”

“But I have twenty more minutes—”

“Yes, but I'm sure you wouldn’t mind leaving early to be with your grandson. No
problem. I will adjust your time sheet accordingly.”

Miffed about the reduction to her paycheck, Annie stood up but was unsure
what else to do so she put on her raincoat and tied the strings of her pink plastic
rain hat under her chin. As she did this, she and Russell looked at each other.

“Let’s go, let’s go!” Pratap shooed her out of the enclosure.

Annie came around to stand beside Russell. With a growing smile, she reached
up and took his arm.

Russell stared down at his newfound grandmother. “Are you sure?” he
whispered.

“Hell, yes. Gotta be someone’s Granny to earn my nickname,” she replied, as
they walked toward the entrance. “Just so long’s you behave and don’t cause no
trouble.”

He opened the door for her.

“And what’s more,” she continued, as they crossed the parking lot, “You can stay
with me tonight, but tomorrow, I'm drivin’ you to school, hear?”

Russell began to argue, but Granny Annie stopped him. “I ain’t takin’ no guff
about this. You only have a coupla weeks of school.”

“What about Pop?”
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“You just tell your daddy you been hired for a month at a night job
somewheres—don’t matter where so long’s it ain’t Mac’s. And that you'’re stayin’
with a friend. After your afternoon shift, you go to my place, do your homework,
eat. We'll play it like that and see how it goes. Okay?”

Russell stared at her in astonishment. “I guess.”

They continued arm in arm, with Russell taking half steps so that Annie, whose
bad hip made her sway side to side, could keep up.

After a grunt, Annie slowed to catch her breath. “By the way, your daddy gotta
gun?”

“Yeah, he does. An old shotgun he used for duck huntin’ awhile back, but I hid
the shells. He ain’t never missed ‘em.”

“Good. If he gets riled,” she raised her handbag—“Why, then we’ll teach that
bastard a thing or two. Okay?”

Russell’s eyes widened. “Okay.”

“Fine,” she replied with satisfaction. “Now, Grandson, I got a serious hankering
for one of them chocolate cupcakes you stole.”

Of Time and Tides
by Denise Bouchard

“We must not cease from exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be
to arrive where we began and to know the place for the first time”- T. S. Elliot

It felt strange returning to the East coast, yet I was being pulled there almost by
a gravitational force. The high school reunion was the reason I gave to myj
family as well as myself. Blame it on fate and the tides. All I know is that by the
time I left the inn, my whole life would be forever altered. Some people are
eternally trapped in the place they grew up in. Like a snow globe, the scene
never changes. A familiar place and familiar faces inside the scene encoded like
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a hologram, with smiles etched on the figures within and arms always held out
to greet one another. It belies the fluctuations of happiness and grief that go on
unseen.

I left to get married knowing that if I had stayed, I would’ve become Cinderella,
the caregiver infinitum, married the boy next door and had everyone
intrinsically aware of my business and baggage. No matter how you come to
reinvent yourself, you're seen as one frozen image of the past if you stay before
their eyes each day. That’s my idea of hell; although time proves to us all that
the devil is patient and that our pasts cannot be run from nor hidden.

The class reunion was to be held at The Ancient Mariner Inn. As I drove down
through Cape Cod, I paid silent reverence to the beautiful, old homes that I'd
always loved and thought that I'd live in again one day. They were now
welcomingly decorated with pumpkins and cornstalks on their generous
porches. How could I have forgotten this charm? This place of my youth... I
still dream of the rambling house I grew up in with my parents... The deep
grays and moody blue seas calling me in my sleep on rainy nights.

Yet nothing could’ve prepared me for the memory I was about to meet with face
to face for the final time. The natural clapboards, the mansard roof... this
building was the one who often hid from me in my dreams. With its endlessly
wide wrap-around porch, green Adirondacks filled its nooks and crannies.
Intricate stained-glass with detailed artwork of nautical design inspired by the
local coastline bordered the rounded windows.

Cornstalks and autumn leaves decorated the gabled entrance pavilion. I
entered the French doors of the long hall and a rough hewn wooden table held a
basket of bittersweet; around the basket was an ideal remedy to the weary
traveler: warm apple cider and oatmeal cookies to welcome today’s guests of
which I was the only one who would be arriving a day early. I needed time to be
alone initially. But I began to feel, as I was drinking the enticing cider in, that I
shouldn’t have come at all. ‘T can’t do this,” I thought. I contemplated running,
but I needed to rest after the long drive from Florida.

I walked to the main desk and was greeted by an efficient, yet not overly
friendly desk manager as is the New England way.

“Are you here for the wedding or the reunion?” he asked.
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“The reunion...” I managed to squeak out. I felt dizzy. Why had I come here? I
didn’t want to see anyone and certainly didn’t want to be reminded...

“Your name please?”

“Cabot.”

“You're early, but your room is ready. Here is the itinerary for tomorrow
evening. The witching hour, wine and cheese hour, that is, is at six o’clock.
Your room number is thirty. We’ll have your luggage brought up.”

“Could I see the grand ballroom?”

“Of course, Madam. Help yourself,” he said gesturing towards it.

I couldn’t help thinking, ‘Madam?’, how old did he think I was. Yet the view of
the ballroom swept my thoughts and breath away. If anything it was more
beautiful than I remembered it having been at prom. The floors gleamed. The
windows had the same stained-glass inserts above each one. In the sitting
room, they had since added a solarium with a stained-glass dome. It was
beyond beautiful. I could see how someone could have fallen foolishly in love in

this room. In my mind, the Stones played “Wild Horses” and I was so far away
that I was startled when my cell phone rang.

My husband’s voice brought me back to safe ground, saying, “I was worried
about you. I won’t be able to sleep till you're back here.”

“Me too, Mom!” came a little voice in the background.

I laughed, but guilt flooded me as I said, “I miss you guys, too.”

Feeling that the cell phone call had been intended to tear me away from the
ballroom and its glistening memories, I went up to my room and lied down.
Some life of the party... some former prom queen I was. I couldn’t do this.

When I had first gotten the call to attend, I had said ‘no’.

“Amanda, please...” Carol implored. “We all miss you and want to see you. We
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have pictures and slides of the prom, you and Tim...”
“Carol, I can’t. Not now, maybe not ever.”

“Listen, Amanda, we do love you. We want to know how you’ve been. How are
you by the way?” she ended with a laugh.

“Carol, I need to get back to you. This sort of threw me. Let me think about this
and I'll call you in about a week.”

I wondered how that awkward phone conversation turned into a ‘yes’. Maybe
the interest in my current life and the shared past history, the knowledge of the
accident and all that came after, felt cathartic and healing- felt like coming here
would be closure. Or was I simply opening up a Pandora’s box that should’ve
remained forever locked.

I was glad I had arrived a day before everyone else. I walked the beach... our
beach. Overlooking the scene of the accident, I sat quietly in the dunes. I
watched the waves. That night, I felt exhausted as I drifted off to sleep, the
images of the crash, drifting, always drifting through my mind. I woke to the
sound of a baby crying and what felt like a cold hand on my shoulder. I
jumped. The baby could’ve been in the next room, but the icy feeling on my
shoulder frightened me. This was an old inn, but I couldn’t recall any stories of
it being haunted. It was probably just drafty in spots.

The next morning I asked the inn keeper if there was a baby staying in the next
room with their family. He simply said ‘no’. I had breakfast and then just
relaxed... just prepared for what would be a bittersweet evening at best.

I was to give a speech that night. My small bio sounded good and I didn’t look
much different, but I was very different from the young, optimistic girl I'd once
been. I was more serious now, but it was something that I had come to rely on
in my profession as a lawyer. Only my husband and son could remove that
mask.

At six o’clock when the elevator doors opened onto the lobby, it was like
everyone was waiting there for me.

“What a welcome!” I said, and I meant it. It felt great. I hadn’t been just
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“Mandy” in such a long time. I'm always Ms. Murrow now. I was Amanda
Cabot and that bought me entrance to cotillions, societies and country clubs.
Yet there in the lobby, I wasn’t a lawyer, not just a Cabot with a scandal
attached to her name, just Mandy, even though they knew the worst, and I've
missed that.

I get asked to dance and I do. I get asked about my new life in Florida and I tell
them. Out come the pictures of my husband and son. I even give my speech
after enough wine about how it was great to be back and what a great guy Tim
was. And how he’d be the life of the party if he were here with us tonight. Also I
mentioned how he probably was here with us, laughing at us, as was his way. I
didn’t really feel this in my heart, though, because I never felt his spirit in
Florida- not once. I sat down after the speech and everyone clapped and
laughed. The band suddenly sprang to life again after the speech and played an
old song by Bob Welch, called “Sentimental Lady”. The first verse of which is
“You are here and warm, but I could look away and you’d be gone...” The
timing couldn’t have been more wrong or more right. The tears which I'd held
back came. Carol came over and hugged me, asking me if we could talk. I
whispered, “Do you want to duck out of here for awhile?”

“I’d love that.” She answered.

After all, we had been best friends, and I was returning home to Florida the next
day.

We drove the back beach roads. I knew them so well, it was like I had never
left. We turned the radio all the way up on an old seventies station and sang our
hearts out to “Nights in White Satin” and we were seventeen again laughing like
teenagers. Carol saw him first.

“Watch out!” she yelled. “There’s a guy in the...”
I swerved, but I didn’t know if I'd missed him. We were both hysterical. We got
out of the car. I'd seen him too; he was holding something in his arms, cradling

something.

“I didn’t hear anything...” I said. “And the car didn’t feel like it hit anything.
We weren’t even going fast.”
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On inspection, there was no there. We got back into the car and sat there
dazed. We’d both seen him... It had to have been some sort of spectral vision.

“It almost looked like he was holding a baby,” Carol choked out quietly.

A chill ran through my entire body. I sobbed then and couldn’t stop. She stared
at me, almost frightened for me. She didn’t understand.

“It’s ok, Amanda, no one was hurt...”

And then I told her, sputtering and wailing at first, but I told her everything.
She just listened...

The night of the accident the doctor told me and my parents that Tim didn’t
make it and neither did my baby. I was too out of it to register what was being
said, but my parents weren’t. Earlier that night, I had told Tim that I was
pregnant. But we had a fight. He wanted to get married right away and said we
could live together at Boston University... I could take classes or not. I felt so
confused, like his life would go on, but mine wouldn’t. No one can imagine the
guilt I've carried since thinking that. Because his didn’t go on. He knew I was
hiding out in the Ladies’ room. That year, the band Boston came out with
“Amanda” and it was a really hot song. He asked the band to play it and
dedicate it to me. What no one knew was, every word of that song fit our
situation. I've always blamed myself for what happened afterward.

“Amanda,” Carol interjected, “...it wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Remember, everyone wanted to drive to the beach, build a bonfire and drink?
Tim said ‘None for you’, when I went to have some wine on the way, and I told
him I'd drink whatever I wanted. He took the bottle out of my hand and threw
it out the window. Just then a car came around the corner, the bottle hitting
hard against its windshield...”

“It was an unfortunate accident... besides, no one in the other car was hurt,”
Carol muttered uncomfortably.

But I knew it had been deeply careless of us.
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“That’s why my parents sent me to Duke. They were shocked. I didn’t really
change my mind about BU and I didn’t really want to go down South to college
to forget, as I was told to tell everyone before I left. I just don’t think they could
stand the sight of me after what happened.”

“No, Amanda,” Carol implored. “They knew you had it in you to succeed. And
honestly, you did find your whole life out there. Jack is incredible, Sam is an
amazing child, and your home in Naples is gorgeous. Your life puts all of ours
to shame.”

“There’s something else...” I said. “I heard a baby crying at the inn. I felt a
hand on my shoulder. This kind of thing doesn’t happen to me. I'm analytical,
black and white. Do you think it was Tim and the baby in the road tonight?”

Carol looked out the window at far away stars. “Life can be strange. Nothing’s
black and white in New England; it’s all gray like the weather...”

We both allowed ourselves a small laugh. We talked till 5am and it was
meaningful to spend time with her as I would never have slept anyway. She just
let me vent. I told her that my relationship with Tim had been four years old by
prom night.

“It was a four year long slow kiss that never ended with some fighting thrown
in. Is it any wonder then on prom night that I decided I would marry him? Not
only because I thought I might be pregnant but because he made me feel so
alive. My relationship with Jack is wonderful; it works better. He’s every bit
the Southern gentleman. We don’t fight much, but we don’t play like Tim and I
did either. And we don’t start raging wildfires with our passion, though there is
passion. It’s just that we're exhausted working parents now.”

We talked about the first time. I told her about how Tim finally got tired of
being told ‘no’. And finally, one night pulled my jeans down...

“That’s kind of hot,” she said.
“Do you think badly of me for having gotten pregnant?” I asked.

“I’'m amazed that the rest of us didn’t,” she offered.
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I laughed with a release of air from my lungs. I felt pardoned for the first time
in years.

“I remember his shoes,” I said.
“His what?” asked Carol.

“You know how he usually wore sneakers, well that night he looked so
handsome in his tux. When I dream of him, I look not only at his face but also
at the hardwood floors when the spotlights shone on us and I see the polished,
big black shoes... my tiny foot between them. He holds out his hand in the
dream like he did that night when he took a step towards me in those shoes.”

“Ah,” reminisced Carol, “...when your man dresses up, there’s nothing like it.
The white shirt, the cologne...”

“Am I wrong to still have dreams?”

“Are you kidding, Amanda? I still have dreams of Richie.”

“We all still dream of Richie...” T answered with a wide grin.

We both found ourselves laughing again as the sun came up.

The morning was cold, gray and windy as I leave the inn early. First, I went to
the graveyard and left wildflowers on my parents’ grave. On Tim’s grave, I left
wildflowers as well as beach roses for our baby.

I told my parents that I'd had a happy childhood and how I much I love my
husband and son. I admitted that I didn’t think Tim and I would have been as
happy as Jack and I are. Tim and I could be immature at times and even
volatile together.

To Tim and a baby that almost was, I said that I want them to know that when
I'd come back here, I'd felt their presence. And I told them that I would always
hold them dear to me. I hoped they could hear me.

On my way back to check out of the hotel while everyone else still slept, I went
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over to the fireplace in the lobby and looked at the clock on the mantle. It was
nautical in design, but unique in its creative and antique style, therefore unlike
most clocks of its type. I touched the seashells carved into its sides.

The desk manager called out to me, warmer now, “It’s a tide clock.”

That simple phrase struck such images within me. I loved the very words of it
and what they conjured. Tide clock...

“How does it work?” I asked.

“They're always set to the current tide at the time of setting. Of course it tells
time as all clocks do but it’s ruled by the tides making it just slightly out of time
with a regular clock. I like to say we’re on island time here.”

There was a lithograph of the Mayflower above the hearth with a split compass
over and underneath the majestic, historical ship.

I looked at the different directions. Later today, I would be heading for home-
South, but after this return to the Cape I would always be just a little bit off
schedule. A little more out of time and a bit more aware of nature and the
concept of time beyond the here and now.

As I drive the length of the Eastern seaboard and travel South, the dark and
mysterious Atlantic follows me. Though as I near my home in Naples, I see the
turquoise waters of the Gulf Coast. This changes everything. There can’t be any
room for darkness here. Not when I can occasionally see dolphins playing from
the upstairs window of my home. Here the bodies of water merge and my life
readjusts. I cannot feel Tim here and perhaps this is why. He’ll always be a part
of the East Coast. But after today, a part of me will be adjusted towards the East
as well. The tides and time forever altered; not as in a spell, but like the tide
clocks I'll be on a different schedule than those around me. I'll remember, I'll
wonder 'what if' about what might have been in a simpler life.

I turn the radio on, I feel lifted as I near the Gulf Coast, and my heart almost
stops as I hear the familiar refrains of an old song played that night at prom as
well as the reunion last night. “You are here and warm...” And I know I'm
being watched over by Tim and he’s giving me a sign. At the same time, I love
and value my family and our life together more than ever, for I realize they “are
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here and warm... but I could look away and they’d be gone.”

Crossing Boundaries

by Pat Greene
Part I

All it was, was a day's work and t'was a days work that I didn't want to have.
I was still in bed when Richie Gleeson came knocking on the door and my
mother answered it. Being the light sleeper that I am, I was awake when my
mother came to the foot of the stairs and asked me to come down, while
continuing to tell me that Richie Gleeson wanted me to give him a day,
piking the hay into the barn. Knowing all too well that my mother had left
the front door open behind her and that Richie was standing there in full
view of her calling me out of the bed, I had no other option but to tell her
that I would be down in a minute. While I was dressing myself I heard
Richie telling my mother that he would go on ahead and that I could follow
him in, when I was ready.

There's not a person I know that ever has a good word to say about Richie
Gleeson. Everyone that has ever worked for him calls him nothing but a
slave driver and the hungriest o'uld article of a thing that God ever put the
breath of life into. Richie is one of the biggest and wealthiest farmers in
East Limerick and the Gleesons were always too grand in themselves to be
rubbing shoulders with people, the like of myself and my family, who came
out of a cottage on the side of the road. There's four young Gleesons. Two
boys and two girls. I'm the same age with the eldest son Sean and there is
no more than five years, in age difference from the first to last of them.

Our two up and three down cottage is situated at the mouth of Gleeson's
passage. A long straight boreen that runs about five hundred yards in off
the road until you reach the silvery gray double wrought iron gates, that
open almost majestically into the neatly swept cobbled stone yard with the
ivy clad two story, ten room English colonial style mansion sitting up in full
view of the sloping, surrounding countryside.
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Now living in London, this was my first holiday back home in nearly four
years. As it had been so long since my last visit home, I decided to take a
month off from my construction job over there and two weeks of the month
had already flown right by. I was having the time of my life since returning
home and the last thing on my mind that morning was work and especially
working for a man that I grew up loathing and despising almost everything
about. My mother fed me three sausages, two slices of bacon, a fried egg, a
thick wedge of white loaf and a big mug of milky tae. (Tae is a stronger,
thicker Irish drink which differs from "tea")

From the time that I was a small child, I have always been lacking in
patience. For as long as I can remember I have mostly lived my life looking
ahead to the next moment. Being brought up poor might have a hand to play
in that but for the most part I have never looked upon my own lack of
patience as being a bad thing at all. I was fourteen years old and one day, I
was sitting next to the window in science class and I looked out and saw a
flurry of migrating swallows fly right over the school wall and up and out
over the new handball alley across the street and something inside my head
told me that I should leave too.

Eleven weeks later I was on a bus to Rosslare and from there I caught the
ferry to Pembroke and from there another bus to Victoria station in London.

I knew that I had made a terrible mistake from the moment I got on that bus
in Tipperary town, that would take me to Rosslare. I could have gotten off
right there but I fought back the lump of desperation that was choking up
my breathing and I turned into the window and I willed myself to keep my
tears hidden from the well-experienced traveler sitting next to me.

I walked out of Victoria Station that cold January morning, not having a
clue as to where I was going to end up or what was to become of me. For the
first time in my short life, I felt completely lost and in every face, I looked
for someone who might show some pity on me. Some stranger to smile at
me, so that it might douse some of the fear coming up from deep inside me,
with a much needed remedy of courage and self-belief.

That next moment - like always, kicked in and I took up my bags and I

walked with them out of the station and into the madness of traffic and
people - the like of, I had never seen before, or for that matter never in my
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wildest dreams could have imagined.

Gleeson's boreen, is lined on one side with well-tended tall spruce firs and
every spring, yellow daffodils sprout up and adorn both sides of the
graveled Apian stretch. All the way down to the where the fir trees end -
about fifty yards or so from the six foot high, flat top, golden privet hedge,
that surrounds the main yard on three sides. The privet hedge and the
spruce firs had survived three generations of Gleesons.

I arrived at the wrought iron gate and I got my first full view of the hay
barn, which is situated at the back of the yard, some forty feet or more from
the main house. The other men had already begun the work and from what
I could make out, there was a good ten to fifteen wynds of hay standing
loose in the barn with another twenty or so scattered around the yard.

Connie Casey has been Gleeson's steady man for well over thirty years and
on occasions like this, where there would be more men hired in to help out
for a few days. Connie would be regarded as foreman. I have always liked
Connie and Connie's son Pat, was my best friend growing up. Pat went on
to finish his second level education and a week after completing his leaving
cert, he got on a plane in Shannon and he got off at Kennedy airport, in
New York. I could see Connie was happy to see me.

"There's a good fork for you Donal..." Connie called with a smile.

"Thanks, Connie," I replied with quick relief, and took my place next to
Declan Carty. Declan and I took the hay from Connie and his brother Tom,
who were the ground men and we tossed the hay back behind us to Lar
Breen and Jim Barry, who were the anchor team and it was their job to
scatter the hay evenly throughout the barn. Gleeson's barn is erected higher
than most barns and made up of five columns in length. Each column
holding about sixty wynds of hay. Richie and Sean Gleeson were on two
Massey Ferguson 135's and they were drawing the hay in off the fields. Each
round trip was taking them about a quarter of an hour. By lunch time, we
had a full twenty wynds of hay in the first column and another ten in the
column next to it.

Prior to that day I had not seen Catherine Gleeson in over ten years and

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 24 of 108

back then I never paid much attention to detail, and especially whenever I
happened to cross paths with a Gleeson. Catherine is the third of the
Gleeson brood and that makes me about three years older than her.

I was in full view of the house and I saw her come out the front door and I
continued to watch her cross the yard toward the barn. There was an air of
confidence about her that was unbefitting of a girl born and raised in the
back of beyonds. She was gracefully tall and elegant and she had on a
mustard-colored knee-length dress, that was dotted with bright blue
Caribbean flowers. Her waist-length jet black hair, that was a mass of curls
suddenly got taken up in a quick gust of wind that blew down off the Galtee
mountains and she turned to face the welcome coolness of the breeze on
her smiling face. Her hair floating back towards the barn and the scent of
her shampoo circling in and around the men and it hung there, teasingly,

for the slightest moment and just like a dream that you are never in a hurry
to wake up from - it was gone.

She announced lunch to all of us but it was me she was looking at. She
wasn't blushing and I always blush. I was sure that I was blushing then. She
stood there while the other men sidled their way past her and all the time
she never took her eyes from me. I was down at the bottom of the ladder
swiping hay seeds and thistles from my short-sleeved, white London shirt
and she came and stood right up close to me.

"Hello, Donal!"

I was dumbfounded that she actually knew my name. For some reason, I
expected her not to.

"Hello, Catherine! Nice to finally meet you..." I blushed again.

I held out my hand and this seemed to surprise her some but she gave me
her hand anyway and we shook quickly and let go. I have always considered
myself to be a bit of a talker and for the most part, I am never stuck for
something to say but at that moment, even though I had a gazillion things I
wanted to say to her - there was nothing that would pass my lips.

Most of all I wanted to tell her that she was beautiful and I would have, if
Catherine was a stranger that I was meeting now for the first time back in
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London - and not here in a place where telling someone they are beautiful is
not something so easily thrown around and accepted to be normal
behavior.

"You grew up..." The words came with a shy smile that betrayed the
numerous meanings behind them.

"So did you..." She tapped me lightly on the arm and in the next movement
she plucked a stray thistle from my shoulder.

Everyone else was in the house by now and started already on their lunch
but suddenly I didn't feel so hungry and I didn't want to have to exchange
this alone thing with Catherine and go with her into the house, where I
would have to share her with the others.

I turned away from her and I began to slowly walk back into the barn. She
was following, so I kept on through the barn and back out to the twelve foot
pipe gate that closed the yard off from the paddock. I turned my back to the
gate and I rested against it. She continued walking and stopped a few feet
past the gate. With her back to me, I watched as she cast her confused gaze
down and out over the paddock and through the meadows, where the
tractors were drawing the hay from. A million questions were racing
through my head but I was sure that I only wanted an answer to one of
them - why me?

"Do you like London?"
"Sometimes I love it and there are times that I hate it."

"Do you ever miss home?" and she asked me this as though it was wrong
that I had ever left home in the first place.

"Yeah, sometimes..." Now her scent had me in a daze and just like one of
those timid April showers that you joyfully open up to, rather than take
cover from and you throw your head back and open your mouth to feel the
coolness of the water, first on your face and then on your lips- I was totally
intoxicated by her and already I was missing home.

"You're down in Cork?" I asked.
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"Yeah."

It seemed to suprise her that I knew that.
"Do you like it there?"

She turned to face me.

"I have lot's of good friends there."
"What are you studying there?"
"Accountancy."

A suck calf came up the gate and began sucking on my hand. This made her
laugh and she came to the gate next to me and she began gently stroking
the calf's moppy white head. Her mustard yellow dress with the blue
Caribbean flowers was now brushing against my white London shirt.

I wanted to take my hand from the calf's warm mouth and place my arm
around her and gently press into her. And I wanted her to look at me again
with those beautiful Norwegian blue eyes of hers. Being with women has
never been a problem for me and I have been with my fair share of them
over time. There has been the odd occasion here and there where I've
experienced those electrifying first feelings of desire but nothing had ever
come close to the feelings that took hold of me right there - in Richie
Gleeson's yard and with Richie Gleeson's daughter.

A small whirlwind started up in the furthest out meadow and three or four
wynds of hay were sucked up into it's clutches. The hay gathering
momentum as it took off across the meadow rising gradually until it was
clear over the thick black briar ditch and up and out over the shallow lazy
waters of Barna river.

We watched as the hay landed like snow-fall on the roof of Noel Ryan's
cow shed.

Catherine laughed. "My father won't like that..."
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"Noel Ryan won't mind too much," I laughed back.

She turned back to me and she fixed her eyes on me - almost as if she was
searching for something that she wanted to be there. They had turned to
sad eyes now and I watched her struggle with what she wanted to say.

"I'm not my father..."
"I'm not my father either." I said with a chuckle to ease her.

She slightly turned from me and her eyes strayed back into the barn and for
a moment, I expected her to walk away and leave me there.

"I'm not my father - but I love my father..." I could hear in her voice her
sincerity and her true admiration for a man that I had always believed to be
unlovable - even to his own children.

Sixty three wynds of hay were piked into the barn that day and even Richie
Gleeson was impressed enough to call it a great days work. As I was leaving
to go home with the other workmen, Richie called me back and told the
other men to go on and he would see them tomorrow.

"Connie tells me you are a powerful worker." I don't know which surprised
me more. The fact that Richie Gleeson actually admitted this to me, or that
Richie Gleeson was capable of accepting the opinion of a farmhand that
worked for him.

"Hard work never killed any man." I smiled.

"Well, if you weren't here today Donal, I know all too well, I wouldn't have
forty wynds of hay in that barn there right now. Come inside for a sup of
tae."

I almost swallowed my tongue in utter disbelief. He walked on ahead of me
and as I followed him, I tried desperately to humanize him and knowing
that Catherine was somewhere there inside the house, I searched extra hard
inside myself for something that would drive a lifetime of hate out of me
and replace it with an acceptance of nothing else but sincere forgiveness -
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at least for Catherine's sake, if not for anything else.

My mind had been on nothing else but for Catherine all that afternoon.
Since the men came back from lunch and Catherine hearing them with their
filled bellies and their jovial outbursts of mock laughter traipsing across the
yard, she told me that she would see me later and she left and went back
inside the house. Connie had asked me why I hadn't gone in for lunch and
when I tried to convince him with a lie and told him that I wasn't hungry,
he smiled at me and quietly warned me, to watch out for Richie.

I don't know if it was me, wanting the house to smell of Catherine but her
scent was everywhere again and I walked in through it, inhaling it deep
inside me. Richie led me to the kitchen table and him taking one end of it,
he pointed for me to sit opposite him. Catherine came and she poured out
tea for us. There was another air of self-confidence about her that brought
me to admire her all the more and even with Richie sitting right there
across from me, I was possessed with an unbelievable urge to get up from
the table and sweep her up into my arms and kiss her with the full right of a
husband coming home to his loving wife after a hard day's work.

There are two windows in the kitchen and both of them are on opposite
ends of the same wall. On each window sill, sits three geranium pots.One
window with pink flowers and the window nearest me with white flowers.
The window directly over the kitchen sink, which was furthest away from
me, has a picture of the sacred heart over it and beneath that picture frame
there is a smaller frame with a picture of Catherine when she was a child.
The girl in the picture was no more than nine or ten years old. I would have
liked to have gotten up from the table and gone to get a closer look at the
picture but as it was, I was trying to sneak peeks at it, without Richie
noticing me.

Catherine, for sure had grown up and changed from the little girl in that
picture and the more I peeked at that little girl, the more I began to not like
myself. I was guilty of one time hating that little girl. I hated her and I
didn't even know her. I only hated her because she was Richie Gleeson's
daughter and as I looked across the table now at Richie and watching him
there, eating and talking to Catherine with his mouth full of roast beef and
cold tomatoes. I felt ashamed and I began to wonder if everyone, including
myself had gotten it all wrong about him. I kept watching this harmless
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looking man. A simple father doting on his beautiful daughter and all I
could feel, was sorry for him.

Somewhere in the moments of sitting right there, in Richie Glesson's
kitchen and sharing supper with him, I managed to stop hating him and in
the process of achieving that, I also came to the conclusion that I was madly
in love with his daughter.

Catherine's mother, Mona, and Sean came in from milking the cows and
Mona seemed somewhat surprised to find me sitting there in her kitchen.
On the other hand Sean looked pleased to see me and he came and sat next
to me at the table. Catherine brought just a plate of cold beef to him and I

assumed that Sean was not a lover of the tomato. Mona Gleeson announced
that she wasn't hungry and she left her kitchen and as I watched the back of
her leave, I could see where Catherine had gotten her graceful stride from.

I watched Sean eat and I searched for something of Catherine in him but
everything about Sean was as different from Catherine as a mushroom is to
a nettle. That's not to say that Sean doesn't have his own set of fine looking
features. He's tall and well built with steely blue eyes and a strong head of
coal black hair and a cow lick fringe. I could see why lots of women would
take a shine to him and I was sure that he had an abundance of lady
admirers and if not just for his good looks, then the two hundred and
twenty, Irish acres of prime heart of the Golden vale land, was certain to
add it's own bit of incentive into the mix.

"Will you give me tomorrow as well Donal?"

With that I felt a great weight lift off me. I wanted Richie to ask me and if he
had asked me right there, to work every day, for him, for the rest of my life
for nothing, I would have said yes to him. Just so that I could see Catherine
every day and be close to her and have her scent all around me. Catherine's
eyes crossed over the table to me and her smile and how she looked at me,
left me in no doubt that she had been waiting just as much as I had, for her
father to ask me.

"Of course I will Richie," I volunteered, "I'll see you in the morning at the
same time."
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At that, Richie got up from the table and just like I was one of his own, said
simply, "I will see you all in the morning then..." and left.

I thought about getting up to leave myself but just then, Catherine asked me
if I wanted more tae and I accepted. She asked Sean and he refused. I
wanted him to refuse and I could hear how Catherine had asked him, that
she too wanted him to refuse. When Sean placed his large heavy hand down
on my wearied arm, that I had resting on the table and he brought his other
hand up to cover his mouth and yawned into it. I held my breath.

"Well, I'm off too..." and just like that he was up and out of the kitchen and
at last I was alone with Catherine again.

We watched him leave and after he left, we remained silent and for the
entire length of that silence I was happy. Happier than I had ever been in
my life and if I never had to speak again or to hear Catherine's voice again, I
would have considered myself the luckiest man in the world. She was right
there next to me and I could look upon her freely. Without fear of anyone
seeing us and If I wanted to, I could go to her now and I could take her in
my arms and if how I held her, and then how I kissed was not enough to
reveal my true feelings for her, then mere words alone could never do
justice to how I felt about her at that very moment.

She came and sat next to me at the table and we listened to the rhythm of
the clock on the wall behind us.

To be continued in Part II which shall appear in the upcoming
winter issue.

Screw

By Ilan Herman

Harry lived in a tidy apartment complex lined with shady oaks and well-

maintained trails that weaved through manicured grass and flowerbeds. The
center of the complex featured a water fountain set in a circular driveway paved
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with cobblestones. The apartments were efficiently managed by Lucy, a
vivacious curly-haired brunette who never failed to smile and waive when she
encountered a tenant, and who encouraged children to stop by her office where
they could indulge in bonbons set in a glass bowl on her desk.

The complex, appropriately named Shady Oaks, also had a decent-sized
swimming pool, a hot tub that could hold eight people, and a gym with a
stationary bike, weights, and a treadmill. The gym was located in the
administrative building—a mere seventeen stairs down and a short pathway
from building M, where Harry resided. The gym was almost always empty in the
mornings, when Harry worked out, and if someone happened to be in the gym,
Harry politely inquired when they’d be finished and returned at precisely the
time stated. Harry only exercised in solitude.

Harry was fifty-two, and a professional copy editor dedicated to the unenviable
task of reading atrocious writing penned by people he’d never met. His task was
to mend the unmendable, to revise the unrevisable, and to do so while
searching for the tiniest morsel of talent, so he could encourage his clients to
continue and, ‘never give up because writing is just like running. The more you
run, the better you will be.’

And in relation to running, I come to why I’'m writing this story. I'm Simon, a
neighbor who resides in apartment 108, and who shared the occasional bottle of
wine with Harry, who lived across from me, in apartment 106.

Harry was a generous man but not without his share of cynicism, which he
expressed while critiquing stories written by bored housewives yearning to
become the next Danielle Steel. I recall an evening when Harry, sitting in his
brown leather swivel chair, read from the computer screen.

“Her endowed bosom, whimpering with desire, pressed against his washboard
stomach, and her lips curled to suck on his tongue, like a famished doe,
drinking his saliva, his nectar of youth.”

He tossed his head back and laughed. “Can we get a little more purple?” and
then turned to me, his eyes pained. “How am I supposed to make this crap
better? I'm only human.”

But I digress.
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Relatively youthful looking for his years, with a full head of dark hair graying at
the temples and soft blue eyes, Harry was prone to weight gain, and doggedly
fought the extra pounds padding his torso. He exercised ninety minutes daily.
The centerpiece of his regimen was the treadmill. He stretched for fifteen
minutes, ran on the treadmill for sixty minutes at 4.2 miles an hour, and used
the last fifteen minutes to exercise his arms and shoulders with the weights.

Harry emerged satisfied from his workout—shirt stained with sweat, brow
glistening, eyes glowing, temper curbed. At almost six-feet-tall, Harry’s weight
fluctuated around 205 pounds. Occasionally, when he stood on the scale
reading 198 pounds, Harry would remain euphoric for the rest of the day and
treat himself to a triple-scoop sundae that rushed to his midsection and tipped
the scale back to 200.

On Monday April 13 of last year, I knocked on Harry’s apartment door. The
mailman had once again delivered Harry’s propane bill to my mailbox.

My neighbor opened the door. “Come in,” he said in a subdued voice.

“What’s wrong?” 1 asked, suspecting he’d encountered a particularly painful
editing assignment.

“The treadmill in the gym is broken,” Harry said. “It’s leaking oil. They need to
replace the screw under the belt.”

I shrugged. “Sounds harmless enough.”

“T hope so,” he said. “I couldn’t work out today. Lucy says she’ll take care of it as
soon as possible.”

“You could jog by the lake,” I said.

Harry shook his head. “My knees and shins can’t handle the trail. Within two
days my back goes out. The treadmill has the proper cushion.”

I handed him the propane bill. “I'm sure it’ll be fixed in no time.”

Harry smiled. “You're probably right.”
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Three days later I stopped by Harry’s apartment to retrieve a UPS package he’d
signed for on my behalf, an arrangement beneficial to me, since Harry worked
from home and I—an accountant for an insurance company—worked a tedious
thirty-mile drive from Shady Oaks.

A tired voice said, “Come in.”

I walked into a dark apartment. Harry was lying on the couch and looked pale
and withdrawn.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“The treadmill is still broken,” he said. “They had to special order the screw.”
I frowned. “Special order a screw? That sounds incredulous.”

“I know.” Harry sat up with a groan. “You’d think that with all the hardware
stores, they could find the right screw.”

“Who are they?” I asked.

Harry shrugged. “The company that maintains the treadmill, I suppose.”

I suggested Harry use the stationary bike, but he shook his head adamantly. “It
doesn’t work for me. I gained four pounds.” He squeezed his lovehandles and

slumped back on the couch.

I wasn’t sure what to say, so said nothing. I felt that Harry was being a tad
unreasonable, but I know better than to butt heads with creative types.

“Keep me posted,” I said. “I'll see you later.”
Harry grunted.
I spent the next week frightfully busy with the tax season and failed to inquire

about Harry’s well-being. In all honesty, I'd assumed the treadmill had been
fixed. After all, it was only missing a screw.
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On Friday, after informing Lucy that the ant infestation in my kitchen persistec
in spite of the Terminix man’s genuine effort, I entered the gym and was
alarmed to see the treadmill still bearing the yellow tape with the caption 'out o;
order' wrapped around its handle bars.

I rushed up the stairs and knocked on Harry’s door. He didn’t answer. I knockec
louder. Still no answer. I slowly turned the doorknob. The door wasn’t locked. |
quietly pushed open the door. The living room was dark. I was hit by the musty
smell of liquor and cigarette smoke. An empty bottle of Jack Daniels stood or
the living room table.

“Harry?” I whispered loudly. “Are you here?”

“Yes,” he said hoarsely. “I'm in bed.”

“Can I come in?”

“Yes. I'll be out in a moment.”

The man who staggered out from the bedroom bore only a slight resemblance tc
the vigorous and sarcastic neighbor I'd been fond of. His pallor was deep, as
were the wrinkles on his forehead and under his mouth. He wore a tatterec
bathrobe and hadn’t shaved in some time. His hair was flecked with more gray
than I remembered.

“Still no screw,” he muttered.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” I said and sniffed loudly.

Harry plopped on the couch. “Haven’t in twenty-three years, but I do now.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” I said.

“Sorry, shmorry.” Harry brought out a packet of Camel’s from his pajama shirt
pocket and lit a cigarette. He stood up, shuffled to the refrigerator, and took ouf
a two-gallon tub of mint chocolate chip ice cream. He wandered back to the

couch, moving in dreamy slow-motion, placed the tub on the living room coffee
table, and sighed his way back to sitting on the couch.
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“What’s going on?” I asked. “This can’t all be happening because of a screw.”

“And why not?” Harry frowned while stuffing his mouth with spoonfuls of ice
cream.

“You can join the gym at the mall,” I said. “It’s less than a mile away.”
“I don’t want to join a gym,” he said in clipped tones. “For one, I refuse to pay
the monthly fee. I also don’t care to smell the BO of other men, and I really

don’t care for gym bunnies. They make me feel old and insecure.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, “but smoking and drinking will not solve your
problem with the screw.”

“Screw the screw,” Harry said. His jowls shook—a sign of considerable weight
gain.

To me, an armchair analyst, it seemed that Harry was using the screw as an
object of transference, was creating a crisis where none existed, and did so to
reward shadowy elements of his character. Noticing his tightly pursed lips,
however, I saw no point in sharing my views; they’d only serve to aggravate
him. I politely bid farewell, promised to visit again soon, and then rushed down
the stairs and knocked on Lucy’s office door.

“Come in,” the apartment manager said.

I shared my concern about Harry’s deteriorating condition and concluded by
asking, “Can you offer any more information regarding the treadmill?”

Lucy smiled. “They’re bringing in a new one.”
“A new one?” I cried. “But it’s only missing a screw.”

“It’s old,” Lucy said. “The head office authorized a new one.” She smiled
proudly. “We’re always trying to improve our service to the tenants.”

I winced. “When do you expect delivery of the new treadmill?”

Lucy hemmed briefly. “I hope by the end of next week.”
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The scream lodged in my chest. I cleared my throat vigorously. “What about
Harry? I don’t think he can wait that long.”

The apartment manager laughed innocently. “That’s funny. What do you
mean?”

My shoulders drooped. I couldn’t share with her what I'd witnessed in Harry’s
apartment. “Nothing. He’s concerned about gaining weight.”

“He can use the stationary bike or run by the lake,” said the woman with the
good intentions.

I rolled my eyes. “I know.” Then I bowed slightly. “Thanks for your time.”
Lucy’s eyes sparkled. “Anytime.”
I didn’t break the news to Harry.

For the next week I found myself several times standing by Harry’s apartment,
knuckles ready to rap on the door, but my hand froze. I couldn’t bring myself to
knock. I didn’t want to witness Harry suffering and, more so, I hadn’t
formulated a satisfactory plan to extricate him from his morass. My guilt
mounted as the week passed.

I then decided to exercise tough love. Let Harry come to his senses on his own.
After all, he was a bright man. He needed to face his demons, wrestle them into
submission. I took solace in the thought that, soon, Harry will knock on my
door. Cradling a bottle of Rodney Strong 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon, he would
grin and say, “I can be a real pain in the ass. How does one let a screw screw
with one’s head is another glaring example of man’s compulsive-obsessive
nature.”

I would laugh and we would share the bottle of wine, and life would take on
renewed sensibility.

On Sunday May 17, five weeks after the treadmill’s demise by a faulty screw, the

new treadmill had yet to arrive. I found myself exceedingly nervous about
Harry’s state of mind. The shutters in his bedroom remained drawn, and I
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heard nothing when I gently placed my ear to his apartment door.
“Enough!” I said and knocked loudly. “I’'m coming in.”

The door handle yielded to the twist of my wrist. The door swung open with a
squeak. I stood in the doorway. The air reeked of dust and sweat, alcohol and
fried food; the table was covered with empty bottles of liquor and ashtrays
overflowing with cigarette butts; the carpet was littered with cardboard boxes of
KFC and Round Table Pizza.

My voice trembled. “Harry? Are you here?”
He didn’t answer.

I tiptoed through the sea of refuse and came up to Harry’s shut bedroom door. I
knocked softly. Nothing. I knocked louder. Still no response. I gingerly applied
pressure to the door handle. The door opened silently. I held my breath and
peeked in. I saw the silhouette lying on the bed, bundled up in a quilt.

“Harry?” 1 whispered and breathed shallow. The pungent stench had me
nauseous, I almost fainted, the hair on my arms rose with fright. I shut the door
and ran. I crashed into the living room table. The liquor bottles scattered loudly
to the floor. Arms flailing, I fell amidst crusty slices of pizza and rotting chicken
crumbs. I jumped to my feet and ran to my apartment. My heart had never beat
faster.

I rang the police.

The coroner’s report stated that Harry died of congestive heart failure stemming
from excessive consumption of alcohol and fatty foods. He weighed 236 pounds
when he died.

At the memorial I stood by Lucy. She was sobbing, “It’s all my fault.”

I reached out to lightly squeeze her fingers. I was sad, but also angry—angry
with myself for not being the Good Samaritan, for not realizing Harry’s
extremely fragile mental condition, for being absorbed by my life. I was also
angry with Harry, for his insanely pedantic nature. He'd caused Lucy a great
deal of grief she didn’t deserve.
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“It’s not your fault,” I whispered to her. “Harry was missing a screw.”
Lucy looked up sharply and gasped.

Her expression made me realize the irony of what I'd said. "I didn't mean it like
it sounded. I meant that he let a small thing, one screw, take him down. He
was like a deck of cards propped up on a table by an open window. At one point
or another, something like this would've happened to him anyway. Don't blame
yourself, Lucy."

Lucy nodded and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Not knowing what else to
say, we shared a tentative smile.

Illusions of Ice
by Nicole M. Bouchard

I'm writing a letter to the dead. That’s how this story begins... or ends,
depending on your perspective.

There’s a building over near North Shore where the evolutions of gray touch one
another: the water to the solid rocks, the solid rocks to the gaseous evaporated
vapors of the sky. This building has stood unadultered for centuries. No one
tells a straight story about its origins, but volumes could be written on the
speculations surrounding it. Was it home to a secret society? Was it built by
supernatural means? Has it always existed... out there... on the outer frame of
our minds through generations? Is it a secret unsure of its own truth?

In a place of ghost suns, white nights, ancient rune-interwoven language and a
population of peculiar individuals- over nearly half of which believe firmly in
the existence of elves, it comes as no surprise that a building so ‘wondrous
strange’ would inspire such a wealth of whispers and knitted bedtime stories
made to fit the listener.

As a child, the bedtime stories were never my size. I always found the spots

where the yarn was weak and pointed my fingers through, much to the dismay
of my godparents. “You have too much of them in you to be of any use for
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anything,” my aunt would say with a rueful shake of her head and a twist of her
skeletal nose.

I knew what she meant. My mother wasn’t born for a small village in Iceland.
When my father came through in the sixties, she wasn’t one to be left behind on
the isle that tectonically, belonged to no one and nowhere. It was a season of
white nights... twenty-four hour sunlit days. Reaching up from the sea, the isle
of mythic Sertesy emerged shortly before the unnatural ice incursion of 69’.
The white gold off the horizon was distilled in the white blonde streams of her
hair. Unnatural and unyielding, she made his week there turn into a month. A
conceived child wouldn’t change her plans to escape it all, so the month became
a year and I was handed to her sister hours after my birth as my parents
departed together for London. She went from the second largest isle in the
world to the largest: Great Britain.

My godparents weren’t unkind at all. What my aunt said at bedtime was simply
her fear that I might abandon her too; a fear that perhaps even she had the
escapist gene in her veins much like me, my mother and their mother before
them who took her own life. My aunt wanted to believe that she was steady...
that she would never leave anyone so alone in the cold as she had been.

Her worries translated into a quiet, but anxious cloud that drifted over my head,
following me to school, making me a marked woman in the village long before
adulthood. Those worries became the fears of others who were always
searching my eyes for that betrayal of a glimmer that was the sure sign of
trouble. Had the glimmer materialized then, I would have reached into the
mirror to claim it and wear it as a talisman around my neck. I wasn’t ashamed
to share a bloodline with my mother and grandmother. If anything, I wanted
desperately to feel the stirrings of the sort of restlessness that inspired change.
Standing outdoors with the other children at recess while the snow fell, I'd close
my eyes and stand on tip toe with my mouth open like the others but not
wishing to catch mere snow on my tongue. That seemed pointless as it had no
taste.

No, what I wanted was the mysteries, the knowledge and the essence that those
frozen particles brought with them. Water evaporates and then is released once
more from the clouds. Where had those clouds come from, I wondered... What
wild winds blew them here and from what bodies of water was the moisture
absorbed by the clouds? Had my mother cried tears for me into the London

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 40 of 108

harbor? Did they go out to sea, rise into the clouds and then fall to me as frozen
memories? If I swallowed enough, could I be more like her and summon the
strength to join her? Was it like the instance of the mother and child polar
bears that followed one another to our shore from Greenland, floating on
icebergs two weeks apart? I wasn’t sentimental about the snow because it was
there. Everything had to have meaning, a purpose, a reason or explanation.

I drifted more to science in the ensuing years of my studies more than any
notions of magic, yet science in the village somehow led to scientific
perspectives on the paranormal, the unprovable. That I'd had enough of. That
they could keep. In the main cities, it was vast technological advancement, but
that didn’t suit either. It too was cold.

When it seemed that no dynamic, startling strength would raise itself in my
blood as was my proper inheritance, I knew that I'd stay here. So I did what a
cynic in the middle of a wonderland could do; become the head of the tourism
bureau. I could pedal ridiculous stories to people that actually wanted to hear
them. I could sell a carefully fabricated lie without guilt, because you know they
don’t give a damn about local statistics, free trade, low taxes, the free market
economy or the OECD... the graphs of the active volcanoes and geysers,
geothermal power... the demographic numbers or the fact that this is one of the
two places on earth where a mid-ocean ridge rises above sea level... Even the
whaling history only goes a short way. Then it’s on to the unproven texts of the
Papars and the Celtic women taken here by the Norse men. From there it is the
ancient sagas and eddas... Travelers want the myths, the ghost stories, the
glitter, smoke and superstitions... anything that makes the disconnect for them
from their real lives, their real worlds of consumerism, long hours and hard
facts. They want something romantic and that’s what I'd give them.

In exchange, I got to see, hear and feel through their very presence, accents and
appearances that there was proof of worlds beyond mine. In my office, I could
look outside the cage into the faces of men and women who were braver than I
was. They knew that we were born as a species of nomads; that people weren’t
meant to live and die in the same village in which they were birthed. They had
what I'd tried to drink in from the snow as a child- the power to leave, the
power to move body, mind and spirit in pursuit of something.

It seemed terribly ironic that they looked at me with fascination as though I was
possessed of some power they’d never had. The winged ice angel... the gate
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keeper to a magical, pure white village resistant in part to the stains of
progress. It’s amazing how two people can look at each other and secretly wish
they had everything the other has. But they smile, feigning personal content,
because their existence has just more than tripled in value, merely by someone
else’s inconsolable desire for it. Adults who’d lived in warm climates as children
wanted precious postcard images of Christmas and wintry sugar plum dreams.
They could go walk around in my Nutcracker-on-Ice nightmare and I'd sit back
and think of the balmy breezes that kissed the linens framing their basinets.

“Hey, Kid of Keller!”

I heard my uncle coming up the steps to this place that he’d helped to build and
I smiled. He knew that I took issue with the Icelandic tradition of using
patronymics. The phonebook is listed by first name, listing me as Yve,
Daughter of Keller, as I am my uncle’s child by way of adoption. How
desperately I had wanted my own full name, my own title, that I stood up at
night rearranging my wooden blocks of letters between the ages of five and
seven to form more European last names.

“Hey, Old Man of Yve’s!” I called back tartly. He would be teased by no one but
me. Not even my aunt dared to attempt such humor with him, though it was a
form of expression which she was awkward about to begin with. Giving me that
one leg up on everyone else was a gift that I cherished from him. It was the one
scenario where being different from the rest was a good thing here. He was an
outwardly stern man, but understood little things like that. Keller conducted
his kindness discretely, affording people their small delights with no measure of
fuss or credit, like a burst of a comforting, familiar scent that all at once lifts you
and then disappears on the breeze before you discover its source.

“Better be more brandy in that thermos than coffee...”

A barely discernible laugh was his answer. His buttery brandy with a touch of
nutmeg was a classic cure for all ails, often disguised as coffee for the well-being
of my aunt’s over-worked mind. I could see my uncle coming into view as
he reached the top of the steps leading to my office. First he appeared as a
vision, a near likeness of himself, then a formed dream, a hallucination, and
finally real by the time he reached the edge of the desk. This effect he produced
was due to the way the colors of sea, sky and sand washed over him in the
course of time. Bleached birch for a firm torso, driftwood and dry grasses
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forming geometric shapes of a beard and face. His clothes variations of
weathered blue/gray/green blending in so well with the atmosphere of the
village that it was often an instance where foreigners would stare intently at him
as though he was a statue; an object serious and solemn, having mastered the
art of stillness. Birds could come to a needed rest upon his shoulder. Those
daring enough to lean on him and try to take a picture were horridly startled
when he sprang to life, pushing them aside with a few Nordic slurs. One had to
wonder if he startled people in such a manner on purpose, though he’d never
admit it if he did.

Placing the thermos down on my desk, his gray eyes studied mine. “Not yet,” he
said, peering closely at me as he did everyday. That glimmer of rebellion hadn’t
materialized in my eyes. I wondered if it ever would or if when it did, it would
hurt him to find it.

“Any gossip?” I asked, drinking in the warm liquid 'till a part of me was numbed
to the mid-morning light.

“That Honiwekl woman wants to build a shed on her property. The town
planning committee voted her down. Mystics said there were elves in the rock
wall who didn’t approve.”

At my grin, he added that the story made the big city papers. Technologically
advanced, sophisticated in many ways, there was still a portion of Iceland that
took great stock in the ancient beliefs; many rooted in nature spirits, prophetic
dreams and superstitions. It took me an extra fifteen minutes to get to my
office because of a road that was narrowed and taken off of a main pass to
accommodate inhabiting nature spirits.

“And the building over near North Shore... You know it was a funeral home for
a few years... We'll, they got spooked; not on account of the dead, but the
building. So they left to go to Hanfjdurn...”

The silent pause and the gaze back down the stairs indicated that there was
something significantly amiss.

“What’s wrong?”

Keller flashed an apologetic glance as the sound of hushed voices and hurried
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footsteps came from the bottom of the stairway. Pushing back from the desk, I
scrambled out of my chair to look out of the window. There was a line out my
door of at least twenty men and women.

“I'm disappointed, Uncle. You know how I feel about these things. I don’t want
to be involved in these games. Give me one good reason why these people are
suddenly at my door.”

Quiet for a moment, he suddenly fixed me in place with an intense gaze. “Do
you live here, child?”

“Yes... but”-

“Then what matters to them should matter to you if they ask for your help.
Some of these people were your teachers, some parents who nursed your
skinned knees... Whether you choose it or not, whether it makes sense to you,
this is your heritage- all of it; you can’t pick and choose your history between
the interesting and the seeming ridiculous. It’s all part of you.”

I stood silent in surprise. He’'d never said anything remotely close in all my
thirty years. Without looking behind him for a reaction, he started down the
steps and unlocked the door. Familiar faces with rosy cheeks from the wintry
air started to appear in stages as they climbed the steps. Some arms were held
tightly around bundles with hopeful upturned eyes. Others kept gazes averted,
heads down.

“So, Yve, your uncle’s told you then...” Mirjan was a bit of a busy-body, though
it couldn’t be said that she didn’t have generally good intentions. She was
carrying a basket of her delicate pastries. A bit of frost curled her tendrils
toward her comely fifty-something face.

At my hesitation, she added with a bit of tremble in her voice, “We... we don’t
come to you easily, you know... I know how you feel, but in this case, that’s the
reason we need you.”

“Mirjan, my uncle mentioned the building near North shore and said that it’s no

longer a funeral home. That the funeral home moved. He said nothing else.
How can I help you?”
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“Keller is a quiet man, yes... But...”
“What of the body?!!” someone toward the back of the crowded group yelled.

“Is this a matter where you want me to contact main city authorities?” I
inquired.

Mirjan shook her head. “No, dear. It’s a matter of a... a spiritual nature, you

»

see.
“But I'd be the last person to”-

“Yes, dear, the last. We’ve decided that you'd be the first, last and only person
to fix this. There was... well when the funeral home moved, um, a body was left
behind in the building.”

It seemed surreal to have my office choked to the brim with the faces of each
different stage of my youth, some friendly, some unfriendly, but all fixated on
me and the body left behind. It could have very well been me were the person
not deceased.

“And you see, there was a start of ill luck since then... Much ill luck with the
electricity down around that area and one of the morticians breaking his hip
and the appearance of the arctic fox on the highway...”

“My phones won’t work since!” someone shouted.

“My daughter came down with a throat infection within the same day...” a
woman said quietly as though a ghost might hear and burden her further.

What I could perceive from everything I was hearing, was that the electricity
was indeed down around that area along with phone lines, yet I knew it was due
to a brief snowstorm because geographically the Northern interior is known to
have ill, cooler weather as it’s just near the uninhabitable part of Iceland. The
mortician was eighty-years old so it was a wonder he hadn’t injured himself
further in the move to the other building. The appearance of the native arctic
fox was unfortunately a hit and run case... an accident and no more. The child
with the strep throat had been trying to keep up with her older brothers during
a snowball fight after nightfall.
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“What would you like of me to make you feel more at ease?”

“We can’t identify the body that was left behind. No records. That’s how it gof
lost in the move, you see. We want you to research it.”

I was wondering why a gathering of people who all had internet access and sc
forth would choose me to research the individual, but nevertheless, I agreed.

“And another thing, dear...”
I held my breath.

“We’ve chosen you to speak to the dead on our behalf. It’s because we’ve triec
and he won'’t listen. You don’t believe in any of these things so perhaps if a non-
believer reaches out to him, and comes to believe in him, he’ll leave us be and g¢
to peace.”

Thus, against every fiber of resistance, I said I would do what they asked. It was
because I never wanted my uncle to look at me that way again... as though I hac
no pride in my heritage, as though I wanted no part of their blood.

This brings us to where I'm absently writing line after line like a business letter
to a man I don’t know, a man I know nothing about, who is no longer on the
earthly plane and had no one to claim him. To whom it may concern, Deai
Man Forgotten in the Nameless Building on the Isle that Belongs to Nowhere...
I hadn’t thought of my birth parents in some time, but I wondered then what my
mother would have said. I believe she would’'ve had the right words for ¢
stranger. It seems odd that the building itself never scared me as it did the
others. I imagined that I lived with my birth parents there. Perhaps this is why
I thought of them with the pause of my pen and had a sudden panicky thought-
‘If I survive my godparents, then what if no one comes to claim me?’

“I can’t sleep. It’s making me sick that we don’t at least have a name for this
guy. Of course I put ads out. Besides, I know he isn’t Icelandic. How do !
know? Our world is a small one; I'm sure I'm sure. No wallet, no ID, nc
passport. I'm telling you he isn’t a native. I thought I was being nice. I made
sure to do the time conversion and not wake you... Louise, just pull some strings
for me. I get the feeling that he’s not American. I want you to check with
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authorities in Norway and Great Britain. They’re close. No, not Greenland.
Alright. Thank you. I'll sleep when I figure this out. You too.”

My palms were uncharacteristically moist when I hung up the phone. I had a
convenient friendship with Louise Courtan, a woman I'd met during her visit
here. She and her husband had vast European communication companies and
her brother was part of Interpol, having taken the job when their father retired.
When she asked why I was sure that he wasn’t Icelandic, I gave a jumbled
answer that sounded like it made sense. Could I tell her that I'd woken at three
in the morning, having fallen asleep over the letter on my desk, and dreamt of
trails on maps? Could I admit that to myself?

Despite the cold, I opened the French doors and stood on my balcony. I don’t
know what I expected to find. Perhaps a glowing light coming from an
abandoned window... I stood there until I could scarcely feel my fingers
clinging to the door frame. My bed was welcome and waiting with the pillows
caressed by the cold, comforting against the heat in my skin.

It wasn’t without trepidation that I took the next day off and ventured to the old
North Shore building. Deep rustic brown roots that seemed to come up from
the ground led to trim lumber lines going upward for three stories. A triangular
roof made the structure appear to reach for the heavens. An unearthly conduit.
Circular panels with convex carvings painted a thick yellow-gold stood apart
from the dark background. It was beautiful in a strange way. Many iron locks
barred the double-doors which were branded elegantly with fleur-de-lis. I put
my hand out toward the old wood, as though I was searching out a heartbeat,
tracing curved veins, carved arteries in twisted spirals. Aged though it was, the
structure was strong, impervious to any roughness of human or natural
consequence. The windows were small, allowing little light, each heavy glass
pane carefully trapped in a diamond maze of birch. I stood as high as I could on
tip-toe, wanting to peer inside, but unable to. With no one to witness my child-
like display, I jumped up repeatedly, trying to get some view of the interior.

I imagined what I must’ve looked like if there was anyone watching out the
window. Just intermittent splashes of white gold hair and gray-blue eyes,
appearing and disappearing again. The sheer pressure of my jumps stirred a
wooden panel near to the ground. Pressing with careful hands, I felt it move.
With all of the rumors about this building, no one had ever mentioned this.
Clearly aged over with wood splinters and cobwebs, it had not been used in a
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significant amount of time. This would prove to be an entryway to the
basement. No doubt where the body had been left behind. I can’t recall exactly
why, but I started to slip in with my feet ahead of me without caution or care.

I landed easily enough on my feet after sliding down a slight decline of cement.
There were hooks on the walls where the coffins had been. It had an ashen
smell that was nearly tangible like inhaling chalk dust. It smelled as though it
had never been a funeral home at all. Aside from the hooks on the wall, all of
the tell-tale signs were missing. It seemed just as though it had been
uninhabited for over a hundred years. With only the space opened from the
panel outside lending daylight, I nervously scanned the room for a door. The
black door led up to a wide staircase and then another door, though this one
was the same dark wood as the exterior and remained unpainted. A parlor with
ornate moldings portraying mythic figures and a mingling of Celtic and Norse
symbols, sat quietly to the side with a large fireplace.

Pocket doors led to another room of lesser size, but greater grandeur. A statue
of the giant whom the island called Sertesy was named after stood on one side
while a portrayal of an angel presided on the other. Some pages of the
Icelanders’ Sagas were framed upon the wall. Remnants from when the
Norwegian and Danish monarchies ruled over the isle, from 1262 until 1918
were scattered carelessly by some modern hand amongst Celtic silvers in a
built-in glass case toward the back of the room. Stairs to the second and third
floors were steep and followed the medieval tradition of being small and curving
narrowly. There were storage boxes here and there with dusty linens over them,
but judging how the light shown upon the fabric, they hadn’t been there for
more than ten years. It was the floors, built-in cabinetry and charming spaces
that defined these levels. Once on the third floor, I looked out the window that
so many of my old schoolmates had feared. Our village wasn’t a great distance
away. It seemed quiet and safe here, if not a little bit sad. Due to its lack of use,
the top window gave some resistance when I tried to shut it. A small piece of
the frame came loose, tumbling onto the wood floor. Thinking that I had
caused the building any harm made me struggle to blink back tears I couldn’t
explain.

Kneeling down to recover the bit of wood, I saw that it had a marking on one
side of it. It was a name and a date with a small dedication to a woman in
English. I put the piece back in its place with the understanding that I'd
discovered more than I could comprehend at that moment.
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Two messages were waiting for me when I returned home. Louise had gotten a
response from England. An old man had been reported missing by his great-
grandson who lived with him. The great-grandson was an architect like the
older gentleman had been and he knew of a project that his Danish great-
grandfather had begun in 1918. When the old man disappeared after being
diagnosed as terminally ill, the great-grandson pursued notifying both local and
abroad authorities in Denmark as it was mentioned in the old man’s journals of
being still a part of the Danish monarchy. Yet it had been in Iceland where the
man built a home for his English wife with immaculate attention to detail.
Though the house was finished, the wife’s pregnancy prevented their return to
Iceland. She passed away in childbirth and her husband and son stayed in
England to be near her relatives. The old man’s birth record, the marriage
license, along with the building plans of the property, the land purchase
agreement, were in Denmark and that was why there were no records in Iceland
and no trace of who the man had been. When a search went out, Denmark
responded with the appropriate records, finally leading the great-grandson to
Louise and her inquiries.

The second message was from the young man himself, Tristan Bartley. He
needed help planning the trip to Iceland to tie up the affairs of the deceased,
bring needed identification documents, and confirm the identity of the
deceased. Circumstances weren’t ideal as over a week had passed since the time
of death, but the young man felt certain that his relative wanted to be in his
architectural legacy for his remaining days and come home to the idea of what
could’ve been, had his wife survived.

My uncle came early to my office the morning that the Englishman was to
arrive. He had brought me the usual thermos yet with even less coffee in it than
usual to ease my nerves. He started to pour the warm liquid into a cup before
looking at me directly. When our eyes met, he dropped the cup and a siege of
warm moisture covered my desk. I scrambled to find napkins and clear off the
papers, but stopped when I noticed he hadn’t moved.

“It’s there!” he shouted.
I started to ask what he meant, but then I knew I didn’t have to. He could see

the glimmer in my eyes that I'd always wanted... my due inheritance... a sure
sign which some feared and some celebrated. For that moment, for that
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morning, it was our secret. I felt loose and able to move, yet suddenly without
the need to run or be far away...

The building over by the North shore is no longer nameless. It is no longer
devoid of purpose, or a reminder of what could’ve been. I came to believe in a
man that I thought was forgotten, much like myself, and in doing so, we both
found what we wanted. The man now has a family living in his house as
intended and a plaque with his name outside to immortalize his work. As I
watch his two great-great grandsons play on the third floor and peer out the
window, I'm almost certain that his spirit saw me the day I tried to jump up
with child-like abandon to see inside the window. I don’t tell my husband this,
because I know that Tristan feels his great-grandfather’s purpose too. The isle
no longer belongs to nowhere, it belongs to us. I can travel, go and come as I
please, but it claims me and welcomes me.

Now, when tourists come to see the beauty of our world, I realize that I wasn’t
just spinning tales for them before; they understood the truth even when I
didn’t. Looking inside the window, they were seeing more than I could as I
looked out.

And I'm writing a letter to the dead, thanking him for waking me to a different
way of life. That’s how this story ends... or begins, depending on your
perspective.

Editor's Note: Please note that the following story contains adult content,
therefore it is PG-13. "A Soldier on the Field", historical fiction, is
being published in installments. This is part two of "A Soldier on the Field".
Enjoy!

A Soldier on the Field

by Linda Emma

Part 2

"They 're trying to kill me,” Yossarian told him calmly.
‘No one's trying to kill you,’ Clevinger cried.
"Then why are they shooting at me?’ Yossarian asked.
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'They're shooting at everyone,” Clevinger answered. ‘They're trying to kil
everyone.’

‘And what difference does that make?”" - Catch 22, by Joseph Heller

Off the bus in the middle of the night, lined up like silent cattle and standing
stiffly atop barely discernable yellow footprints, Denny and his fellow recruits
had already suffered under a barrage of verbal assault, insults and high volume
cussing.

They filed into the dimly lit classroom and fell into a single line, their faces
against the rear wall.

Standing so close to the plaster that his nose was scratching its surface, Denny
had his first one-on-one encounter with the Drill Instructor. The man roughly
pulled the paperback from the rear pocket of Denny’s blue jeans and flung i
across the room, bouncing it off a side wall.

“You won’t have time to read,” he shouted, “I'll make damn certain of that.”
Denny already knew his eyes were to be glued to the wall, his deference anc
obedience unwavering. Still, he let his glance wander to where the black and rec
novel had skidded across the linoleum.

It wouldn’t have been such a big deal, really. He’d already read the book -twice.
But Maria had given it to him.

Catch-22 -appropriate considering its source, maybe not so appropriate in ¢
Parris Island classroom.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” screamed the DI.
Denny stared at the wall, silent.

“I'm talking to you boy.”

“Nothing,” he answered.

“Nothing, sir,” the DI prompted.
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“Nothing, sir,” Denny hollered in return.

“You know what I think? I think it’s me that’s looking at nothing. A nothing
piece of shit.”

He moved down the ranks.

“Every last one of you is a nothing piece of shit.”

And on he went.

Apparently, the DI didn’t know the book. Or didn’t care.

Denny had the sense that the screaming, the trash-talking, the heckling and
harassing of the least fit among them, were all acts in a scripted play. This guy
was just playing his role, Denny thought.

Harmless.

The Assistant Drill Sergeant that would dog them for the next 13 weeks,
however, was another matter.

He was an ass.

He was verbally and physically abusive -a sadistic tyrant. He seemed
particularly to hone in on the most vulnerable of them, those who were weaker,
less fit, incapable in any way of standing up to the torrent of his fury.

Denny didn’t suffer under the wrath of Sergeant Dubeck. Basic training was
rigorous, but Denny knew hard work. Even when Dubeck doubled the runs for
Denny, there were still recruits Denny lapped. It wasn’t an intentional push; it
was just that he only knew how to give 100%.

Denny was suited for Marine training. They insisted upon conformity, the
physical endurance tests, even the meals ready to eat, MRE’s, didn’t strike the
dissonant cord with him as it did with some of his peers.

That didn’t change the fact that Dubeck was an ass.
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Into the third week of training, Dubeck was harassing Billy Boyle, again. Billy
was fat -no other word for it. Out of Dubeck’s shadow, he was also funny, good-
natured and well-liked.

By everyone but Dubeck.

Early morning drills at the obstacle course and Billy was already exhausted,
sweating and lagging behind. He asked permission to hit the head -recruits had
to ask permission to do everything- but Dubeck refused.

A few more minutes and Billy asked and was refused again.

Billy wasn’t kidding, though. He really had to pee.

Dubeck was infuriated. Denny often wondered how anyone could wake up every
morning so pissed off at the world.

Dubeck railed at Billy, then shoved at his shoulder and spun his bulking mass
just enough to reach at Billy’s canteen and disconnect it from his gear belt. He
pulled its cap off.

“Piss in this,” Dubeck said, pushing the canteen at his chest.

Billy took the canteen but looked at him incredulously, waiting for him to
rescind the order.

“I ain’t kidding,” Dubeck shouted in Billy’s face, so close that Billy was showered
in a mist of Dubeck’s spit.

“Sir, no sir?” Billy answered, timidly, questioningly.

“That is an order boy,” Dubeck said in a steady, sinister voice, pulling each
syllable out as if through a vise.

“Sir, yes sir,” Billy answered, his voice catching.

By now Billy was soaked in sweat; even if he had pissed his pants, no one would
have noticed. His hands were trembling. He took the canteen, broke protocol
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and turned his back toward Dubeck. He undid his belt and his zipper and
relieved himself into the neck of the bottle, urine spilling out over its top and
onto his hand.

When he was done, he held the container away from him, looking blankly at
Dubeck.

“What the fuck do you think I want with it? Close it up. Put it with your gear,”
Dubeck screamed.

Billy did as he was ordered, pulled himself together and fell back into the course
line. Everyone had caught a bit of the latest slice of hell to which Dubeck had
subjected Billy. Denny saw it all.

“Fall in,” Dubeck screamed, halting the recruits mid-gait, hurdle, crawl.
“Water break,” he said.

Dubeck never gave them an early break, never let up on any of them in any
way.

Denny just stared at Dubeck.

Later, Denny hustled to overtake the jog line and come up behind the typically
straggling Billy. In a swift and well-hidden motion he unattached Billy’s water
canteen, replaced it with his own.

Dubeck was an ass.

The Crucible was the final 54 hour test of physical and mental endurance
demanded of anyone worthy of the eagle, globe and anchor. No one could call
himself a Marine if he hadn’t passed this final, telling challenge.

As Denny ate from the last of his rationed MRE’s, toward the end of the field
exercises, he looked around at his fellow recruits. These were good men, strong,
worthy, all with their own varying motivations for entering a war whose
popularity was ticking away like time, shedding with the drop of each flag-
draped coffin on stateside tarmac. He felt inevitably drawn to compare these
guys to the ranks of boys with whom he’d shared other simpler camaraderies.
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Dobbs reminded him vaguely of the Jasmine Jaguars’s QB Georgie Fredericks,
full-of-himself, sure, but not a bad sort. Riley, spitting image of defensive tackle
Watkins. Watkins was a colossal bruiser -meanest son-of-a-bitch on any field.
Off the field, fuckin’ pussycat. Jamison. Jamison was quiet, moody as hell; just
like Smith, the offensive lineman of the Buckeyes, whom Denny had come not
only to respect but to like. And Toby Keith, he was the best of the lot. He was
quiet, smart, built like a bull, and about the best-natured, most easy-going
among them.

And he was colored.

Not that it mattered to Denny.

There were black players on the Ohio State football team and Denny never
thought of them as anything other than his teammates. Keith reminded him a
lot of the Buckeye offensive tackle -big bear of a kid, 6'5", 259 pounds. Rufus
Mayes. A good guy. An excellent player. No doubt, he’d make All-American.

No doubt in Denny’s mind, he’d go pro. Deserved it.

Never mattered to Denny one way or the other what color someone was, as long
as he did his job.

Mattered to Dubeck, though. Hell of a lot.

Beating Keith out by a good length one day on the obstacle course, Denny took
his cool-down lap under the nose of Dubeck and his clipboard.

Dubeck was smiling. He hardly ever smiled —and it looked somehow distorted
on his face.

“Hall,” he said, motioning Denny to his side.
“Sir, yes sir,” Denny answered.
“At ease.”

Dubeck gave him a conspiratorial look, a crooked smile.
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“You keep that up, you hear,” Dubeck advised. “Don’t want the slaves
overtaking the masters, now do we?”

Denny had no idea to what Dubeck was referring. Dubeck gave a little nod with
his chin in Keith’s direction and Denny followed his eyes.

“Whole other animal, that one,” Dubeck continued, “not like you and me.”
Denny didn’t know what response was expected of him.

“Sir?”

Dubeck shook his head, patted Denny on the back.

“Hall, sometimes I wonder about you.”

“Sir, permission to return to ranks,” Denny asked.

“Go, on, go.”

Denny high-tailed back to the group, stretched out the muscles of his neck and
back. A chill stung the spot where Dubeck had touched him. The words “not
like you and me” resonated in his ears, burning his auditory canals like acid.
Denny wasn’t oblivious to the world around him. He knew there were tensions
between coloreds and whites, rich kids and poor. He knew there were a whole
bunch of people who thought they were better than others.

He just didn’t get it. Never had.

Must have had something to do with his father, Aaron Hall, and their Ohio
farm. Aaron Hall didn’t have time for the nonsense he saw happening in the
world, didn’t give a damn about most of it. Things had to be done on a farm —
who did them, what color he was- didn’t matter. Just as long as it was done and
done right. Aaron had no tolerance for incompetence and simply couldn’t

fathom the notion of someone being judged on anything but merit. Everyone,
everything had its job to do.
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Denny felt that way, too, he guessed. How could you choose between the eggs
the chickens gave or the milk the cows offered? How do you say one’s better?
They’re just different.

Denny looked over to Dubeck, spewing another round of his insanity.
Something’s wrong with that guy, Denny thought.

Denny finished basics, went on to infantry combat training at Camp Lejeune
and then finally boarded a transport to Hawaii and onto South Vietnam.

Maria left the brewing cauldron of campus, where dissent and protest were
more in session than the summer classes. She didn’t go home, though. Part of
her ached to take refuge back in her family’s market, isolated amid the bustling,
inhabited city. But too much had changed -to her, to the world. Innocence was
sliding away as swiftly as sand through a child’s beach sieve, impossible to stop
or to fully recapture. Instead, she opted for minimally paying work at a summer
camp for underprivileged children. It was its own refuge of sorts, she knew,
away from people and opinions, broadcasts and news programs. The full
disconnect of campfires and cabins, of little kids crying over the calamities of
scraped knees and lost races was a quelling balm. The hugs in which she
enfolded her charges were, she knew, more for her aches than theirs.

Denny, meanwhile, was fully immersed in his new life. He hadn’t spoken to
Maria during his length of stay at Parris Island. He had taken a pass on the
single allowed phone call. What could he say to her? And he hadn’t called home.
Aaron Hall would be notified by officials if there were a reason.

Denny entered the war on the heels of the South Vietnamese presidential
election and its 83% turnout which was supposed be the turning tide in the U.S.
backed war. If the Vietnamese people could popularly elect their own leader,
then surely they were ready to assert their independence and prevail in their
fight against the north. Or so the hawks insisted in their effort to keep their foot
in the Asian arena door.

But the red clay Vietnamese soil onto which Denny first stomped his laced up
leather combat boot was already muddied with waning public support and as
yet undiscovered atrocities. It took Denny what seemed like a minute to realize
how impossibly unclear was the mission entrusted to him and his fellow
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marines. At every turn was a contradiction, confusion, gray areas in marked
contrast to the black and white premise of military statute. The easily
identifiable enemy they had shot at on the rifle range of Parris Island seemed no
more than carnival game cut-out now; the obstacle course, elaborate sporting
drill.

Denny had thought nothing could be hotter and stickier than the South
Carolinian summer during training. Then, he was submerged in the deluge of
South Vietnam’s rainy season. The exhausting heat was interrupted, but not
relieved, by harsh and sudden rainstorms, shattered with spectacular bolts of
sky-to-ground lightning. Even artillery fire was muted against the colossal clap
of its thunder. The rain itself physically hurt when it hit skin and clothes, so
pelting was the force with which it was shot to earth. As the son of a farmer,
Denny had always looked to the rain as life-giving, renewing. Nothing about
these rains was welcome to Denny. Even the resulting vegetation was unlike
anything Denny had ever seen: huge palms and mangroves, bamboos stretching
like skyscrapers, gnarled and woody vines dropping eerily to forest floors, and
forever expanses of unfamiliar elephant grasses that grew as high as cornfields.
Whole platoons could take cover in the swaying seas of it. The enemy could
appear from nowhere and disappear into it just as swiftly. Everything about the
land and the accelerated growth of all that sprung from it seemed obstacle,
deterrent, potential hazard.

On one of his first missions aiding an engineering minesweeping unit running
along Highway 13, just north of Saigon, Denny had been taken by the bizarre
juxtaposition of the serious nature and necessity of their assignment, against an
array of blooming conical-hatted South Vietnamese entrepreneurs, their rusted
tricycles heaped with wares for sale to American soldiers. In another situation
on another road, when Denny took the ice-cold Coke extended from the smooth,
but dirty hand of a young Vietnamese girl, his captain slapped it away from him.
The girl ran off and the captain bent to the spilled Coke and ice, taking a
handful of the frosty, sparkling, shards. Mixed in with the ice were pieces of
broken glass.

Denny swatted at a hyper-buzzing mosquito on its pre-dusk bombing attack.
How was it that the oppressive heat only seemed to render these insects fuller of
their infectious energy?

Whack!

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 58 of 108

“Got cha,” Denny said to no one. “Eight million more and maybe I'll make a
dent.”

A kid’s gesture, the warding off of pesky mosquitoes. But here, the
consequences of their assault could be deadly. Native Vietnamese were felled by
malaria more readily than by American bullets, the babies suffering the worst of
it. For the American military at least there were precautions. In addition to the
netting and repellents, no soldier traveled to the highlands without twice weekly
Aralen pills and now daily dapsone tablets. Denny hated taking them, but they
had all agreed back in basics that if they were going to die in The Nam, it wasn’t
going to be from a mosquito bite.

You remember your firsts.

Denny remembered his first kiss, his first touchdown, his first race won, the
first time he made love to a girl.

The first time he saw a man blown to bits.

There weren’t as many pieces of him as Denny would have figured. What a
weird notion, Denny thought, even as the blood of his friend was still dripping
from his helmet, even as he knew he should be taking cover, reacting, doing
something.

Instead, he stood planted, looking at what was once a person, now just a half
assembled body, pieces of it scattered too far to bring them back together.

Denny and his platoon had been on patrol, plodding along the dry rims of soggy
rice paddies abandoned by their one-time farmers. The monsoons had finally let
up, the sun was shining and the heat was bearable. It seemed a respite. They
had gone over this same area just the day before; it was as safe as any stretch of
Vietnam terrain could be.

And then, boom.

The Viet Cong were masters at their haphazard placement of booby traps along
paths soldiers might trod. They weren’t, however, master munitions builders.
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Their antipersonnel mines might maim, might even fail to go off. Or they could
shatter flesh to confetti. Or just to a few broke apart pieces, tossed into the air
and back to the grasses like a torn apart doll.

That was what happened to Pearson.
Paul Pearson was the first man Denny saw killed —close up and personal.
Too close.

Another first, a stronger memory, was the first time Denny did what Maria had
warned him he would have to do.

Before she had abandoned the topic, she had run the list of why not’s. Top on
the con-list was all the political stuff: containment was impossible; the domino
theory made no relevant sense; big guns and high tech warfare weren’t the
infallible assets they were made out to be. Also there was the pervasive and
germinating sense that the country’s leaders were misleading their
constituents. Seeds of disbelief, like fluttering dandelion filaments, were
spreading across campuses nationwide, tributarily pushing out and rooting into
the masses.

Then, just before her last argument, she’d pointed to the Vietnamese people,
whom she always prefaced with adjectives like poor or oppressed or exploited.

“Do we have any idea how many innocent people are dying?” she had asked,
knowing it was and probably always would be, unanswerable.

“How can you be a part of that?” she had implored.

Denny’s answer was always the same. It simply wasn’t fair that he got to stay
home just because he was good at football.

Her final arguments, she knew, had been selfish and silent. When she finally
put words to them, she whispered them to Denny.

“I just don’t want you to get killed, and,” she said, “I don’t want you to have to
kill anyone.”

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 60 of 108

They had stopped talking about the future, about marriage someday maybe and
kids, about lives as grown-ups in their own piece of the world. It seemed there
was a frozen frame quality to their lives now behind which ran a muted film of
limited motion and suppressed emotions. Everything real had stopped,
suspended in the murky quagmire of a distant land with city names most
Americans couldn’t even pronounce.

Where Denny was. And where he would be —until he was killed or made it out
because he was better at killing than somebody else.

Unintentionally, Denny was sure, Maria had set a gnawing notion into his head
on the look out for that first time he would need to kill.

They were holed up in a jungle bunker north of Saigon in the Bin Long
Province. The rains had left their retreat soggy and the bulk of the platoon was
sitting outside the relative safety of the brush-hidden dens. Unlike the sandbag-
constructed bunkers his platoon had become expert at assembling, this bunker
system and its corresponding tunnel network was of the already-assembled
variety, their accommodations provided by their North Vietnamese hosts.
About a month before Denny’s unit arrived, foot soldiers from the U.S. Army
had been through this same stretch of dense jungle. They’d stumbled upon the
uninhabited home and had laid in wait for the returning enemy patrol. It was a
reversal of roles with the U.S. playing guerrilla and the Viet Cong falling prey to
a surprise attack.

For the last three days, it had been home to Denny’s unit. They set out on daily
search and destroy missions, but no one had seen anything. It was quiet, eerily
so in the dark underbrush of layered canopies that was this forest home.

Denny leaned against a mossy rock, shirtless but for the bulky flak jacket he was
wearing. A fine mist of sweat covered his chest, his back, his arms. He took a
swig of grape Koolaid. Didn’t taste like any Koolaid he remembered, but it was
wet.

He was penning a letter to Maria. He tried to write something everyday,
although the consistency with which the letters made it to The World varied.
When he got off this patrol -they said it would be four days, but Denny had
learned already that most missions extended beyond intended time frames- he
knew he’d have a pile of letters from Maria, a package or two. She seemed to
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send just what he needed, just when he needed it the most, whether it was words
or cookies, comics or poetry.

God, he missed her.

....you would love these little characters. Gibbons and Tonkins. They're like
little hairy people. They’ve got so much personality. There are tons of animals
over here I've never seen, not even in a zoo. Johnson said he saw a tige
yesterday morning, early, at the base of a waterfall near here. I'd like to sec
one. Maybe I could get a picture of it.

Maria, parts of Nam are just amazing, really. I know that sounds crazy, but .
think in another time, under different circumstances, this could be a tropica
paradise, a contemporary Eden. Like that waterfall, man, it must fall c
hundred feet and at the base of it, when there’s enough sun peaking through
there’s a huge rainbow in its spray. Makes you want to figure out a way to jusi
stay on the rainbow, you know. I don’t even care if there’s no pot of gold at the
end.

The staticky crackle of the manpack radio broke into the afternoon’s silence anc
Denny’s concentration. It was supposed to have a range of 100 meters but in the
hilly jungles, the radio’s dependability was iffy. The fact that the batteries
survived the moisture of the tropics even less well than the men, didn’t helf
either.

Davis, the signal officer, pulled up the whip antenna.

“Go again,” he said.

There was a staccato voice at the other end, a jumble of syllables from where
Denny sat.

“Roger that, over” Davis said.
Denny caught the man’s eye, gave a questioning nod.
“Friendlies coming in,” Davis said.

Denny nodded.
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“Army?”

Davis nodded back.

“s5th Infantry.”

Denny nodded again.

On their way through to somewhere else, he thought.

He folded up the paper on which he was writing, put it in the pocket of his
jacket. Reaching for his M16, he stepped from the bunker’s entryway.

“From the South?” he asked Davis, gesturing to a well-trod path.
“Yeah. Styles is down there.”

“Yeah,” Denny said.

Davis shrugged.

“T'll take watch with him,” Denny offered.

“Yeah.”

Styles wasn’t exactly a model grunt. He was quick, capable, strong, and smart -
when he wasn’t stoned. Which wasn’t too often.

Denny made his way down the path. These forest trails that cut through from
nowhere to nowhere were amazing to Denny. Under the thick layers of jungle
canopies Denny knew they were invisible from the air, but he’d already been on
roads that were wide enough for full convoys. And that was exactly their
intended purpose. Between the Wan Yung Road and the snaking underground
tunnels, the fighting North Vietnamese were like persistent and constantly
working ants. Even a giant could only step on so many at a time.

“Hey,” Denny said to Styles as he approached.
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Styles was shirtless, the curly black hairs of his chest dewy in sweat, the strap of
the big M60 he sported, limp around his neck. On his waist was his combat
pack and ammo belt, a Kabar knife in its sheath at his hip. His camouflage
trousers were slung low, his head back against the flak jacket he was using as a
pillow against the cut off stump of a rubber tree, his feet pushed against a stone,
clad in mud-caked Bata boots. He raised his helmet slightly.

“Hey,” he responded.

“Incoming friendlies,” Denny informed him.
“Army?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can we take ‘em?” Styles asked Denny, grinning from beneath his still tilted
helmet.

Stoned, Denny thought.
“Sure,” Denny answered.

“Course we can,” Styles said. “Cuz we’re the fucking Marines,” he added in an
almost monotone.

Denny had heard a bunch of stories about Styles. He wasn’t sure which of them
to believe. At 24, he was among the oldest in the platoon and he’d been in Nam
longer than any of them. Denny had met a guy who knew Styles in basics, said
he remembered him as a big, gung-ho Marine, tough, by-the-book, ready to take
on the world.

What happened to him? Denny wondered.

In a few moments they heard the crack of twigs, the uniformed and now
familiar thwuck, thwuck sound of boots advancing on muddy terrain.

Styles tilted his head in the direction of the sound; the soldiers were just making
their way into view.
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“Jesus,” Styles said, again without inflection.

“Hmm?”

“He’s wearin this big old cross,” said Styles. “Must be Jesus.”

Denny shook his head.

Out there, even for Styles, he thought.

“No, really,” Styles said grabbing Denny’s leg from below, “look.”

Denny bent down a little.

“C’'mon,” Styles said, pulling Denny fully down on his haunches.

Denny got onto his knees, tilted his head to match the crooked angle of Styles.
There was a beam of sunlight coming through the darkness and it was glistening
off the flak-chested soldier leading the pack, catching the copper tips of the

linked ammo chain he wore cris-crossed around his shoulders.

At Styles’s twisted angle, it did look like a crucifix, and the guy’s facial hair was
reminiscent of the on-the-cross Christ Denny knew from Maria’s church.

Denny smiled, took in the whole man and his carried cross.
“Nah,” Denny said, “Jesus didn’t wear glasses.”

The soldier had these big, Buddy Holly looking glasses, standard issue, goofy as
hell.

Styles laughed. Denny did too.
Denny and Styles -who had pulled himself together and even put back on his
flak jacket, albeit askew and open at the front- greeted the soldiers and pointed

them on to the bunker.

When the new arrivals had disappeared into the foliage, Styles plopped down
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into a decidedly at-ease position. He removed the rifle from his shoulder,
propped it against the stump, and sank to his knees, his hands dangling atop
them.

“And Jesus wouldn’t have used an M60,” Styles said looking up at Denny.
There was something in the look of his eyes.

“No way,” Denny agreed, shaking his head, trying to match the tenor of his
comrade’s somber mood.

I wonder who you used to be, Denny started, without completing the thought.

He heard the snap of a twig, a scurry that could have been a tree frog or one of
the mossy frogs that the mamasans sometimes cooked up with chili peppers
and coconut milk.

But Denny knew it wasn’t. Something scratched at his instincts, raised the hairs
on the back of his neck, pushed his fingers down the stock of his M16 to its grip.

Seconds, only seconds, the replay of which would haunt him for the rest of his
life.

A boy came into view; he was only a boy, familiar even. Denny thought he
recognized him from the village a day before, playing, running around the sun-
soaked hooches that were the natives’ homes.

But there was something in his footsteps, something in the blurry mask of his
face, the awkward and jittery motions of his body. In an instant, with
simultaneous action, the boy’s right hand produced a .45, his left a grenade, but
he was shaky, scared, poorly taught.

He tossed the grenade in an arched lob, like the short forward pass of a tiny
football, which Denny easily caught. Denny pulled back his arm, threw the
grenade in a great hail Mary swoosh of a pass, his arm coming down to the
barrel of his gun, reaching to the trigger, just as the boy pulled off a second
round. Denny was reacting, rolling into the brush, firing.

Then, he stopped, looked, listened. Waited.
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The boy and Styles each fell face forward, landing in the mucky mass of green
and brown, their blood kaleidoscoping with the land into which it seeped.

Denny stayed down, under cover, scanning the darkness, peppered with
occasional streaks of sunlight. He was sweating, panting, frozen on his stomach
to the patch of soil on which he had stood laughing a moment before. He was
maybe a couple of yards from Styles, but it seemed farther, like Styles was at the
other end of one of the Viet Cong’s networking tunnels, a dim, distant light. He
heard a quiet, muffled gasp, silence, then approaching motion and whispers.
Not forward advancing, but from behind him, his own men.

After a few moments, Denny belly crawled to Styles and righted him against a
tree. He looked into Styles’s open, vacant eyes, touched his carotid with shaking
fingers: still. He let his hand fall down Styles’s neck to the line of his chest.
Styles was soaked in blood, and there were two dime-sized holes at the gap in
his open jacket, one in his chest, one at his belly.

Later, when the full platoon was by his side and had his back, when the
perimeter was deemed safe and he had allowed himself to exhale, Denny would
go to the boy, bend to the crumpled form. He picked up the gun, not the .45 he
had assumed, but an old and heavy Tokarev. He felt the weight of it, looked at
the puny-boned boy before him, wondered how the kid could have gotten off
two such accurate shots. Denny turned the boy and looked at him fully. There
was something protruding from the waist of his pajama-like pants: a Hershey
bar. He was so young. There wasn’t even the trace of puberty in his full, hairless
face, nothing developed or scary about him, yet this boy had killed his friend, a
fellow Marine.

Denny had reacted quickly, had done what his instincts and training
demanded. He was, he knew, alive because of it. He pushed away the what ifs
as quickly as they rose. He turned to the darkened spot where Styles’s body had
lain. Denny stared silently. He knew that the war had ripped the life away from
Styles long before his death had come, but he still didn’t deserve to die finally in
this hell hole.

His death rocked Denny. But, when Denny closed his eyes that night, he was

haunted not by the bloodied chest of his friend, and his vacant, glassy stare, but
rather by the sleepy-eyed visage of a young Asian boy squinting in the hot
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Vietnamese sun and by the split second decision that had killed a small boy.

Maria’s letters all urged Denny not to spare her from the details of war. She
wanted to know, she’d written more than once, what he was going through. As
Denny’s time away from The World lengthened, his letters shortened, not for
lack of time to write or content with which to fill a page, but from a judgment on
Denny’s part. He couldn’t and did not want to articulate the world in which he
now lived or what his role in it truly was. He didn’t share search and kill
missions or village raids or the mind-numbing monotony that ran between
skirmishes. Instead, he painted the landscape with his words, writing of the
color splashes of jungle birds, the buzzing hum of insects, the earthy smell of
dampened soil. He talked of the tiny villages, the bustling markets, the almond-
eyed children begging for candy. In response to the details Maria craved, Denny
filled pages with tourist guide trivia, playing external observer to an exotic
world Maria would never see.

Fame
by Nels Hanson

We swam the underground river at its source, where it rose fresh in the
pasture, and then made love on the picnic blanket and rode back to the
house and beginning that night Jodie slept in my room.

We looked out the window at our stars, Jodie asked which was mine and
she told me hers, the star she always watched before she closed her eyes.

For good luck, she kept the black obsidian stone under her pillow, the rock
she’d found when I showed where the Indians had chipped their arrows
from the cliff above the valley.

In the mornings we woke and made love and drank coffee and ate eggs and
bacon, the early light turning Jodie’s hair fiery red.
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Later we rode horses and swam and cooked meals, and in the evenings
played music and sang under the cottonwood in the yard, from the stack of
songs she’d found that first day on my kitchen table.

When I went out to check on the cattle or irrigate, Jodie worked on my
songs and made them better and played them for me when I got back, then
asked what I thought.

Always I liked them and then at her urging we worked over them again,
without argument or competition, moving upward in spiraling turns,
weaving her changing feel for the song with mine, then twining that around
a strand of silent music we could sense but never hear, like the river’s rising
current, until we had a string of songs better than either of us could have
done alone or with anyone else.

Then one afternoon instead of riding horses with Jodie to the shady pool, I
dressed in a white shirt and good boots and took her suitcase to the truck. I
got in behind the wheel. I waited, then watched as she came carefully down
the porch steps.

She was wearing her red-and-white checkered blouse, white shorts, and
sandals, her hair pulled back. She looked about twelve years old.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Ready as I'll ever be,” Jodie said through the open window.

“You'll do fine.”

She climbed in and I turned around and drove back down the long dirt road
from the valley.
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At dusk, at the Branding Iron in Waverly, we parked next to Johnny Black’s
bus that had taken two weeks to arrive.

We went in and the place was already filled up. I had a beer at the bar as
Jodie took her suitcase and went backstage.

I recognized some of the locals, who waved and asked if I were going to
sing, but there were a lot of people I'd never seen, kids and older folks too,
and couples sitting at tables arranged in rows.

People must have come in from all over. I looked over at the microphones,
amplifiers and drums facing the dimly lit room.

An attractive black-haired woman in a blue dress sat at one of the front
tables. I figured she must be with the band.

Terry Riley, the man Jodie had argued with that day when I'd picked her up
along the road and he wouldn’t let her have a room, climbed up onto the
stage. He had on a Western sports coat, a starched green shirt and a string
tie.

He stepped to the mike and pinged it so it rang.

“Folks, I want to welcome you all to the Wrangler Room here at the
Branding Iron Lodge, and thank you all for joining us for an exciting night
of entertainment. I know I'm excited.

“Remember now, every Friday, Saturday and Sunday night, and
Wednesdays too, that’s our amateur evening, we bring you the best country
talent for your dancing and listening pleasure, with plenty of good food and
drink for when you’ve worked up your hunger and a thirst.”
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He lifted a hand above his eyes and looked out into the audience, then
pointed me out and introduced me and made me stand up. I wondered if
Jodie had asked him to do it.

“Watch that man there,” Terry said, “he’s ours and he’s a star in the
making.”

Then he raised both hands, as if he signaled a touchdown.

“Now give a big welcome to the Johnny Black Band!”

The audience whooped and clapped as the band ran from behind the
curtain. The black-haired woman in blue smiled up at a tall man with a long
chiseled face, wearing a leather vest and brown Stetson.

I'd seen him once before. It was Johnny Black.

“And give a big hand to Johnny’s special guest!” Riley added, his arms still
in the air. “Here she is, by way of Nashville—Miss Jodie Johnson!”

Through a wave of whistles and applause Jodie ran out in her red dress
we’d found draped across a sage brush, red hair and rhinestones and fringe
and spangles, like a bright flame.

She grabbed up a guitar and the lights came down. She looked back at the
band, then stepped out into a sudden gold spotlight in a burst of sequins.

“See the horses, watch them run
Across the moon, then past the sun,
Travis Jackson’s going strong
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Till the West is going, going, gone.”

The crowd clapped as they picked up the rhythm and she strutted back and
forth, her voice getting stronger with each stride:

“Sunset, pasture, stand of pines,

Do I hear a dollar, do I hear a dime?
If a thing ain’t right it must be wrong.
The West is going, going, gone.”

She tossed her hair, singing her heart out, letting the song have her and do
what it would, until her voice and look said there wasn’t any Jodie but just
the song that moved her lips and used her body to do its will.

“Travis Jackson was good to me,

Carved my name on a cottonwood tree.
I was drowning and he threw me a rope.
When I was lost he gave me hope.

“At night he held me from the storm,
Inside his arms I was safe and warm.

I never worried he’d let me down,

His boots were anchored to the ground.

“Travis Jackson was a loving friend,
Taught me not to break but bend,

Like the willow growing by the creek.
He showed me I was strong, not weak.”

It just kept building, winding in and out but building. Then the chorus
again, coming full circle:
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“Travis Jackson was a friend of mine.
Cowboy-heart born out of time.
If a thing ain’t right then it must be wrong.”

Johnny Black and the band members grinned at each other, nodding, and
followed right where she led as she hit the final lines.

“The West is going, going, gone.
The West is going, going, gone.”

The room went crazy, the current shot round and round in a circuit, people
whistling and shouting and clapping hands above the sea of cowboy hats as
if congratulating themselves on discovering their own secret anthem.

My hands tingled and my throat pulsed.

I felt like a spy, like a time traveler watching our story unfold to the
listeners with innocent faces as they heard the new tale fresh for the first
time.

Jodie sang the numbers we’d gone over together, then two she must have
dug out of the pile and practiced while I'd been with the stock, so suddenly I
joined the audience and was lost and on edge, second by second learning
what fateful changes love would carve.

“He was young, it was no disgrace,
To love a girl with natural grace,
Though a friend tried to warn him
About secondhand lace.

So the days went by, the long sweet nights—
He kissed my lips in sheer delight
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And never remembered what his friend had said.
He never saw the road ahead

“Or knew I'd traveled this way before,
That soon I'd walk right out his door.
But he was young, it was no disgrace,
To love a girl with natural grace,

“Though a friend tried to warn him
About secondhand lace.”

As I watched her quick fingers fly across the strings, I remembered the first
night in the kitchen at the ranch, her touching my palm, then showing me
her hand, the same pattern of lines and then the criss-crossed stars.

Between songs there was an expectant hush, as Jodie bowed her head,
concentrating, before her red hair flew back and she came up singing.

Johnny Black let her take the lead, she had the crowd with her and he didn’t
want to break the trance. I figured that backstage Jodie had somehow
hurried through a few songs, showing the guys the chords, before they’d
gone on. The band was good and just picked them up.

“The rain fell down and the river rose,

We tried to paddle but the river goes
Where the river wants and the water flows
Toward a raging sea with no stars above,

“No olive branch or snowy dove,
You and me we’re caught
In a current of love.

Current of love, current of love
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You and me we’re caught
In a current of love.”

As she stood alone in the spot and her voice came out strong and tender
and true through the mike, I had an eerie feeling I'd been living with a
legend—that a princess in disguise had sat at my table and held me in bed
at night as the cottonwood’s branches sighed in the wind beyond the
screen—and I remembered the day I'd picked her up along the road after
famous Slim Frye had put her out of the red Porsche and then thrown her
clothes and the Gibson guitar from the window as he raced past my pickup.

What she touched turned gold and I felt proud and humbled—for the first
time I heard the songs that before had lain scattered on the kitchen table
now born out into the world.

“An empty bottle in the grass,

A ragged man who wakes at last—
The man sits up and sees

His beard all white and full of leaves,

“But can’t remember February,
May or June, Jane or Mary,
If he’s been brave or lived a lie,

“Been barber, baker, Indian chief,
If he’s been the law or just a thief,
Abad or good guy ....”

A few of them, still fuzzy and in unfinished form, I'd sung on Wednesdays
at the Branding Iron, to maybe 20 or 30 people, but now the songs were
different. They existed separate from me.

And from her.
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Jodie had given them their final shape and raised texture and emphasis, but
now they didn’t belong even to her anymore, even now as she sang them
she was losing them to the people watching and raptly listening and
beginning to sing with her when she came back to the familiar chorus that a
few seconds before had first etched a silver streaking arc.

They were paying for memories, that’s why they’d come—if the feeling of
the song struck and heightened the feeling they’d brought with them but
couldn’t speak, both were stronger because they’d merged into one, the
private feeling was the public song, from now on either one alone would call
up the other.

It was something—and it was a little scary.

When the band set down their instruments at the break, Riley hurried to
the mike. He was out of breath, bowled over by his big night.

“Jodie and Johnny and the gang will be right back. How about another
hand!”

The audience cheered and stamped as Jodie stood there like a sparkling
scarlet goddess. She stepped off the stage and made her way over to my
table past smiles and handshakes, back pats and waves. She stopped and
signed several autographs. I got up and we hugged.

“You were great—really great,” I told her. “I can’t tell you—"

“It was your songs,” she said quickly, squeezing my neck. “Didn’t I tell
you?”

“You're a Ghost Dancer. I think you woke the dead.”
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Jodie leaned close and kissed my mouth, then turned and hurried
backstage.

After intermission she introduced me to the crowd as the songwriter, and I
got a good hand. I felt people watching me now, they’d seen Jodie and me
together, and when things started up it was harder to listen as closely.

She did three or four numbers I’d set aside as sub-par, one called “Rattling
Chains” with a gospel flavor, then “Painted Desert” and “Empty Arms Are
Home,” Jodie going to town on the long swooping sad refrain so people
swayed as she described firsthand the emptiness that waited for you always
and everywhere when your only love had gone away.

And one called “You Are My Valley,” where the landscape blends into the
woman’s body.

“Where green arms rose to hold me close
In August sun on willow leaves

Our valley wears a veil of snow

And leafless buckeye makes a wreath

“For your white pastures once you turned
To golden flowers that waved and burned
Each time you breathed and summer stars
Made the sleek grass silver as your cheek.”

It didn’t matter they weren’t my favorites, the way Jodie sang them I might
have been Mozart. 1 saw a girl weeping, wiping her cheeks, and couples
with their arms around each other, dabbing at their eyes as they gazed up at
Jodie alone in the spotlight. Single people stared around with lost hungry
looks, then back at the stage where their only hope stood.
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Johnny whispered in Jodie’s ear when she came back on stage for an
encore. She did “Travis Jackson” again and it was as if Terry Riley had
quickly xeroxed and handed out the lyrics. This time the crowd sang with
her, the lips in the lifted faces moving in time with hers, learning a new
hymn to get through the workaday week beyond the church doors that
opened and shut tight each Sunday. Already Jodie’s fans claimed the song
as their own.

“Travis Jackson was good to me,
Carved my name on a cottonwood tree.”

That night we took a room at the motel and lay awake all night talking and
making love. I told her it was the best night of my life, ever, that if this was
the best it ever got then I was more than happy and she held me tight and
said it was the same for her, that nothing had ever come close.

“Only in my dreams,” she whispered.

The next night I saw her do it again.

It wasn’t a fluke, it was all real, both Jodie and the songs, and everyone
knew it. The crowd was bigger, with a lot of the same people scattered
among a couple hundred new faces. Word had traveled fast. Terry Riley was
ecstatic and so was Johnny Black. He’d already talked to Harlan Smith,
who’d set up the gig and tour when I'd stopped at Country Corners and
Jodie, broke and nervous, got him on the phone.

She played at the Branding Iron for two weeks and I came in the next
weekend and watched her again. I heard her name in the grocery aisle, and
in Reardon’s Café, the waitresses were all talking. On the sidewalk, a
middle-aged woman was telling her friend that she and Carl were going
back tonight to see Jodie Johnson, she sang this great song called “Travis
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Jackson.” They’d seen her three times and couldn’t get enough. Everybody
was buzzing, everywhere I turned it was Travis and Jodie.

Late Monday morning I found myself sitting at a table in the deserted
lounge of the Branding Iron, with Jodie, Johnny, and Marlene Black—
Marlene was the woman in blue who opening night had sat up close and
kept her eye on Johnny—and Red Stampley, who played pedal steel. Jodie
had our songs spread out across the table. A waitress came up with a tray of
drinks.

“Nothing for me,” I said.

“Come on. It’s on me,” Johnny said. “You're a poet.”

“Thanks, I don’t need it.”

“We all need it.” Johnny laughed.

“He’s got me.” Jodie put her arm around my shoulder.

I felt stunned, sitting casually with the band, being treated like a member of
the gang. Jodie had been there before, but I'd never sat at the center of a
circle of artists.

Johnny shrugged and picked up a page of lyrics. He studied it, then tuned
his guitar and sang:

“A ring of gold is all she left me—
And all I have to keep her near,
And like a shell beside the sea
Each night I lift it to my ear.”

http://www .thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html 12/13/2009



The Write Place At the Write Time Page 79 of 108

Jodie got up, stepped to Johnny’s chair and joined in. Her hair brushed
Johnny’s shoulder as she leaned forward.

“Ring of gold, oh ring of gold

You say she won’t return again,
That nights for me are always cold,
That this is how my story ends—"

“That sounds good! It’s got a real shine to it!” Jodie beamed at me.

“Sounds better than when I sing it alone in the barn,” I said. It did sound
good. I didn’t know what else to say. Jodie hadn’t sung it either weekend at
the Branding Iron.

“You've got a great voice,” Jodie chided me. “Admit it.”

She turned to Johnny. “I want you to hear him do one.”

“No,” I said, “you two sing.”

“Come on,” Marlene said to me. She smiled. “Sing with Jodie.”

Johnny handed me the guitar. “Go ahead.”

“I don’t think I'm tour material.”

“Come on,” Jodie said.
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I started in with “Secondhand Lace,” changing the woman to a man, then
Jodie came in and helped me finish up.

“You two ought to take yourselves on the road,” Johnny said.

“I think I better write ’em,” I said. “You sing ’em.”

“You change your mind,” Johnny said, nodding, “you let me know.”

“Let him think it over,” Jodie said. “Give him a few weeks. I'll show him
what his songs can do on the road.”

“You going to let this girl get away from you?” Johnny said.

“She’s a big girl.” Jodie winked at Johnny.

“You better grab her, because she’s going to get a whole lot bigger.”

Everyone laughed.

“I mean it. She’ll sing for presidents. That’s what I told Harlan.”

“Thanks, Johnny.”

“No— ‘Here’s Johnny!”” Red Stampley nearly shouted. He was a good
mimic, as he’d talked he’d been alternating, imitating Johnny Cash, then
Waylon Jennings.

“Maybe we can work something out,” Johnny said. “I like ‘Current of Love.’
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‘Blind Man’s Bluff’ is good too.”

“What about ‘Travis Jackson’?” asked Jodie.

“That’s got you written all over it.”

“I like ‘Secondhand Lace,” Red’s Waylon said.

“So do I,” Marlene said.

“Yeah, that’s a good one,” Johnny said.

He lifted his glass to me. “They’re all good. You got to drink to that. It’s not
every day a bunch of musicians like the same songs.”

“Alright,” I said.

I went to the bar and bought a whiskey and came back to the table and
drank with Johnny Black, listening to him talk about Nashville until it was
time to go.

I picked up Jodie’s suitcase and we all went out to the bus.

“T’ll call you every night,” Jodie said. She and I stood at the door.

I kissed her. “Don’t forget.”

Jodie reached into her purse and brought out the obsidian stone.
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“I've got this to remind me. And for good luck.”

We kissed and Johnny called from his window. “Come on you two. We're
burning daylight.”

“Take care, Jodie,” I said.

“You watch. I'm going to make ‘“Travis’ famous. That song can’t miss.”

We kissed goodbye and Jodie climbed into the bus as I stood back and
waved. Through the open door Red Stampley grinned and said, “Hello, I'm
Johnny Cash,” then hit the air horn and drove off.

And I, Travis Jackson, watched them go.

For a while, Jodie called from hotels the mornings after shows, excited and
eager to report. Fans loved our songs and her singing them, especially
“Travis Jackson”—the crowds were much larger than the nights at the
Branding Iron, she always sang several encores and they still applauded
when the lights came on.

Sometimes she'd sing over the phone to let me hear a new angle, a buried
phrase or minor chord she’d highlighted, then ask what I thought. She’d
heard great vocalists like Tammy and Loretta, Connie Smith and others,
and she could understand why they were famous, but for the first time she
actually experienced the way it felt inside to believe heart and soul in a
lyric. She could sense it deep in her body, the songs felt different in her
throat. It wasn’t just her—she could see it in people’s faces.

Jodie always asked if I were writing any new songs when I wasn’t working
with the cattle, what I did after supper, if I sat outside with the guitar and
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looked up at our stars the way after each concert she slept with the piece of
obsidian under her pillow.

I tried to sound like things were normal, that although I surely missed her I
was still happy and busy at the ranch.

“You love me, don’t you, the way I love you?” she asked me directly one
night.

“Ido,” I said. “I've never loved anybody more.”

Once she asked if I could fly out and meet her for a weekend in Chicago but
I couldn’t leave the stock, and the next week Jodie signed with the George
Jones tour and headed South and then up the East Coast, where she met a
record producer, a friend of Chet Atkins.

Legal letters came, and then royalty checks, and with the money I fixed up
the house and barn and bought a new pickup. I didn’t have a TV but I heard
Jodie on the radio and remembered our singing in the kitchen and in the
evenings under the cottonwood tree whose leaves now were turning with
September.

“Travis Jackson was a friend of mine—"

Jodie didn’t call again, but once at the post office in Waverly there was a
card:

Still a fan.
-Jodie

On the year's last warm day I swam the creek, diving deep from the tree
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shade and holding my breath, stroking a few yards against the strong
current, through the stone door into the hidden river where the walls
glinted with quartz and the water whispered things—

Then I turned and stroked up toward the light.

I dressed and took the tin dipper from the cottonwood trunk, filled it from
the creek and brought it to my mouth. I closed my eyes and took the sweet
drink I’d once shared with Jodie.

I was riding back toward the house, across the meadow where soon snow
would lie, where we first lay together in the sun and I'd imagined we were
carried under the pasture, past glistening caverns and sudden falls, by the
underground river.

Captain rocked his neck and reared his head and I looked up and saw my
sorrel galloping across the dry grass and I was afraid the barn had caught
fire.

Then I made out a rider, in a white shirt leaning forward in the saddle,
urging the horse full out, now standing tall in the stirrups and waving a
white sleeve as her red hair swept sideways like a flame, like a winter
cardinal’s wing...

Father to Son

by Eric V. Neagu

“I'll be damned,” said Jimmy.

Jimmy had not yet discovered the roots of vulgarity and said “damned” as a

miming bird might. He did understand certain phrases were to be used with
discretion when adults were about, and his mother was putting away dishes well
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within earshot. So he said it in a whisper, an enthusiastic whisper. She heard
him anyway, and Jimmy knew by her half-frown he was disappointing her,
though likely in the clear.

The boy was growing, but the why's and the how's escaped him. January 19th
was the last time any growth had occurred. This was marked on the wall a full 3
inches below the latest mark. The current date, he was writing hard into the
wall’s chipped paint, was March 12th. Counting on his fingers, he smiled when
his math worked out to an inch every month.

“See,” he said to his mother. “Can you get the ruler? Is three inches a foot?”
Jimmy was learning how to tell time, how to multiply, how to play the piano,
and how to swear, but measuring had escaped his curriculum.

She grinned as she put up the last plate and brought him a ruler. His mother
handed him the ruler, hugged him, and offered a pinch “for an inch.” Then the
mother turned the boy about, patted his behind, nudging him in the direction of
his father.

“Go tell your father,” she said.

“T'll be damned,” said Jimmy one last time, and etched in the pencil mark.
“Three inches taller.”

James, Jimmy’s father, was in the office upstairs. Some time ago, the office had
been a nursery. Remnants of which could still be spotted in the faded teddy
bear trim and the colorful light fixtures. These were reminders of times when
an office in the home was unnecessary and unwanted. Now an old oaken desk
stood in the center of the room, it was flanked by a filing cabinet and
bookshelves. The bookshelves contained a few books, several piles of paper,
and two family-style board games with unbroken seals. A single shadeless
window lit the room with marginal sunlight. On the window ledge were several
of his father’s basketball awards, including the All-State ribbon he earned as a
senior in high school.

Jimmy reflected on all of the stories he had heard about his father’s playing
days. He liked the one about winning the state championship, “The last state
title to come to this town.” Jimmy, however, hated the end of each story. They
always ended the same way, “If I hadn’t blown out this knee that first year of
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college... who knows where I could be today.”

On that particular day, James was paying bills. “I'll be damned,” the man said
to himself, “It cost half that much last month. We never even use the damn
thing?” He reached into the cabinet and pulled out a manila folder. He
compared the paper in his hand to the paper in the folder and shook his head.
Setting them both down he removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his
nose, then the young man replaced his glasses and jotted down some numbers.

The hallway leading to the office had hard oak floors with vaulted ceilings,
which seemed to hold noise. Jimmy walked as quietly as he could, attempting to
surprise his father. He was pleased to find his father did not notice him and he
waited outside the doorway long enough to notice good news might be
welcome. With the confident swagger a first taste of pride gives an eight-year-
old boy, Jimmy opened the door and stood expectantly.

“Ah, the source of my frustrations?” said his father, smiling.

“I...” the boy paused, trying to recall if he had at any time known what a
frustration was. And if he had, had he given his father any?

“Well?” said the man, as though expecting an important report.

“Mother told me to come,” replied Jimmy, who had suddenly become nervous
about intruding.

“When you interrupt your old man you should offer him a hug, especially on bill
day.”

Jimmy walked over to his father, who was now smiling, and climbed into the
man’s lap. His father always smelled pleasant, except during yard work, and
always had a little hair on his cheeks that shaving never tamed. They hugged
and James returned his attention to some numbers on the desk as Jimmy
positioned himself in the crook of his father’s right arm. Jimmy forgot his news
as he grew tired in the warmth of his father’s arm. The boy gradually fell asleep.
When Jimmy woke, he kept his eyes closed hoping to see if his father knew, as
he suspected, when he was just pretending to sleep.

Listening to the man write, he wondered why he had never seen his father write
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with his left hand. Is that required? Will he be forced to learn how to do that?
Regular writing was difficult enough and the only other person he had seen
write lefty was the Snodgrass kid, whose name and peculiar style of writing, not
to mention the ever-dripping right nostril were already material for widespread
teasing at school.

Eyes still shut tightly, a little too tightly; he tried in vain to recall what, exactly,
he had to tell his father. What was it? Jimmy’s mind turned spirals around the
idea. It was significant enough to interrupt bill paying. Dinner was not yet
ready. He had done nothing wrong. The boy hoped that much was true,
anyway. No, it was something positive. There was something about himself,
something good about himself. Then it finally clicked, “I'm tall, I'm getting
BIG. I AM GROWING UP!”

A hand brushed the boy’s hair, there was no pen on paper to be heard; just a big
sigh and the gentle ocean a person hears as one’s hair is being stroked. Young
boys, even slightly unruly boys, know a quiet moment when it comes. Jimmy
knew to give himself to it.

Whispering into his ear, his father said, “My boy, my boy. If you ever get the
chance, whatever you do, don’t grow up.”

Jimmy did not understand. Growing up had always been good. What
happened? He had been growing up, that was the reason for his visit. If his
father did not want this, what did he want? How could Jimmy stop it? Could
he stop it at all? If that is what his father wanted, he would at least give it a try.

“Do you think I'm dumb? I am not dumb, I know 50 states by heart and I'm
close to knowing half the capitols. I am not dumb. And ‘cause of that fact I'm
not getting into trouble for you,” the Snodgrass boy said as he wiped his right
nostril with the front of his shirt and exposed his little potbelly in the act.

They sat with their feet dangling over the edge of the tree house they had built
earlier in the year. Mr. Snodgrass owned a wrecking business and business had
picked up enough the summer before to warrant some new advertising and
minor improvements. He convinced the boys they could build a “helluva hut”
with the scrapwood from the plywood sign he was replacing. So they built a
fort. And in all probability it was the only fortress ever constructed that read
“Snodgrass Trucking and Towing” when seen from above. The boys always felt
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it was a claim to some sort of fame.

“You made a deal, and a deal is like a promise and my babysitter’s daughter told
me that if you break a promise you go to hell and if you go to hell you never get
to see your parents. And parents always go to heaven because they pay for your
food and stuff,” Jimmy retorted.

In his hand the Snodgrass boy held a two by four. He gently tapped it against
his leg as he eyed the box, the deal breaker, between them. The box contained
two baseball cards, a torn comic book, four candy bars, and a wrinkled picture
of a woman in undergarments from a taboo catalogue.

Still staring at the box the Snodgrass boy asked, “I just have to do it once and I
get to keep it all?”

Jimmy leaped from the platform and ran to a large maple, confident in the
plan. He stood, completely rigid, against the tree and removed a small
pocketknife. With the knife Jimmy carved his height in the bark of the tree and
stood back to look at the mark.

“Come on,” said Jimmy taking his position, upright and rigid against the tree.

The Snodgrass boy hesitated and then slowly climbed to the ground with plank
in hand. He knew the whole story. He knew the strange way Jimmy slept and
all the other peculiar activities this sudden aversion to growth brought on. In
short, he knew Jimmy would not stop until this growing trend was reversed for
all time. Burdened with such knowledge and the promise of candy and sex in a
box he could not maintain what little fortitude a small boy has. He walked up to
Jimmy, raised the board high into the air, checked to see if Jimmy’s eyes were
shut, and the Snodgrass boy, a boy who was scared of the dark and regularly wet
his bed, struck Jimmy firmly on the crown.

Jimmy was dead. He lay on the ground. The Snodgrass boy was certain he had
killed Jimmy. Jimmy was dead. The Snodgrass boy grabbed the box and ran.

Jimmy was not dead, but he was unconscious. When he woke, he could see,
ground’s eye view, a pair of slightly worn tennis shoes attached to two chubby
thighs that were running, not quite, like the wind. Despite Jimmy’s apparent
death, the Snodgrass boy still intended to be looking at pictures of lingerie
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models while eating Clark bars for some time to come. By increasing the
distance from the deceased he hoped his guilt would fade into the woods long
enough to enjoy the prize.

Wounded, Jimmy was too shocked to think of anything other than his
experiment. Holding his head and checking it for blood, Jimmy slowly got to
his feet and walked to the tree. His skull throbbed and his ears sounded like
church bells. Just as before, he marked the spot where his height left off. He
was careful, accurate, and optimistic. Jimmy stepped back to look on in certain
triumph. Triumph turned to disappointment when he saw the new mark was
slightly above the previous mark.

“What the hell!” he screamed.

Getting hit on the head, even by a young drippy-nosed boy, hurts. It causes
errors in judgment and can have unanticipated results. If a small boy were 4°3”
tall before, he could very well be 4’4” tall now. That is, if he includes the newly

formed knot just under the scalp.

Jimmy took a large step back and checked himself, rubbing his head. Natural
laws of physics are sometimes intuitive and it stood to reason a good one on the
crown could compact a person’s height. That was the plan anyway, when it
didn’t play out how it was supposed to Jimmy was a little disappointed. When
it didn’t play out as it should have and he realized how badly his head hurt-no
pain had been accounted for during the planning phases -Jimmy burst into
tears and ran home to his mother. Plan A had failed.

Sleeping became a private routine for Jimmy. A bath, then brushing the teeth,
followed by an attempt to stay up late. Finally, a parent or two tucked him into
bed, often with a story, and occasionally a joint prayer involving mostly
blessings. Each night, as soon as the parent or parents left the room, Jimmy
implemented Plan B.

He would go to his bookshelf, pick out a few of the larger books, fairy tale
anthologies mostly, and place them at the foot of his bed, positioning them in
such a way as to lodge his head against the headboard and his feet against the
books if he lay down dead stiff. Jimmy thought of himself as a board propping
up a window. Once in this position he said a similar prayer each night:
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“Dear Spiritual Being, (the family was Unitarian) Please help me to be good
and do as I am told and if I do not do what I'm told please help me to not get in
trouble. But most of all I would like to start getting smaller. My father would
like it if I didn’t grow up so I guess that could go under doing as I'm told but I'd
really like you to see I'm serious. Thank you. In Jesus’ name I pray,
amen.” (Jimmy did not yet fully grasp Unitarianism.)

Morning light climbed over the neighboring houses, through the window, and
into Jimmy’s bedroom. At first, it illuminated the posters of athletes and
cartoons on the walls. Then, as the sun rose higher, it shined on the open
coloring books sitting atop the desk. Finally, the sunlight caught the edge of a
book on the floor, a large fairy tale anthology.

Each morning the sun rose and followed the same path. Each morning a bleary-
eyed boy learned life’s big lesson again; disappointment can come with minimal
effort and the breaking of each new day. Moreover, wedging oneself between
the head and foot of a bed cannot inhibit growth. Unexpected movement and
tossing and turning during the night had ruined his plan for the last time—he
had tried using the books for a week. Sitting in bed, Jimmy took a deep breath
and resolved to take the final step.

While most of the houses on Ash Street were similar and fairly modern split-
levels, there remained a row of houses built much earlier. They were big
attractive Victorian structures abounding in character. There were small nooks,
dumbwaiters, old doors that no longer worked. James, Jimmy’s mother, and
Jimmy lived in one of these older homes.

To Jimmy’s parents, the house’s value was mostly financial. Depending upon
the day, it was either financially wise, or when the roof leaked and the furnace
groaned, an idiot’s purchase. For Jimmy, the building was a dream. The house
provided adventure, a bit of fear, and most importantly, places to hide treasure.

Jimmy’s favorite treasure spot was in his room. Behind the bookcase was a box
with a door built into the wall. Originally, it housed a phone. Inside, Jimmy
kept those things he never wanted to be found by certain people, namely, his
parents.

Normally, the box contained baseballs cards, a picture of a woman in
undergarments from a taboo magazine, candy bars, and a torn comic book.
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That day the only thing within the wall-box was Jimmy’s last best hope, a pack
of Marlboro hardtops. He bought them, along with four packs of firecrackers,
three bottle rockets, and the catalogue picture of the woman, from a thirteen-
year-old down the street. Nine cigarettes remained in the box. He intended to
smoke one a day until his growth was “stuntered.”

Slowly, Jimmy crawled out of bed and dressed, taking discouraged note of the
books scattered on the floor. As quietly as possible he slid behind the bookcase
and withdrew the cigarettes and a box of matches. For scientific purposes he lit
one of the matches and watched it until a breeze came through the slightly open
window and extinguished the flame. A subtle but persistent pounding could be
heard in the distance. He lit another. Only one match remained.

Jimmy tucked the cigarettes into his baseball cap and placed the cap on his
head as he finished dressing. Once dressed, he walked down the stairs, through
the living room, carefully bypassing the kitchen on his way outside. Whenever
possible he avoided the kitchen. Somewhere he learned food was a primary
cause of growth, hormones being the other. If he ever came across a hormone
he planned to tiptoe by that as well.

As he approached the rear door, the thudding grew louder. His heart was
pounding. Understanding only the basic evils of tobacco, he knew when
someone smoked it caused cancer, stopped growth, and sped up the heart.
Jimmy was at a loss to understand how simply having them on his person could
make the heart beat quicker and thump so loudly. He opened the door and
went outside. Once in the sun, he recognized the sound of hammer on nail.

On a ladder, just above the garage door, his father stood with a hammer in one
hand and an orange metal circle in the other. The backboard for the basketball
hoop was already fixed to the roof of the garage. Jimmy’s mother had painted
“Jimmy’s Court Is In Session” on it. Jimmy did not understand the pun.

Jimmy was familiar with basketball. Traveling he understood. The double
dribble made sense. And even the offensive charge had logic to it. He also knew
the game required the height and size of at least an average adult. What he
failed to comprehend was how a father, who wanted his boy to stop all growth,
could encourage such a sport. Jimmy simply stared as his father put the last
nail through the rim and into the wood.
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“There you are! Did I wake you?” James said.
“N-no.”

“Well?"

“What is it?” said Jimmy.

“What do you think it is?” he replied chuckling.
“Who’s it for?”

“It’s for us, mostly you, but as you get bigger I hope you’ll let me play. You may
even let me think I have a little game left. I wasn’t such a bad player in high
school,” he said as he picked up a ball and shot, missing the basket.

As the shock of his surprise wore off, Jimmy recalled a handful of hints that this
had been in the works. First, there was his toy as a baby, a Larry Bird doll. His
father dribbled and made a shot. Then there was the plastic hoop with foam
ball he had as a kid, age six. His father bounced the ball around Jimmy. And
finally, there was a six-foot rim and mini-ball. James jumped high into the air
and shot again.

Everything slowly worked through the boy’s mind. There was a reason for the
excitement he used to feel about getting taller. The clouds in Jimmy’s head
parted when he recalled something his father regularly had said, “When you get
bigger, boy.” Jimmy grabbed his hat and threw it, cigarettes inside, beneath a
shrub. He stepped onto the court and picked up a ball. Swish.

That night the bedtime ritual was mostly the same. Jimmy brushed his teeth.
His mother tucked him into bed with a story and a prayer, primarily blessings.
When he was alone and the door was shut, Jimmy went to his bookshelf and
picked out a book. It was a small book about a dog. He had trouble focusing on
the story. His thoughts drifted to future championships and basketball players
he admired.

Everything had changed that day.

After fading in and out of sleep several times, Jimmy turned out the light and
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set the book down on the floor. His last thoughts were not, however, about
basketball. Rather, he wondered whether or not a pack of cigarettes carefully
wrapped in a moldy loaf of white bread buried at the bottom of the garbage can
next to the garage might be found. He felt certain it could not.

Hypnotized by You
by Nicole M. Bouchard

The term 'hypnosis' has its origins in Hypnos, the Greek god associated
with sleep. Hypnosis itself is a process of inducing a receptive subconscious
state open to suggestion. There have been controversial studies and
miraculous instances surrounding hypnosis as a form of treatment for
everything from addiction recovery to eradicating the symptoms of
illnesses. It is to be expected that any process dealing with the deep
intricacies of the mind is bound to have mysterious and complex
consequences. However, Helen never could have guessed that the cassette
tape she was exposed to as a child would have such a substantial effect on
her adult life...

Edward was everything she had ever wanted. Tall, fair-complexioned with
soft, wavy dark hair, and penetrating blue eyes, he was a manifestation of
her dreams. Literally. She had made collages of the traits she wanted and
studied them with detailed visualizations. Fascinated with metaphysics,
she abided by the Law of Attraction, in every sense of the word, and sat on
the floor of her bedroom, legs crossed, cutting out pictures in glossy
magazines of the life and the love she wanted.

He arrived right on time, too, at the coffee shop where she had kicked up
her legs on a sofa and was reading a book on alchemy. She wasn’t even
surprised to see him standing there, asking if she had the time. “I have all
the time in the world,” she answered with a flirty smile. His reserved and
charming British accent was something that she counted as a major bonus.

Their relationship took off quickly. She was creative, relaxed and upbeat,
while he was serious, analytical, refined and a touch tightly-wound. But
what was a bird without wings? They complemented each other’s faults
and eccentricities. Helen didn’t even mind when Edward brought his
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grandfather to live with them. Edgar seemed to think in his old age that the
Revolutionary War had just happened and disapproved of Helen’s
rebellious patriot ways and it didn’t help that they lived in Boston where he
took it as a major insult that she didn’t drink tea, but she and Edward were
meant to be together, she was sure of it.

Nothing, it seemed, was going to come between them.

In early September, Edward was invited to give a speech on foreign
industry at Boston University. Intrinsically shy, he was dreading the
occasion. “I’ll be right there in the audience to show moral support. Act
like you're addressing me,” she insisted.

“Good God, they’re probably going to be bored to tears and I have a good
half hour to fill with restless students who are more likely to be
contemplating their next keg party... I can just see all those eyes on me...
It’s like I'm back in school at the front of the class with a lace doiley atop my
head...”

“A what?”

“It was a play.”

“Oh' »

“I know I'll bore them stone dead. I'm not like you. I'm not good at these
things.”

“You’ll do great and I have faith in you,” she said taking her hand in his on
their floral loveseat placed facing the bay window.

“Good... You're probably the only one so loyal...”

“She’s not a f%&*ing loyalist!” Edgar bellowed out of his stupor in the back
bedroom.

“Oh, come off it, Grandad!” Edward’s cheeks were flushed red with anxiety

and his eyes were downcast. He had refused to rehearse his speech with
her because he knew he could only handle the embarrassment only once.
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Helen walked down the middle steps of the lecture hall to grab a seat near
the aisle so that he could see her easily while he spoke. She wanted him to
focus today and had arranged for the woman across the hall from their
apartment to watch Edgar. A large gathering of students and faculty
crowded in out of the unseasonably cold air. The overhead lighting glinted
off her dark golden hair which was loose, tumbling over her shoulders. She
chose an elegant black trench coat with a silk tie, skinny jeans, and modest
black heels. Chanel eye shadow played up her hazel eyes and a red gloss
warmed up her porcelain face. Edward stood nervously at the podium
shuffling his notes and stealing a glance at the rows of seats now and then
until he spotted her smiling back at him. He returned her little thumbs up
sign, loosened his tie, cleared his throat and began.

“Thank you all for coming today... And if you get nothing else from this
lecture other than shelter from the cold, it'll be a well worth it venture
regardless...” Few laughs were elicited by his attempt at humor so Helen
over-compensated with a “Ha! Oh, really...” which drew stares. Edward
nervously continued, a bit of a shake to his large hands.

Helen couldn’t help but notice how comfortable her body suddenly felt, un-
tensing itself in the seat from her head all the way down to the tips of her
unclenched toes. Against her will she started to yawn frequently, the tears
formed in her eyes from it making her mascara run slightly. She blinked a
few times, her eyelids becoming increasingly heavy. Edward’s image
blurred slightly. Her head drooped a little, becoming heavy on her thin
swan-like neck. Her eyelids fluttered again and awkwardly surprised, she
shot up in her chair looking around to see if anyone had noticed. Edward
tried to ignore that she was starting to fidget in her chair.

Again, she slid down in her seat. Her eyelids fell heavily closed and her
chin dropped to her chest like a narcoleptic, her mouth still open as though
she’d lost the ability to control the bones of her jaw. Her hair fell forward
like an overthrown bucket of water. She jolted awake slamming her arms
down on the sides of her chair to catch herself. The people in the row
started to look at her. This time when her eyes closed, her head fell
perilously to the side, her arms hung down into the aisle. Edward started to
stumble over his words and paused incredulous for a moment at her
progression. Finally, her small body heavy with sleep tumbled out of her
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chair into the aisle, her body spread out like Leonardo Da Vinci’s Vesuvian
man. Gasps of concern faded into laughter when the audience realized that
she was simply asleep. Beyond mortified, Edward walked briskly forward
to collect her and exited the lecture hall having only completed half of his
speech.

“I'm sorry.”

“You can’t possibly do something like that and say you're sorry. It’s... It’s
impossibly inadequate.”

He slammed the door of the bedroom, having confined himself in isolation
for the evening. Helen knew how hurt he felt that the person he depended
on the most for support had betrayed his trust by seemingly turning
boredom into a scene from an ill-contrived foreign comedy sitcom. She sat
with knees to her chest in the rosy arm chair which Edgar often issued his
rants from when he emerged from his room. The woman across the hall
said that when she came to bring him lunch, the room was empty and the
window was open. It wasn’t a major cause for concern as he tended to
escape time to time and in this instance, his absence was useful. Leaning
her head back further, she closed her eyes and listened to the rain. It had a
soothing rhythm yet it didn’t slow her mind from running wild with
questions surrounding what had happened that day.

As the hours passed deeply and softly into the night, she was still wide
awake. Normally she slept easily alongside Edward and couldn’t remember
a current instance where she had been awake like this. The last time she
could recall not sleeping well was when she was a child. And then it
dawned on her like a splash of cold water to the face. She was nine years
old sitting in the dark with her mother in their living room.

“Still can’t sleep honey?”

“No. I'm not tired.”

“Well, you need to get your rest... Why don’t we try listening to soothing
music?”

“That doesn’t work, Mom.”
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“I wonder if one of my old hypnosis tapes would work on you... It would
give you a process to follow in your mind and probably relax you...”

Defiantly imagining that it would have no effect, Helen lied down and
crossed her arms over her chest. The warbling voice of Reginald Wendell
that came from the speakers was slow and drawn out, each syllable spoken
by the male voice tugging on a different part of her body to pull her down
from her restlessness. Counting backward from one hundred, she pictured
each number in her mind glowing in the darkness created beneath her
eyelids. She would never finish the tape. Her mother had to help carry her
back to her bed and when she grew too big to be carried, finally moved the
stereo to her room. The cue that would send her straight into a state of
almost instant narcolepsy was the voice on that tape. A male voice. An
English voice. Like Edward’s voice.

The reason that this hadn’t come up before was due to the fact that he had
never spoken to her for so long uninterrupted in a monotone manner. She
gasped at the realization. Electing to let him sleep, she decided to broach
the peculiarity of this situation over breakfast. It was not taken to as well as
she hoped it would be.

“Well... Thank heavens we haven’t said our vows yet... You would have
been positively catatonic...”

“But if there’s an answer for it, there must be a way to undo it. Some kind
of cure...”

“It’s sounds as if you're allergic to me... that’s bloody fantastic. Anyway, I
have to be off to work. I won’t call you for fear of slipping you into a coma.”

He rushed out of the apartment unwilling to absorb the guilt that tugged on
his heart as he walked away without his habitual kiss to her forehead. Not
only had she embarrassed him ridiculously amongst fellow academics but
the concocted story of being susceptible to some hypnosis tape as a child
pushed the envelope of excuses. It chipped at his pride. He couldn’t help
but wonder how far she’d take this and against his better judgment decided
to test it.
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Edgar returned from his disappearance after Edward left without saying
goodbye. Unharmed and oddly jovial, it seemed that he had run into
something he liked on his solitary excursion. Both he and Helen were
happy to ignore each other in Edward’s absence that morning. She couldn’t
fathom how to convince the love of her life that his voice made her lose
consciousness. It was remarkable that the memory of the tape had an effect
on her after all those years. It wouldn’t be easy, but she would have to find
a way to right this strange infringement pressed into her subconscious.

It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when she heard the creak of the
window being lifted in the back room. Edgar had learned somehow to
unlock it. As she rushed to the room, Edward came in quietly through the
front door. She hadn’t seen or heard him come in. He headed to the study.
The tape he had made of himself reciting his speech was slipped into the
cassette player. His finger pressed firmly on play. “Helen?” he called softly,
wondering if she would pretend to be asleep on the couch in order to
continue the charade.

With her arms around Edgar’s waist trying to drag him back from the fire
escape, she didn’t hear anyone calling her name. She only heard a long
drawn out rhythm coming from the other room. Momentarily confused,
her grip loosened on the back belt loop of Edgar’s blue plaid pants. Trying
to shake off the sound, she continued to wrestle with the flailing man
climbing out of the window. A strange fatigue started to overtake her and
Edgar wriggled free, glad to have the upper hand. Still leaning far too
forward over the sill, the tension keeping her body firm in that position
dissolved and her eyes closed. All feelings of stability faded as her listless
form toppled over the edge.

Edward grew nervous as he looked room to room and still couldn’t find
her. Reluctantly, he went to Edgar’s room to ask if he’d seen Helen and
found that the door was open. He peeked in to see Edgar sitting outside on

the fire escape looking down. “For God’s sake, Grandfather...” He reached
out to draw him in again, but the old man resisted.

“Went down like a bloody paperweight..!”

“What?!”
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“There!”

Edward looked down to where Edgar was pointing with a tightening in his
chest. “Helen!” He rushed out of the room as fast as his body would allow
while Edgar stayed in his perch outside, muttering “incredible”.

Two broken ribs and one broken ankle. Edward squeezed her hand in the
hospital, his tears of guilt wetting her face, wishing she would come to. Her
eyes flickered open as if in answer to him. Utterly ashamed, he told her
what had happened.

“I'm sorry.”

“You can’t do something like that and say you’re sorry. It’s impossibly
inadequate...” she responded with a weak grin. He smiled at the sound of
his own words being used against him.

“Is Edgar alright?” she asked.

“Yes, in fact, as it turns out, he’s joined a chess club in the park. That’s
where he’s always running off to. They play for money... he’s quite good
actually. He can’t wait to tell them this whole bit...”

“Edward?”

“Yes, darling?”

“I'm glad we chose the second floor apartment instead of the fifth...”

“Yes...” he breathed out nervously.

When they made the appointment for Helen to be de-hypnotized, Edward
went along with her for moral support. In her relaxed subconscious state
she smiled, knowing that she no longer needed any outside stimulus to
soothe her to sleep. Life seemed right where it should be.

Their champagne glasses clinked in the dim candlelight of their honeymoon

suite in the breezy gentle warmth of the Caribbean islands. “You know, you
can’t possibly understand what you mean to me, Helen... For years I never
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thought I could find someone like you... All I had was Edgar and I cannot
begin to say how horribly sad that was... I'm not even actually sure if he
likes me... but that’s neither here nor there... More to the point, you're
everything- my light, my strength, my greatest aspiration as a person. The
most wonderful thing about this is that I know you feel the same way...” He
turned to look out the window at the stars. “I mean, what would we have
done without each other? I know you wouldn’t have been alone for long
with your beauty, intelligence, charm and grace, but I’d like to think that
I'm the only one really meant for you... You believe that too... don’t you?
Helen..? Helen..?”

He turned back around to find himself alone in the bed. Frantically, he
drew back the gauzy curtain to find her sprawled on the floor. His concern
waned as he saw the smirk edging around the corner of her mouth and he
gave into the laughter piercing his stoically solemn chest.

Country of the Young

by Mark Barkawitz

Sometimes after an early morning rain, when the streets are slippery-wet
and I'm sitting alone at my desk, looking out the front window, sipping my
first cup of coffee, I think of Mary. We'd been high school sweethearts and
had married a couple years after graduation, both barely twenty.

A month before she left me, we'd gone to a party at her sister Paula's house
in South Pasadena. We both had had a lot to drink and she had danced
with Rico most of the night. Rico was supposed to have been Paula's date; a
tall, dark-haired Latino with a thin, little mustache and a crooked smile.
After the party, Mary and I spent the night on Paula's couch, our heads at
opposite ends, our feet fighting for inside position. We woke early Sunday
morning. The house was a mess of empty glasses, beer cans, cigarette butts
in overflowing ashtrays, and a few remaining strands of crepe paper
hanging from the ceiling. Mary made a pot of coffee, while I sat at the
kitchen table, my head aching from last night's drinking.
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"All night," she complained, "...you kicked my feet off the couch." Her
mascara was smeared around her eyes, hair mussed, and the black jump
suit she wore was wrinkled from sleeping in it. She had looked better. She
took two cups from the cupboard and poured the coffee.

"I kicked you?" I said. "What about you? You were doing the same thing to

"

me.

She got milk from the refrigerator and poured a little into one of the two,
steamy cups of coffee. "Well, I wouldn't have been if you hadn't been." She
handed me the cup with black coffee and sat down in the chair across from
me. From the sugar bowl, as usual, she added two, heaping teaspoonfuls to
her coffee. As she stirred, the spoon clinked against the sides of the coffee
cup.

"Do you mind?" I asked. "I have a headache."

"Do I mind what?"

"That damn clinking. It's driving me nuts."

She stopped.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it." She dropped the spoon on the table.

"What's the matter with you?" I asked.
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"With me?"

Paula, wearing a long, flannel nightgown, walked in. "What are you two
fighting about now?"

"Nothing," Mary said. "Want a cup of coffee?"

"Sure." She sat down at the table between Mary and me.

Mary got up and poured another cup of coffee. She added some milk and,
sitting back down, set the cup before her sister. Paula added sugar. The
spoon clinked.

I rubbed my temples. "That was some party."

"You had a good time, didn't you?" Paula asked.

"Fine."

"How can you remember," Mary asked, "...with all the beer you drank?"

"Well, I wouldn't have gotten bombed if my wife hadn't been dancing with
Rudolph Valentino all night."

"Come on, you two," Paula interrupted. "It's too early for this. I'd make
breakfast, but I'm out of eggs."

"We can go to our house," Mary offered. "I went to the market yesterday
and our refrigerator's full. After we eat, we can come back here and help
you clean up the mess."
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"Food sounds good to me." I figured it might do me some good to get
something solid in my stomach.

"Okay," said Paula. "Let me change and I'll follow you over." She took the
cup of coffee and left the kitchen.

Mary and I sat at the table, drinking our coffee, saying nothing. When
Paula returned, we got our coats and the two girls followed me out the back
door. It had rained during the night, so everything was wet. Paula's Bug
was parked in the driveway and my old, rag top Karmann Ghia, that I had
had since high school, was parked in front of the house. On Friday nights
before we were married, I used to take Mary to the old Hastings Drive-In
Theatre, which is no longer there, replaced by a multi-screen walk-in and
shopping center. We rarely paid attention to the movie. We'd neck for
hours and she'd try to give me a hickey, while I'd try to convince her to let
me unhook her bra, the stick-shift on the floor between us like a parental
warning.

I got in the Ghia and tried to start it, as the girls gabbed in the driveway.
Paula wore a puffy parka. Mary's long, leather coat wrapped around her. It
was cold enough that their words came out accompanied by little clouds of
hot air, making them look like characters in a comic strip. As usual in the
cold weather, my Ghia wouldn't start. Damn six volt electrical system. And
the cloth roof had leaked rain onto my seat, so the seat of my pants was now
uncomfortably wet as well. I got out.

"We'll have to push it," I told the girls.

Mary shook her head. "I told you we should've taken my car."

"Yeah, yeah. Just help push. Okay?" I pushed from the side of the car with
the door open, steering, while the girls pushed from behind. The street was
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fairly level. Once we were rolling about as fast as I could hope for, I jumped
in, pushed in the clutch, put the trans in second gear, and popped the
clutch. The car chugged, then lurched forward as the engine fired. I revved
the engine, braked, then stuck my head out the side window.

"Just like an Indy race car," I called back to the girls.

"More like a pile of junk," Mary responded bitterly. The sisters laughed.
Paula walked back to her car. Mary walked over, opened the passenger
door, and got in the low-slung seat beside me.

"Better make sure the door's closed," I said. "That lock's still a little
messed-up."

"I know." She pulled the long, leather coat around her legs. "And the
heater's broken, too. You don't have to tell me every time I get in this car.
Why don't you get it fixed?"

"I was planning to work on it this afternoon."

"Oh, no you don't. You're helping us clean up Paula's house. Remember?
You promised."

"But there's a play-off game on TV at one o'clock."”

She stared straight ahead.

"Just kidding. I'll help. How long can it take?"

Before she could answer, Paula pulled up next to us and revved her engine.
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"Do you want me to pick up anything on the way?" she yelled out over the
noise of the two engines.

"No." Mary yelled back. In my ear.

"Just hurry up," I said to Paula. "I'm hungry."

She smiled back. "Last one there's a rotten egg!" She jumped her Bug out in
front of us, sending behind her a spray of water from the wet asphalt as she
careened up the street.

Rotten egg, huh? I revved my engine and popped the clutch, but the engine
was still cold, and it never ran well cold. By the time Paula's Bug had
reached Green Street in Pasadena, I was a half-block behind. She turned at
the corner, so when I got there, I swung such a hard right that Mary leaned
into me.

"Slow down," she complained. "Before you get us killed." But she didn't say
it as if she meant it. No conviction. More like a running commentary.

Probably because we really weren't driving that fast in our vintage VW's.

And probably because she remembered how I had tried purposely to get her
to lean against me in just that fashion on our first date.

Green Street was a one-way street and early Sunday morning there was no
traffic. I kept the accelerator pedal floored and we began gaining on the
Bug. Paula missed the light at Lake Avenue and I pulled up behind her,
revving my engine. Her left turn signal was on.

"I can get her on the turn."

"Whoopee," Mary muttered with distinct annoyance. "Just like high
school."
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I ignored her. The light changed and I followed Paula through the turn,
ready to jump out ahead of her when I got an opening. But a cop car up
ahead slowed us both down, and I was forced to follow. Then at Villa
Street, Paula made a quick, right turn and punched it. I followed. We were
only a half-mile from our house. The traffic signal two blocks ahead turned
from green to yellow. We were both going to miss that light. But when the
Bug drove through the first intersection ahead of us, I didn't follow.
Instead, I swung a hard left, leaning into the turn, squealing and spraying
water from the tires on the wet asphalt, figuring to avoid the red light ahead
where Paula would have to stop. I barely had time to down-shift into
second gear.

"I've got her now." But when I looked over to Mary for a reaction, the
passenger door was already swinging wide open and my wife was gone! I
looked into the rear view mirror just in time to see her seated as though
almost still in the car, skipping backwards across the slippery-wet asphalt
on her bottom, like a flat rock skipping across a pond; one, two, three
bounces and she slid into the curb.

I slammed on the brakes and jumped out of the car almost before it was
stopped, leaving the Ghia in the middle of the street. As I ran back, an old
lady with a cane came out of the house on the corner. Mary sat motionless
in a little rivulet that ran in the gutter next to the curb.

"Are you all right, babe?" I leaned down next to her and brushed a strand of
hair from her mouth. Her face was white as a blank movie screen.

"I- T think so." One of her palms was scratched. I brushed off the little
asphalt pebbles embedded in it. But aside from that, she looked okay.

"Are you crazy?" the old lady with the cane yelled at me as she got closer.
"You could have killed her!"
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"Are you hurt anywhere?" I asked Mary.
She didn't answer right away. "I don't think so."

"No thanks to this maniac!" The old lady pointed her stick at me. "They
should take away your license." She turned to Mary. "Sue him, honey. I'll
be your witness."

"Can you stand?" I asked Mary.

"I think so." I helped her up. The seat of her long coat was wet and where
her bottom had bounced off the pavement were two, round scuff marks on
the leather. She took a step and nodded that she was okay.

"Let's get out of here," I whispered gently.

I helped her to the car, as the old lady yelled something about my license
plate number and the cops locking me up for the good of the
neighborhood. I helped Mary into the car, then got in the driver's side.

"You want me to take you to the hospital?"
"No. I'm all right. Really."
"You gave me one hell of a scare back there, babe."

She only nodded back. We were just a few blocks from home. When we got
there, Paula's Bug was already parked at the curb and she was standing on
our front porch. I parked in the driveway.
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"What took you so long?" Paula called over.

I looked at Mary. She stared back at me, as if waiting for me to answer.
The smeared mascara around her eyes looked like the markings of a clown.
Then I did it. I shouldn't have. And I knew I shouldn't have. But I just
couldn't help myself; I started to laugh. All I could think of was her
skipping across the street on her bottom, like a little kid on some sort of
bumper car ride only without the bumper car. At first I tried to muffle it,
but before I knew it, I was laughing out of control. The tears began to well
up in Mary's big, green eyes and she started to cry.

A few weeks later, she left me; a monument of unaged intellect. It seemed
like a lifetime ago in one another's arms in the country of the young.
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