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A Three-Party Courtship
- Bram Takefman
The 1950 departure lounge of Japan’s Osaka airport was dim, shabby.
Uncomfortable plastic benches were piled with cardboard-sided luggage while
passengers stood, wearily awaiting flight announcements. One traveler, however, was a
Juliet standing downstage, bathed in a light of her own making, and leaving the other
players barely discernible.
She wore a formal kimono of plum and silver-green with splashes of scarlet. The
white under-collar framed a graceful neck and an exquisite face. Tall, slim – an elegant
zone of serenity midst sullen chaos.
After the boarding announcement, I followed her – a lodestone to which I was
tethered – trailing her across the tarmac, up the boarding stairs, and taking the seat beside
her. Fortunately the flight was not full, and the passenger to whom the seat belonged took
another rather than deal with an intense, ill-mannered barbarian.
After takeoff, showing no originality, I said, in Japanese, “Good evening.” Her
surprisingly low, throaty chuckle indicated that my greeting was grossly mispronounced
or completely incorrect, but it was not a reprimand. She soberly bowed her head in
acknowledgment. I asked, “Do you speak English?”
She shook her head no and gravely and softly said, “Wakarimasen,” meaning “I
do not understand,” a phrase that I readily understood as I used it constantly. But she
didn’t then bury her face in a magazine, and I was encouraged.
I pointed to myself and, with an index finger, touched my nose. “My name is
Aaron.” This was the standard icebreaker I had learned from Tokyo bar girls and, to my
surprise, it worked. Her name was Keiko. Slowly we communicated, sharing the
Japanese/English dictionary I carried at all times. She joined in laughingly as if it were a
game, although to me it was much more.
Keiko had been in Osaka for the day to present a paper at a seminar; she was a
graduate student at a Tokyo university and an only child. This information took about
sixty minutes of the seventy-five-minute flight. I was running out of time; this encounter
could not end at the Tokyo Arrivals Gate.
I mimed picking up a telephone and dialing, then voiced the Japanese standard
greeting when answering, “Mushi-mushi.” She smiled, pulled up the sleeve of her
kimono, and placed her wrist alongside mine. Pointing to the difference in skin tones, she
rolled her torso slightly and, exaggerating a stern look, said, “Mama-san,” spanked her
bottom, waved her finger, and shook her head no! I gestured with my hand, dismissing
the importance of skin, then, touching my heart, nodded to indicate that it was the only
important thing. She laughed and, shaking her head as if in disbelief at what she was
doing, took my proffered paper and pen and wrote a telephone number and her full name.
The morning after my return I told Tak of my adventure. Hiroshi – “my Western
friends call me Tak” – Takahashi had been introduced to me by an American Embassy
attaché as a means of securing him an internship in a Western commercial office before
graduating from the Japanese School of Diplomacy. Tak came from a family long
connected to the old nobility, spoke excellent English, and, as I needed an interpreter,
became a member of my small, newly formed staff. We had become quite close during
the four weeks he had worked in my office. He was truly fascinated by Western culture

and impressed that, although only five years older than he, I could be manager of an
important import/export operation.
After a minute of silence at the conclusion of my story, Tak said, “Your romantic
nature clouds your judgment. Do not take offense, but it is impossible for a Japanese girl
from a good family to even think of going out with a Westerner. Perhaps the young lady
in question is a high-class prostitute?”
“Listen, Tak,” I said intensely, “that idea never occurred to me, but I was up all
night thinking about her and, God damn it, if she’s a hooker, then I’ll pay whatever I have
to, but I must see her again.”
Intimidated by my outburst but with a resigned shrug, he nodded. “Sensei, if
that’s the way it is, I’ll be your voice. Her note said to phone after five, so let’s phone
after the office closes.”
The day dragged; finally at five: “Tak, it’s telephone time – you know better than
I do how to make a date with a Japanese girl. What do you suggest?”
“Well, sir,” he always reverted to “sir” when stressed, the rest of the time it was
Sensei, “I’ll just phone, introduce myself, tell her I am phoning on your behalf, and that
you want to meet her again. I’ll suggest tea some afternoon in a public place so she’ll feel
safe – if she is really the innocent you believe her to be. I’ll tell her I’m a student, and I
may mention my university, which enjoys some prestige. I’ll let her know that I’m
working in your office and that I will be joining the two of you.”
From the tone in Tak’s half of the phone conversation, I gathered that Keiko was
reluctant, but he was able to reassure her; the coming Saturday, three o’clock. I started
breathing again.
We arrived early, and Keiko arrived precisely on schedule. She wore a kimono,
and I was pleased. I had visualized her in Japanese costume even though a majority of the
younger generation had switched to Western dress for most daytime activities. I was
again startled by her elegant beauty. After we ordered tea and cakes, I turned to Tak.
“Tell her she is the most beautiful woman I have ever met. My heart stopped beating
when I looked at her.”
“Sir, one cannot say such things to a well-bred Japanese lady. You must approach
it obliquely. For example, it is correct to say ‘Your beauty is like the moon rising behind
Mount Fuji.’ More than that may upset her.”
“Okay, Tak, tell her about the moon and Fujiyama.” After an eternity of silence, I
asked, “Well, Tak, aren’t you going to tell her?”
“Sir, please be patient. I am having difficulty deciding what kind of moon is rising
behind Fujiyama. A harvest moon is too obvious, and a cold moon sends the wrong
message. In addition, the moon is excessively used in Japanese haiku.”
The lines were ultimately composed and declaimed by Tak and accepted, with a
giggle, by Keiko. And so the first date proceeded. Tak and I argued the correctness of
every line, and Keiko giggled after his florid readings of the final scripts. Things were not
going well. Tak was flustered, I frustrated, but Keiko seemed to be enjoying the farce.
Finally it ended. No, Keiko preferred to get home by herself, so Tak and I proceeded to
the nearest bar to evaluate our fiasco.
“Tell me, Tak, is what went on there in that tearoom really the way a Japanese
man woos a Japanese lady?”
“Well, sir, I have never, as you say, wooed a young lady of good family, and I

admit that Keiko is one. In Japan our parents arrange marriages, and so I, personally,
have never dated a girl of her class. When I go out with the other kind, I’m not so careful
about my speech for it is a transient liaison. Actually I have never conversed in such an
intimate way with a girl like Keiko.”
“Tak, we’re going to give it another try, but, this time, translate everything I say
without rewriting. Tomorrow phone and try to arrange another date. Let’s get together in
the cocktail lounge of the Imperial. I can function better. There’s usually a jazz combo
playing, and it could be fun.”
We met at the Imperial – Tak was subdued and translated without editing. Keiko
was alive, relaxed, loved the jazz and the environment, which she knew only from
American movies. The following weeks included a meeting with college friends at an
“in” tearoom. They had a real interest in American lifestyles and relations between the
sexes. Here, I treaded carefully. We went to a couple of art exhibitions, some concerts, to
a famous temple and had a number of dinners together. All public places, all with Tak.
Slowly Keiko and the relationship changed. One Saturday afternoon the three of us met
for a walk through the palace gardens. Keiko linked her arms through Tak’s and mine,
dropping all formality, at times almost skipping in her freedom and exuberance. She held
my arm close to her body.
The following day we took a trip to the country, picking up Keiko at a snack bar a
few blocks from her home. I had the company car, much too big for the narrow streets of
Japan, but my driver was quite expert. It was a perfect autumn day; we had a lovely walk
in the hills and a delightful late lunch in a traditional village. On the drive back, all were
comfortable, serene. Keiko and I were in the back, Tak and the driver in the front.
Keiko’s hand was lying on the seat between us, palm up, her delicate fingers open and
relaxed. I spontaneously picked her hand up and gently kissed the palm – her fingers
curled and caressed my cheek. I took her hand in both of mine and kissed the pulsating,
faint blue line at the inside of her wrist. There was a sharp intake of breath and a
trembling. I looked up; her eyes were closed, she was breathing rapidly through slightly
parted lips. I felt a surge of elation; I was Master of the Universe. I glanced at Tak glaring
at me. I dropped the hand.
That evening, after we had dropped off Keiko, Tak announced, “I can no longer
be part of this game you are playing. You big, rich Americans just can’t come into this
country and take anything you want. What’s next, am I to arrange a hotel room with a
bed big enough for three so I can tell Keiko the positions you prefer? Naturally I will
complete my internship, but only in the office.”
A few days later he apologized. He would continue being my voice. He would
call Keiko and arrange a walk in Ueno Park, which, he thought, should be lovely this
time of year. It would not be intimate, and there was an excellent restaurant. I was
pleased but surprised by Tak’s change of heart.
We met near the park and proceeded through the main entrance. The place was
crowded with U.S. sailors, most paired with Japanese girls dressed in gaudy, revealing
dresses. We walked behind two such couples. One had his hand on the buttocks of a
bandy-legged creature. When he swung her around for an obscene embrace, Keiko
stopped in dismay and shame and then ran crying towards the park entrance. I ran after
her, but she pushed me away and jumped into a waiting taxi. She locked the door, and the
cab drove away with me running after it. I had such a feeling of loss that I was faint and

gripped a lamp post for support.
Several heartbeats later Tak, who somehow heard my silent howl, put his hand on
my shoulder and softly said “I’m sorry, Sensei. I didn’t know – I brought you here so
Keiko would open her eyes, but I didn’t expect this to happen.”
The next morning Tak entered my office and closed the door behind him. “Sir, I
am tendering my resignation or, if you wish, you may dismiss me to make my shame
complete. What I did yesterday was wrong, and I deeply regret it.”
“Tak, I was up all night thinking, and I realized you acted correctly. Forget the
resignation. You once said I am a romantic but in reality I’m a coward who plays games.
I need to end this before there is real pain.” Tak nodded.
Keiko wouldn’t accept my phone calls, so Tak and I were back where we started,
debating wording for the letter I decided to send. The letter did not refer to harvest moons
or cold moons but told of the need to end our affair. I hope it helped her feel good about
what we shared; I know it didn’t help me.
Before I could change my mind, dependable, trustworthy Tak addressed, stamped,
and mailed the letter.

A Trilogy for Our Time
- Jo Stewart
I. Tree Dance
Look...Eve
is still dancing!
Yet, in Eden’s
dawn, innocence
fell with childhood.
Banished
for knowing, she
believed her guilt,
which Ages framed
in law and myth.
Eve,
high queen of court
and gutter, part
and apart, loved
and hated still.
Dear Eve,
to harmony
or dissonance
you dance and dance
around the tree.
II. Changes
I bought the first issue of Ms. magazine.
Was tired, early on, answering men’s questions,
“What do women want, anyway?
I was a true believer.
I saw, first hand, that uneven playing field,
heard the midnight sobs from those
who led lives of quiet desperation.
I marched for a failed ERA
and joined the call for equal pay.
Supportive men said,
“Women can do any job as well as a man,
except mine.”
I wanted liberation along with the sisterhood.

We promised to stick together, to learn and to
risk.
We read the Yellow Wallpaper and vowed
not to be defined by the other gender.
No fainting ploys, no fluttering lashes, no
shaved legs would mark my ways. Just
straight talk, opened my own doors, went to
college and realized ‘the times, they were a changing.’
I made choices along with my sisters,
recreated my life.
I was uncertain on this new terrain, fearful
even, of losing my footing and
wondered about the cost to hearth and home
and how to measure it.
I heard the sisters expose
For Men Only clubs.
The formal ones were easy.
Logic and fair play
won the day. But the hidden
ones, the ones that operated in
locker rooms, board meetings,
backyards and churches created a glass ceiling
hard as steel, though transparent.
A superwoman had to be born,
one who mediated between head
and hands. A miracle worker with
Band-aids and notebooks, fairly
certain that the dishwashing gene
did not lodge in humans of a certain gender.
When I, the superwoman, was displaced
because of his fear,
I felt worthless and
superior at the same time.
Changes were slow-at times nothing seemed apparent.
I lulled in the eye of the storm
while events took their course
and later marched to a silent drummer.
Is anyone to blame for the loneliness,
the fright and the semi-fulfilled dreams?

I don’t know!
I’ve given the seeds, the marrow
and the juices for the next generation,
restructured my homes and used up
my life for my kind.
My daughters are tall enough to break
through the glass ceiling;
my sons seldom ask,
“What do women want, anyway.”
III. The Rising of the Moon
In the darkness of the new moon
life went on in all its complexity
blindly even, triggered by prompts
originating in the blood’s DNA
and the requirements of law.
Demands, of the daily kind, too numerous
to record, afforded little opportunity for deliberation,
reflection or hesitation.
Fatigue and exhilaration were the bipolar
companions when progress and meaning
were hidden and magic emerged.
In that crucible of ordinary life
long-term attitudes struggled
through the hard shell of custom.
Little by little, through necessity and reason,
the battle of the sexes seemed passé,
ridiculous even, as the moon began to wax.
To the enlightened, a new human freedom
was felt.
Our daughters started cutting through the
glass ceiling,
our sons found softer, more enduring ways to be men.
Closets were opened, windows cleared.
Visibility improved and our children thrived
in new ways.
Now, at the time of the full moon
a crone keeps a solitary vigil,
knowing that there is craziness afoot.
In other places on this earth men and
women are starved for a more humane life;
their sons and daughters dying from
ignorance, war and hunger.

Holding them hostage, the powers,
in a conspiracy of silence and fear
know full well, or should know,
to live,
they must free the women.
Published in Blue Collar Review Autumn 2008

Ah, Paul
- Joe Glaser
Free-wheeling cutup of 22,
a rage with the girls,
you suddenly surfaced
a new side towards me
at 15.
Your latest had a 15-year-old sister
so you coaxed me into a double date,
and I just knew she couldn't be cute
because no pretty 15-year-old girl
would want to date a clumsy adolescent boy like me.
But Oh God she was a delight to look at
and shy though I was
I was suddenly smitten
with legs of Jell-O
and struggled to conceal the curse of 15,
the ultimate embarrassment
of bulging pants.
You took us to an indoor roller-skating rink
where we had to wear rented shoe skates
with wooden wheels,
and I was terrified inside
because all I knew was the Union Number 5
steel skates that had screwed onto my school shoes
to race down concrete sidewalks and across asphalt streets
in the carefree years before I was 15.
But soon we held hands and skated side-by-side
sliding and gliding around the waxed floor
for what seemed like hours,
fantasized lovers at 15
never looking directly at each other
for fear of losing our balance,
and out of shyness, too,
until it was suddenly time to go.

Ah, Paul, I don't remember her name
and I never saw her again,
and though you teased me mercilessly
I never forgot the sweet warmth
of that special night
at 15.

Ambition
- Sherwyn Warren
Why do you choose so low a peak to climb?
I’ve heard your voice and seen your thighs.
Your words and quadriceps could easily propel you
To more lofty elevations
At which heights I would be barely seen,
I could see far but not sharp enough,
My words would not be understood
Except as slogans, shouts and calls.
High up, not crowded by the hoi-polloi,
The air is clear and rare,
Closer to the clouds and cosmos,
Sun, moon, stars and comets
Whose tails are bright but unsubstantial.
Lower down are rivulets, springs and waterfalls,
Moon and stars twice seen in mountain lakes
Inset into thriving woods and meadows.
High you’re seen as achieving, superior
By masses and admirers.
You look eye to eye with those
Who’ve climbed and reached the pinnacles
Moist, dripping sweat and hubris,
While lower down we move shoulder to shoulder,
Reaching out to find supporting hands,
Feeling warmth, shade, companionship.
At summits high above the smog
Indulged by brightest sunlight
Scoured by clean, pollinating breezes
Pure seeds and offspring grow brilliantly
Unsuited for the rough and tumble
Of the lower, real world, where
Sturdy, sumptuous, varicolored hybrids
Magically kaleidoscope.

Bedtime Story
- Donald Phillips
“Hey, Dad.”
The greeting came out of the dark through the few inches of space between
door and jamb. It was a lightweight, verbal lasso, easily broken by a simple word or
two and a quickened step. But, oh, no, he let it yank him right in and over. He
strained to see the nine-year-old lump under the blankets and then gave the lump a
verbal swat full of phony harshness, “You’re supposed to be asleep.”
Immediate blame shift. “It’s your fault. I heard you and mom talking. You
kept me awake. I’ll go to sleep if you tell me a story. You owe me, really.”
Art walked over to the bed, scuffling his feet so as not to crush some toy or
game lying on the carpet. Eyes now adjusted to the dark, he could make out Theo’s
face framed by his mop of tangled hair, eyes staring up at him, examining. “You’re
too old for stories. Why don’t I just conk you on the head?”
“That’s child abuse. We’re learning about it at school. We’re going to get a
special number to call.”
He lowered himself to sit on the edge of the bed. “Well, that’s too bad, you
having a special number and all. I imagine the line will be busy a lot.”
“I wouldn’t call, Dad, unless you were really weirding out.” He shuffled
under his blankets. “Could you sit on the floor? I’m really super comfortable, and
you kind of take up a lot of room.”
“Not much of a welcome.”
“You sit on the floor lots of times. I see you do that. I just pretend I’m
asleep.”
“You’re a tricky spy guy. Okay, but I’m only going to stay for a minute.”
“Sure.”
He slid down, using the bed for a backrest.
“I like it when you come into my room,” Theo confirmed, feeling he should
make up for demanding his entire bed.
“I stop in to check you out, make sure you haven’t fallen on the floor.
Sometimes I sit here for a few minutes just to think about things. You should tell
me when you’re awake.”
“I guess. But, when you sit down like that, your change falls out of your
pocket. I keep it in a box. It’s hidden. You could have it back if you want; I’ve only
spent a little.”
He answered through laughter. “It’s rightfully yours. Something about the
laws of salvage.”
“Why did you marry mom?”
“What?”
“Why did you marry mom? You didn’t have to.”
“I married her so you and your brother would have a good mother.”
“Hah.” Theo shot the syllable out into the darkness, like a stone thrown in
anger, and turned his head toward the wall.
Well, boyhood was out of bounds today. The truth of things would come out
easily enough. He’d ignore the anger. “What did you do after school today?”

“Just dumb stuff. Rode bikes in the park with John. What did you do today?”
“Just dumb stuff.” He always matched answers. “Mostly talking.”
“You didn’t tell me why you married mom.”
He stretched with a small groan and held his arms above his head. “Well, my
television broke, then my radio went out, too. Then one night I just didn’t want to
cook…so I said, hey, why not marry your mother? Something like that.” He
expected Theo to laugh, but he didn’t.
“Don’t be dumb. Mom’s really so stupid.”
He dropped his arms in surrender. “Okay, tell me why mom is so stupid. Did
you break something? Were you fighting with Chris?”
“I didn’t do anything. It’s just her. She’s the one.”
“You’ll have to tell me more if you want me know what’s going on.” It
sounded like Theo’s extremely narrow moral code was at work. Perhaps it could
wait until morning. He was tired.
“I don’t have to tell,” Theo said, now the guardian of the secret.
“That’s right. Maybe you should just go to sleep. Sometimes problems
disappear in your sleep.” He stretched again. He should get out of his suit coat.
“Tell me a story, then I’ll go to sleep.”
“Come on, Theo, I’m way out of practice. You’re too old for stories. Nine
years old is the limit for stories you don’t read yourself.”
“You used to tell stories all the time. Chris listened when he was older than
nine. So I get to catch up with him. It’s only fair. Tell one with a witch in it who’s
killed in the end.”
He put some phony annoyance in his voice. “I get to make up the story if I
tell it. Let me think about it for a minute, will you?”
“Okay. Just have a witch in it.” They were silent for a few moments. Theo
added, flat and certain, “I heard mom talking on the phone. She was making fun of
you.”
He tensed but spoke casually, “Not a big deal. I make fun of mom, too. You
make fun of your brother. It’s just joking. It doesn’t mean that much. What did she
say?”
“She said you were like a little boy. You had no sense.”
“Oh, that’s just joking. I joke like that, too. Who was she talking to? Was
someone here?”
“She was on the phone. She was talking to the little blond twit.”
He hunched his shoulders against this telling expression. “What? Where did
you hear that? – little blond twit?”
“That’s what you called her. I heard you call her that to Mom.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“The woman who sells houses. That’s who Mom was talking to. The one
with the cool car. The one that doesn’t have real name.”
Ah, so. He was the contributor to delinquency. “That’s Mrs. Dowling, Muffy
Dowling.” His complete designation had been ‘the sour-faced, blond twit driving
around in a Mercedes coupe’ and which indeed was a fair, if not kind, description
of Fred Dowling’s recently purchased second wife. “It’s no big deal, Theo. That
was just joking. Mrs. Dowling is a friend of your mother’s. Women always joke
about their husbands. You shouldn’t call Mrs. Dowling a twit, by the way.”
“You did. You said twit. You said little blond twit. If you can say twit, I

should be able to say twit. It’s not like sh…shoes, you know.” He laughed and
bounced around with this delightful burden of truth, stopped and laughed again and
covered his face.
Art growled, “Will you knock it off, funny guy. I’ll tell you a story if you
don’t say twit any more.”
He popped back up and said, “Okay, I won’t say twit any more. Even if you
say twit, I won’t say twit. Just tell me the story.” He turned away to savor his
victory.
“Okay. You have to get serious. This is a story about two boys who decide
to ride bikes one afternoon.”
“How old are they?”
“They’re nine and ten; about that old, anyway. Maybe a little older.”
“Okay. What are their names?”
“Ah … Nickel and Dime.”
“Who’s the biggest?”
“Nickel, of course. But, Dime’s a little bit smarter.”
Theo nodded agreement and said, “Okay, but the names are kinda goofy.”
“Baloney.” He was already proud of himself. “They’re not goofy. They’re
just different really. Their parents wanted change, you see.” Theo missed that one .
Art continued, “So, these boys decide to ride their bikes in the park. Nobody else is
out because it’s just stopped raining, and it’s kind of cold and foggy. They can’t see
very far.”
“What kind of bikes?”
“Dirt bikes, like yours. I can’t tell the story if you keep asking all these
questions.”
Theo propped himself on his elbow to give his directive. “Hey, don’t get
grouchy. You always ask questions in the beginning.”
Art shifted and pried off his shoes. He wiggled his toes in the cool air. Theo
harassed, “Come on, Dad, you’re taking too long. And, you’re not supposed to take
your shoes off that way. Mom yells at us when we do that.”
“She doesn’t yell at you.”
“Sometimes.”
“No, she doesn’t. But, the law is that when you’re telling a story you can do
shoes that way.”
“Oh, sure. You’re just making that up.”
“No, it really is the law. Just let me tell the story, will you?”
“Okay.”
“So, Nickel and Dime are riding around the park in the fog, which they think
is kind of neat. Then they stop to talk by this old tree stump. They are just talking
there when Nickel thinks he sees the tree stump move. He says to Dime, ‘Did you
see that, the tree stump moved!’ Of course, Dime thinks he’s loony or joking, but
he watches the stump and, sure enough, it’s moving toward them.
“But you see, it wasn’t a stump at all. It was a crusty old gnome in disguise.
In just a few seconds he sort of unfolded himself and walked over to the boys. He
still looked something like a tree stump.”
“Was he going to take their bikes?”
“Gnomes don’t ride bikes, and he was too small anyway.”
Theo chewed on his lip thinking that over and said, “Okay. But tell me,

what’s a gazebo? It sounds like some kind animal.”
“What’s a gazebo?”
“Yeah. Mom was talking about a gazebo.”
“Oh. Well, a gazebo is sort of a little house that’s usually behind the real
house. It’s a place where you sit in the summertime; when you want to be outside
but not really. Sometimes it has screened windows. Usually you just sit there and
talk. There are different kinds.”
“Mom was saying we’re going to move to a house with a gazebo. A big
house by the golf course. She was talking about it to the twit woman.”
The issue came clearer. “Okay. Okay. Relax, buddy. It’s not likely we’ll
move anywhere. But, you see, lots of women just like to talk about moving. It’s no
big deal.” Theo blew out a long hiss. Art ignored it.
“Okay, where were we? Right, the gnome comes over to the boys, who are
too afraid to move, never having seen a gnome before. He says to them, ‘I need
your help. I need two brave boys to help me get my treasure back. If you help me,
you’ll be greatly rewarded, and besides that, you’ll have a lot of fun, a terrific
adventure and valuable training for real life.’
“Nickel, who was the most afraid, tried to ride off. He shouted to Dime,
‘Come on, let’s get out of here!’ He pumped his legs up and down on his pedals.
But all that happened was that his wheel spun very fast in the same place. Dime,
who was much more curious, said, ‘Wait a minute. Just wait a minute. Let’s at least
talk. Let’s hear what he has to say.’
“Then the gnome said, ‘Boys, you don’t have to be afraid of me.” Art tried
to shift to a gnome voice but gave it up. He went on, “I won’t hurt you. Just settle
down and let me explain the situation.’ Then the gnome told them that an evil
witch, the witch of the downtown buildings, had swooped into the park one night
when all the gnomes were having a party. She disguised herself as a squirrel , and
when the gnomes were all a little silly from drinking gnome wine, she snuck into
the secret treasure room, took the sacred treasure bag, changed back into a witch
and flew off with it to the top of the highest building downtown, which is where she
lived.”
Theo propped himself back up on his elbow and looked down. He said, like
a serious, young student, “This is really interesting, even if the gnome thing is kind
of … kind of dumb. I mean just a little.”
Art canted his head back and said, “The hell it is. Gnomes aren’t dumb;
they’re neat. They’re sharp. They’re cool.”
Theo thought his father might be really annoyed. He said, “Okay. I didn’t
want to hurt your feelings, you know. It’s an interesting story, really. Really, it’s
better than I thought you’d do.”
“Thanks, I guess. Well, after the gnome explained all about the witch and
treasure, the boys were very interested; still a little afraid of course, but very interested. Dime asked, ‘What can we do?’
Art tried again to do a gnome voice but again gave it up. “So, the gnome
said, ‘That’s very simple, very simple indeed. You just go and take the treasure
back from the evil witch. She’s cunning and wicked and has many powers, but you
can defeat her. With my help, of course.’
“Then the gnome took out a small leather bag and walked over to Nickel. He
took a pinch of powder from the bag and sprinkled it on Nickel’s bike. Then he

asked Nickel, ‘Do you like to ride over jumps?’ Nickel said, ‘Sure, this is a dirt
bike. It’s for jumps.’ The gnome said, ‘Okay, hotshot, ride over that one.’ He
pointed to the ground, and a small hill appeared by magic.
“Nickel took off and went right over that hill. But, instead of coming down,
he just went higher and higher into the air. ‘Wow!’ Nickel shouted and found out
that he could ride his bike through the air just like he could on the ground. He was
already as high as the treetops, however, and was a little frightened. ‘How do I
come down?’ he shouted. The gnome shouted back, ‘Just slow up your pedaling and
down you’ll come.’ And, that’s just what happened. Nickel pedaled slower, and he
started to descend.”
“While Nickel was coming down the gnome sprinkled the same powder on
Dime’s bike. He said, ‘Show me what you can do, kid.’ Dime sped to the jump and,
sure enough, he went up in the air, too. He went right by Nickel and up as high as
the treetops. Nickel immediately climbed back higher and soon both boys were riding their bikes through the air. Going up and down, turning around, even riding
upside down.”
Theo dropped back to his pillow and stared up at the ceiling, his hands
behind his head. “That’s neat. But, you know that’s really kind of a rip-off from the
ET movie. He made the kid’s bikes fly through the air, in the movie. But, it’s okay;
this is your story.”
“Well, you see, that’s true, Theo, but storytellers often borrow ideas from
one another. It’s not really ripping off. It’s just borrowing. See, this ET guy, Lucas
or Steinberg, I think his name was; now he might borrow my magic powder idea …”
“That’s kind of old, too; you know, like in Peter Pan.”
“Well, he might take some other idea then; like the gnomes or …”
“We’ve read gnome stories in school. There are lots of books about
gnomes.”
“Okay, there are lots of ideas around. Anyway, let’s just see how this story
works out.”
“Sure. What happens?”
“The gnome called them down. But at first they didn’t want to come and
kept on riding around. So he waved his hand at them and suddenly the pedals
became very hard to turn. So down they came.
“When they were down on the ground, the gnome said, ‘I know that riding
up in the air is great fun, but this is serious business. You can’t fly around up there
like a couple of crazy blue jays.’ ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ the boys said, and they felt a little
ashamed. ‘That’s better,’ said the gnome and went on. ‘Now listen carefully. Ride
your bikes through the air all the way downtown to the top of the tallest building.
Circle the building, and you’ll see the witch. As soon as she sees you, however,
she’ll know you’re after the treasure, and then watch out because she’ll want to
knock you right out of the sky.’
“Dime was a little worried. ‘I don’t know about this,’ he said. ‘I mean, how
can we protect ourselves?’ The gnome pulled out another bag and handed it to
Dime, who he knew was just a little bit smarter. ‘Take this with you,’ he said.
‘When the witch is trying to knock you out of the air, you take the pinch of powder
inside between your thumb and finger and wish for the weapon you need to defeat
the witch. You will be given it. Don’t wish for something stupid; there’s only one
pinch allowed.’

“Nickel, on the other hand, was very excited. ‘Hey, Dime’, Nickel called
over, ‘No problem. This is just like a video game.’
“‘What’s in the treasure bag?’ asked Dime. ‘None of your business,’ said the
gnome. ‘Now get going. Heroes never just stand around talking.’ He pointed them
in the right direction and off they went.”
“Hey, Dad, this is one of your best stories. I’m sorry I said the gnome part
was dumb.”
“Yeah, well, I’ll let that slide.”
“What does the witch look like? What can she do?”
“She looks like a witch, you know, you’ve seen pictures of witches. I’m not sure
what she can do yet. She’s pretty powerful.”
“Tell me something. I’m sorry to interrupt, but…would I have to…” Theo
stopped speaking, and his silence thickened the air.
“What?” Art spoke softly. He had listened ahead when he heard the
confusion in that voice. They both would wait for the problem to find the words.
“If mom made us move, would I have to go to a school where I lived all the
time?”
He placed his hand on Theo’s shoulder and spoke forcefully, as if giving the
final commands on yard cleanup. “Until you go away to college neither you nor
Chris will ever go to a school where you stay there all the time. Never. Now, just
relax. I have to finish this story.”
“Okay. Don’t you just hate mom? Don’t you just hate her to pieces?”
“No, no. I just told you that everybody can have dumb ideas. You don’t hate
them for that.”
“I hate her. I really do.”
“No, you don’t. You’re just mad at her. It’s different. Let me go on with the
story.”
“Okay, but I do hate her.”
Art sighed. “Well, Nickel and Dime are riding through the air toward the
downtown buildings. It’s still kind of foggy, so they can’t see that well, and they
stay close to the ground. When they saw the tallest building poking up, they went
straight to it and climbed above it to circle around. Sure enough they saw the witch
straight off.”
“What did she look like?”
“Terribly ugly. It was a shame really, her being so ugly. And very mean,
extremely mean looking. She screamed up at them. ‘You stupid little boys! I ’m so
glad you’ve come here on your silly magic bikes. It will be such fun to knock you
out of the air and watch you fall to your deaths thousands of feet below.’ Then she
screamed horrible screams which by themselves almost knocked the boys right off
their bikes.”
“Hey, Dad, this is getting spooky. It’s a little scary, really.”
Art chuckled and twisted to see if Theo was still looking out from his
blankets. He was. “Oh, sure. You talk tough about a witch, but when one’s around
you back off in a real big hurry.”
“You were making it sound so real, that’s all. It’s not fair to make it sound
so real. I mean at night in the dark.”
“Well, you see, we master storytellers do that; make things sound real; it
can’t be helped. Just let me go on, okay?”

Theo hesitated then said, “Just a minute.” He pulled his top-most blanket up
over his head and formed a tent, his face peering out from the side and his hands
ready to shut it close. “Go ahead,” he said with a new confidence.
“All right. So the boys just kept circling around the witch as fast as they
could, trying to think of something they could do. They saw the leather bag with the
treasure right by her feet, but how could they get it?
“Then the witch screamed up at them again. ‘Stupid little boys! Watch my
power! Watch my power!’ She pointed to a group of pigeons flying beneath the
boys. A brilliant ray of red light came streaming from her finger. And, one by one,
each pigeon turned to stone and fell to the earth and smashed into a trillion little
pieces. ‘You’ll be next,’ she screamed.
Theo shifted and kicked his feet around under his blankets. He said, “Dad,
this is kinda scary again, you know. I mean, I’m not afraid …”
“Hey, I can’t help it, Theo, you asked for the witch part. We have to go with
it now. So, just toughen up. Anyway, the boys were very afraid and that made them
forget their tiredness, and they pedaled extremely fast to go up into the clouds.
Once they were out of sight, they tried to stay in one place so they could talk, kind
of like treading water. ‘What kind of weapon do we need?’ Nickel asked Dime who
was scratching his head.
“Dime answered, all excited, ‘I know what we need. Stay close to me.’ And
as they started to descend, Dime reached inside the little bag and took the pinch of
dust between his fingers. ‘What are you going to ask for?’ Nickel wanted to know
right away because the witch had begun to raise her arm toward them. ‘Stay behind
me,’ Dime yelled: and as he did so, his one arm was covered by a large shield,
which on the front side was a perfect silver mirror. Down they went. Sure enough
the witch sent the terrifying red beam right at them but it bounced off t he mirror
and went right back at her. In an instant she was a stone statue.”
Theo sighed in relief and released his blanket cowl. Art waited a moment
until the new truth was fully accepted. He then said, “The boys landed right by the
witch statue. Dime took the mirror shield and hung it on the wall, and they both
turned the witch so that her finger pointed directly at it. Nickel picked up the
treasure bag, which was surprisingly heavy, and hung it from his handlebars. Even
though they were very tired, they quickly rode back to the park, probably because
they didn’t fool around on the way.”
“That was a really good story. I mean it. It was really good.”
“Thanks, Theo. Should I tell you what the gnome did?”
“Sure. Of course. I didn’t mean you should stop. You know, I liked how the
witch really killed herself. It was her own fault because she was trying to kill the
boys. The boys didn’t really do it. That was a good part.”
“Yeah, you’re right. It was her fault. Well, let me finish up. When the boys
got back to the park, the tree stump started growing out of the ground and in just a
few seconds it turned into the gnome who stood there right in front of the boys.
“‘I’ll take that treasure from you, thank you very much,’ said the gnome.
And the bag just came off the handlebars by itself and went right to his hand.
‘Wow!’ said Nickel, ‘that was neat. What’s in there?’
“‘It’s only gnome business, not for boys to know,’ was all the gnome
answered and set the bag on the ground. ‘Now for your rewards,’ he said. ‘You
were very brave and very smart, both of you. And, you did us a great service. All

gnomes thank you and will thank you for thousands of years.’ Then he reached into
his pocket and pulled out two small gold medals. He handed one to each boy and
they thought, well, this is sure no big deal but they didn’t want to be impolite so
they just stuck them in their pockets and said thank you as nicely as they could
manage.
“But, Nickel just couldn’t stay quiet. ‘If our bikes stayed magic,’ he said,
‘that would be a great reward, too.’
“‘Sorry,’ said the gnome, ‘the magic’s already gone. It would be dumb
anyway because everyone would want to ride them, even your father and mother,
and someone would try to steal them. You would have to worry about them all the
time. It’s stupid to have magic bikes unless you have a magical need for them. Just
forget it. You did very well with them and had some fun. That’s really good
enough. What I’ve given you is much more valuable.’
“‘It’s just a little coin,’ said Nickel. ‘I mean it’s neat, and I’ve never seen
one like it, but it’s just a little coin.’ Dime spoke up, too. ‘We did make the witch
kill herself; it was very dangerous. She could have turned us to stone like the
pigeons.’ The gnome frowned but didn’t get angry. ‘If you were pigeons, she might
have,’ he said. ‘However, that little coin, as you call it, will give you a special
power whenever it’s in your pocket. It will allow you to know what’s right every
time you’re not sure. Now, it won’t help you do the right thing, but it will make
sure you always know what the right thing is. Make sure you don’t lose it for pity’s
sake. Anyway, stop fussing with me; you don’t bargain with gnomes. Now, you had
both better get home for dinner. Don’t try and blame a gnome for being late.’
“The boys started off on their bikes, which, they could already tell, had no
magic, except maybe just a little, when the gnome called out. ‘Just a minute
please.’ When the boys stopped, he reached under his cloak and tossed a miniature
football to Nickel, who caught it quite nicely one-handed. ‘Is that your football?’
the gnome asked. ‘Yeah, it is. Thanks. I must have left it here.’ ‘I thought as much,’
the gnome said grumpily. ‘You should learn to take better care of your things.
You’re not going to have gnomes picking up after you the rest of your life.’ And
then the boys rode away as fast they could, laughing all the way home. The end.”
Theo flopped his arms up and down on the bed in salute. “That was so good.
See, you can still tell a story.”
“For an amateur, I have my moments.”
Both stayed quiet and still and let the late hour, the story and their un ion
float about them in the dark.
“Dad…” Theo’s call made him snap his head up. He was falling asleep
sitting up there against the bed.
“Yes.”
“Do you think mom would whisper on the phone because she knew I was
listening?”
“No, if she didn’t want you to hear, she’d just shoo you away. What was she
whispering about?”
“This man.”
“What man?”
“The man who did something to her.”
Art raised his voice a notch, but quickly lowered it. “Theo… Theo, what do
you mean, did something to her? Do you know who she was talking about?”

“Some man the twit woman knew. Mom said he was inside her. She said he
was inside her and making her feel excited, like never before. His name was Jack,
that’s the name she said.”
He didn’t know any Jack except for a straining second-rater at the office and
that was totally impossible.
“He had a big driver, she said.” Theo added, warming to his task and Art’s
intensity. “She said she knew it was wrong. She knew it was wrong but that
somebody else had done it, too. At the club. And the twit woman had done it, too.
Mom just kept laughing with her. I’ll always hate her,”
He gave Theo his last mental effort. He thought it heroic and brilliant.
“Theo. Theo. Mom didn’t do anything wrong. She was just joking with Mrs.
Dowling. That man she talked about is the golf pro at the club. He was teaching
Mom how to play better. He wasn’t inside her, he was beside her. Helping her use
the driver. Showing her how to hit the ball better. He teaches Mrs. Dowl ing, too.
You should know that only dad would be inside your mother; that’s what we do to
show we love each other. It’s special just between us.”
“I heard what she said.”
“Well, Theo, I believe you, but I think you just got it a bit wrong. That’s all.
Let’s go to sleep now. It’s really late.”
“Okay. Thanks, Dad.”
“Theo?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m so tired I don’t think I can make it up the stairs. Will you let me have
one of your pillows? I’ll just rest here. At least for a while.”
“Dad, come on, I have to have two pillows. I always sleep with two pil lows.”
“Theo, I know, but it’s just for tonight. I told you a story; it’s only fair to
share your pillows.”
“Okay. You’re right. Fair’s fair.”
Art took the pillow and, deciding not to try for a blanket, went to sleep in
the fitful wrap of Theo’s story. He awoke to his wife standing next to him, clucking
in disbelief. She pointed toward the mirror on the wall and said, “Art, I can’t
believe you. Look what a mess you’ve made of your suit.” Theo looked out from
his bed in wonder, ready to pull his blankets over his head.

Borders
- Patricia Bass
The backyard border is a jungle in the rain
Framed by the kitchen window;
Curving fronds of a rosebush forest
Wave like arms in adulation to the wind.
Entering at left, the neighbor’s cat,
Tail held in tangent to her ears,
Slinks to the border’s edge,
Steps into the morass and disappears.
Acknowledging no boundaries between us,
I glide inside her fur;
I flex my paws to admire my claws
And listen to the rumble of my purr.
My breath is steam upon the clammy earth;
No sound I utter when a flutter of birds
Shatters my calm and scatters
In the cold November air.
Disregarding fences, I explore
Wherever curiosity invites me
Under gates and over walls I move
With green eyes wide to what excites me.
I blink – and return to my place at the window,
Where, confined to my invisible maze,
I hear the thunder like a distant drummer
Beating time to the number of my days.

Midnight Gladiolus
- Itala Langmar
I am listening to my Borgia soul
my cruel instincts,
my corrupted unconscious
my kind and educated self highly disapproves.
In the end I read my own verdict.
The midnight blue flower lies collapsed
into a pale blue hole,
a taste of failure
in my mouth like a desiccate petal.

Mr. Ray, the Radio Ventriloquist
- Mike Ellman
Dr. Ted gently prodded the old man. “Mr. Ray, I want to listen to your heart and
lungs. Nurse Paula is here with your medicines, and she’ll take your pulse and blood
pressure.”
Mr. Ray was parked in the nursing home’s common room, slumped in his
wheelchair, the wheels locked, awaiting his afternoon snack. Wednesdays featured green
gelatin, the choice being a watery, whitish topping from a spray can or plain. A gray
cotton towel spotted with delicacies harvested from a week of supping was looped around
his abdomen and tied around the back of the chair to keep him from falling. Daytime
television provided background. General Hospital was winding down its second half
hour. It was absurdly unlike the experiences of these residents, who were in and out of
the medicine wards like clockwork.
Mr. Ray was indistinguishable from the other inhabitants except for the presence
of a wooden doll snug on his lap. The doll, head down and eyes shut, wore a custommade tuxedo and bow tie, both askew and dulled by the years. Only its black, shiny
shoes, Thom McCann’s, the good ol’ Buster Brown’s, water resistant and scuff-proof,
were presentable.
Awakening with the doctor’s nudge, Mr. Ray scanned the room for the camera,
professional that he was, searching for the red on-air light and the director counting down
the seconds before show time. Vision filtered through wrinkled corneas and opaque
lenses, he mistook the doctor for Larry the piano player and confused Nurse Paula with
Estelle, his comely assistant.
“Presenting Mr. Ray, the Radio Ventriloquist, along with Donnie the
wisecracking doll, the beautiful Estelle, Larry at the piano, Patsy Klein, our permanent
guest star, and this is yours truly, Mr. Ray.” Strong voice with timbre and pleasant basso,
the darkness camouflaging his eyes and the lines circling his mouth receding, Mr. Ray
mentally performed his show of decades past. “Let’s sing that new ballad, Vaya con Dios,
together please. Donnie and Estelle, a one, a two…”
Donnie hesitated. “Is that song Spanish, Mr. Ray?”
“Like a mazurka, waltz or gavotte, it’s Spanish all right,” Mr. Ray answered, not
at all upset with Donnie’s cheekiness.
“Will my Spanish princess, Ava Gardner, come and sing it with me?” Donnie
continued.
“Miss Gardner isn’t Spanish, Donnie; you must be thinking of Sophia Loren.”
“Mr. Ray, I don’t want to sing in Spanish. If English is good enough for Marcel
Marceau, it’s good enough for everyone. Just yesterday, I was strolling down Cermak
Road and 22nd Street, and all the speech I heard was foreign garble, clatter, and more
clatter. Why, I thought…”
Estelle, Patsy and Mr. Ray yelled in unison, “Donnie, for goodness sakes, you
were in Chinatown!”
Then there were the famous guests who cancelled their appearances at the last
moment with fateful telephone calls taken live on television by Mr. Ray, unable to hide
his disappointment. Except for Patsy Klein, now a regular on the show, the almost-great
country singer with the Yiddish sayings, who sang the same words to Mr. Ray each week

with her trademark clarity and lilting voice: “I’ll sing bubkes on this show unless there’s
cash in my envelope and not newspaper shreds like last time, you gonif.”
The piece de resistance was Donnie and Estelle insisting on every broadcast that
Mr. Ray drink water from a glass while talking for Donnie, just like real ventriloquists.
Mr. Ray sighed, finally saying OK, exasperated, looking resignedly at the audience,
holding their attention for what seemed to be an eternity, and then swallowing the water.
At the same time, he released a Dictaphone tape hidden inside Donnie, so it appeared that
Donnie was speaking.
Mr. Ray then leaned forward and started to choke, pointing to his throat. “He’s
going to throw-up for pity’s sake!” a scream from the audience filtered its way onstage.
But the water regurgitated from Donnie’s mouth instead, streaming from an enema
syringe also hidden inside the doll. The audience howled. Mr. Ray beamed.
“Mr. Ray, your lungs are clear, and your heart sounds are strong. The medicines
are working. Cut down on the salt and try walking with the walker for exercise.”
But Mr. Ray was asleep, chin settled down on his chest, not hearing the doctor’s
pabulum. Showtime was exhausting.
***
The nursing home came with two serendipitous pleasures for Ted. First there was
his reunion with the long-lost Mr. Ray, the even-tempered and amiable television father
who orchestrated a cast of attractive miscreants. He was the Radio Ventriloquist, master
of the clever repartee and king of the live on-air tap dancing and castanet playing
contests.
Unfortunately Mr. Ray’s jump to television did not serve him well. The show was
relegated to an afternoon children’s channel featuring inept singing and dancing to the
popular songs of the day. And his ventriloquism skills were the antithesis of throwing
one’s voice. His mouth moved in concert with his dummy’s, and their voices were
identical. Before the live telecasts the audience was warned to not point and shout,
“Look! He’s moving his lips!”
Ted’s second delight was Paula, chief RN of the Outer Drive Nursing Home.
Medium height, slim, eyes the color of a winter sky at daybreak when the light is brushed
with frost. Her brown hair swayed in synchrony with each twirl of her head, framing her
generous smile. Paula rekindled the erotic dreams of Estelle which had swamped Ted’s
adolescent sleep.
Paula loved Mr. Ray, her favorite charge. With her persistent prodding he
awakened slowly, eyelids fluttering, his million-dollar smile unfolding like an early
summer rose. She polished the puppet’s tiny shoes without prompting, just for his delight.
Paula and Ted shared a life outside the Home – dinner or a movie or both. Sunday
afternoon picnics with home-made sandwiches on whole grain bread and soft or hard
cheese to accompany the red wine; vin rouge, they said, laughing, clinking plastic cups.
Meals often ended with the duo singing a Mr. Ray melody while Ted tap danced. He
was a nonchalant Astaire, graceful, hands in pockets jiggling nickels and quarters in time
to the beat.
***
Dr. Ted was a good catch, Paula’s parents agreed, but don’t delay marriage too
long they said, their voices trailing off to a whisper, not wanting to go public with their
fear. They married at eighteen. Indeed, Ted was almost too good-looking, tall and

forceful with a ready smile, attracting attention wherever he went. Waitresses substituted
regular coffee for decaffeinated, apologized, and then slipped him their telephone
numbers, scribbled on a napkin, balled up to fit into his palm, just in case he wanted
company at 2 AM.
It was Ted’s idea: dinner at Kathy’s on Hubbard, the French-Moroccan fusion inspot, with Paula and her parents. A special evening, he said, holding Paula’s gaze. Once
seated they were welcomed by Harold, the world’s most attentive waiter. The napkin on
his forearm had a military crease, his black tie was perhaps made of raw silk, and the
wine list he handed Paula’s father was enclosed in a leather booklet adorned with tassels.
“Try the Charles Krug chardonnay with the appetizer, Mr. Davis” Ted said. “The
peach and oak flavors bite at you like the crack of a whip.”
“Name’s Andy, Ted. And I’ll take a Bud,” Mr. Davis responded. Looking at
Harold he added, “No need for a fancy menu. I’ll have your biggest T-bone and mashed
potatoes, not couscous, whatever the hell that is.” He pointed a generous index finger at
Ted. “The Davis‘s eat American.”
“Call me Alma,” Mrs. Davis chimed in, snapping her menu shut with both hands.
“A big steak for me, too.” She poked Ted in his side with a hefty elbow. “Ted, listen up.”
Mrs. Davis whispered in his ear, her hand around his neck holding him close in
conspiracy. “Andy and I are just plain folk. If you want to surprise us,” she stopped to
give him a series of winks, “by gettin’ down on one knee in front of our beautiful Paula,
askin’ for her hand in marriage, and hidin’ a diamond engagement ring in the apple pie,
stickin’ half-way out of the whipped cream, real cute like, just go ahead and do it. You
know it’s a little late now, but next time, consider going to the Denny’s across from our
house. Andy and me love the pancakes.”
“The surprise will come soon.” Ted winked back, believing the two of them were
on the same wave-length about surprises.
Having gnawed the last of his steak from the bone, Mr. Davis sighed with
contentment. He tossed his soiled napkin on the table, giving Ted approval for the hearty
meal and the OK to proceed with whatever Ted and the missus were whispering about.
“Ladies and Germs,” Ted said, shamelessly borrowing from Milton Berle and at
the same time introducing Donnie the puppet who’d been hidden under the table.
Oblivious to the startled then stony faces of his audience, Ted and Donnie, dressed in
tuxedo and high hat, broke into Puttin on the Ritz; Donnie’s tabletop dancing
overshadowed Ted’s singing. After three minutes of off-key gymnastics, Donnie
gracefully leaped over the water glasses and landed on Alma’s lap. Harold, firm in the
belief that the customer is always right, applauded. He was alone in his admiration.
When no knee was bent nor ring appeared, the elder Davises rose, scraping their
chairs noisily on the restaurant floor. It pained them to miss out on free coffee and
dessert, and they were as tolerant as the next guy, but this was bizarre.
Andy reached for Paula’s hand. “Let’s go, honey. This guy’s loco.”
“Ditto,” said Alma. “A lousy puppet show with no proposal. What about Paula’s
future?”
Paula shook her head in bewilderment, unsure about her loyalties and unsettled;
her acceptance speech, quietly rehearsed throughout dinner, had died quietly. “I’m
leaving, too. They’re my parents. You, I guess, are just a co-worker.” She patted the top
of his head, refusing to allow him to help her slip on her coat.

***
At ninety-five good health is transitory. Mr. Ray was cold and lifeless the
following Saturday morning. No need to call a nursing home resuscitation code or 911.
Notify Dr. Ted to provide the official pronouncement, sign the death certificate, and
phone the funeral home attendants, who were familiar with the nursing home’s porte
cochere under which the recently departed were unobtrusively carried to their next
destination.
Dr. Ted was heartbroken. His stethoscope begged to hear the familiar lub-dub of
the happy entertainer, the silence signaling the end of adolescence. He pulled the sheet
over the once happy face before shuffling towards his office to list the causes. A tearful
hug from Paula, who had even more paper work to complete and the insurmountable task
of comforting the nursing home survivors who were frightened and quiet – someone was
always next.
Later Ted wandered into Mr. Ray’s room, inexpensive art placed haphazardly on
the walls, and the small windows offering little joy. The only pleasing artifact was a
framed black and white photograph slanted awkwardly on the nightstand. A young Mr.
Ray with abundant hair, black and slick, combed around a pristine part, held a crisp,
clothed Donnie, head turned 180°, arguing with his benefactor.
Paula joined him. Equally affected, she sang.
Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream
Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream
When I want you in my arms
When I want you and all your charms
Whenever I want you, all I have to do is
Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream
“Ted?” Paula placed a hand on his shoulder. “The hearse is waiting. The driver
wanted to join in at the chorus, but he’s on a strict schedule. I’m so sorry about Mr. Ray.
I know how much he meant to you. Maybe his death will bring us together. That’s my
dream.”
Ted lost in his reverie was barely able to meet her gaze before speaking. “Mr. Ray
is part of our life. Let’s work to keep him alive.”
***
That evening Ted and Paula met in her office. Paper work and memories needed
to be resolved. Paula looked away too quickly when Ted entered. There was nothing
really to see there, no pictures or photographs, just posters listing the State and Federal
nursing home regulations surrounding the sole window.
“Ted, I think about you when it’s still and quiet. I want to be the most significant
person in your life, the person you turn to for everything good and bad.” Her voice
faltered as she brushed at tears with the back of her hand.
Ted reached out to gently touch her cheek. “I’ve cherished the laughs and the
loving. I revel in them every night. In my dreams you’re Estelle or Patsy, sometimes
both.”
Paula, anticipating Ted’s drivel about adolescent encumbrances, reached under
her desk and extracted Mr. Ray’s puppet. Propping it up on a chair next to her, she patted
its limbs into place, aligning the top hat, her hand hidden underneath the coat and
working the mouth.

“Hello out there, this is Donnie speaking for Mr. Ray and his new best friend
Nurse Paula.” Paula found confidence with the puppet at her side. “I may have a knottypine brain, but even I know a good catch when I see one.” Donnie pointed to Paula.
“Did you know that married men live longer?” Donnie asked Dr. Ted.
Ted, well versed in the Mr. Ray/Donnie routines, mumbled the correct response,
“Yes, but it seems like an eternity.”
Donnie continued, testing the doctor again. “Why is Nurse Paula known in the
hospital by the name ‘appendix’?”
“Because all of the doctors want to take her out.”
“Correct again! So read my lips, Mr. big shot doctor. Nurse Paula has all the
goods. And now I’m going back into my box. Auf weidershen, as they say in
Norwegian.” Donnie quoted an old Mr. Ray closing line, while he pointed an accusatory
finger at the doctor. “And I’m staying there until you and Nurse Paula get hitched,
married.”
Ted flushed and looked away, trying to clear his thoughts. How would Mr. Ray
handle an encounter with a formidable Nurse Paula teamed with his once-upon-a-time
friend? He stopped Paula from placing the puppet back into the box, the tall black hat
was being crushed, his arms and legs becoming tangled.
“Maybe we can work something out,” he said. His heart was willing.

Drums in the Park
- Patricia Bass
Halfway into the green you can hear them
The drums repeating themselves
Completing one sentence and starting another
The drummers a circle silhouetted in shade
Crouching while holding the drums with their legs
Or standing or sitting cross-legged
Creating a murmur that speaks without words
They compete with the people around them
Who reach out to each other
In ways without words
Bare-chested young men kick a ball with their heels
One shirtless person is wearing a python
Someone is dancing alone in the circle
Others are following dogs on their leashes
Leaning on bicycles, strolling with babes
In the heat, replete with the rumble of drums
Repeating themselves
Connecting the dogs and the bikes and the people
To the park and the sky and the sun in our eyes
Getting high on their own adlibbing
Now rolling, now slowing their beat to a hum
Until dark makes the green fade to grey
The atmosphere stills
And we scatter to each our own way.

Lake House
- Adagio Micaletti
I look at the willows sighing
the wind reaching,
strong, flowing, thick –
witness of time
sweeping fantasy spent.
Moving
packing, burning,
the unresolved, postponed – put in the attic,
since –
journals, photos, paintings, tax returns, history.
Family history
moved back in
with me today
and a headache –
heartache of my mind.
Missing, searching, shuffling
time etched
cards, drawings, notes
years of keeping.
And what to do with this
final sift?
Grandchildren
backpacks already overstuffed
with vivid –
yearning, love, intensity, dreams.
Desire.
Yes. I said.
I'm in. For the trees.
Gleaner of the memories.

Loose Hips, Loose Lips
- Charles Shepherd
The airline’s VIP lounge still held baggage from the days when smoking was
permitted. The smell of stale tobacco, like past sins, was not easily lost. The room was
crowded, especially around the bar where a basketball game was on its large-screen TV.
Jan Stirling scanned for a seat as far from the crowd as possible. She needed to
relax, even take a little nap, before catching her delayed flight to Chicago. She was tired,
no, exhausted, and sick of people and conversation. As CEO of the second largest
women’s undergarment distributor in the country, Flashionfelt Fashions, she had attended
the industry’s annual sales convention. Stirling felt it was important for her to be there – a
vivid contrast between her and her company’s youthfulness and its chief competitor,
National Garment Industries, owned by an old man in his eighties, Bernie Feldman.
Being forty-five, Stirling had showed him. She’d been on her feet at her
company’s sales booth for nearly eight hours a day for the last five days, helping her
sales people hustle new customers. Stirling was sure the old man couldn’t compete with
that, and he hadn’t, as far as she could tell. No one from her company had seen Feldman
at his booth once in the five days.
There was another reason Stirling had her dander up about him. She had heard via
the grapevine that Feldman had said that she, “SHE,” couldn’t compete with him. That
was the feedback she had received after lunching with Bernie the day before the
convention. He had broached the subject of merging their companies, which at the time
was a thought she promptly dismissed. I’ll show the old fart, she thought when she first
heard the rumor of his crack, but now she didn’t care. She was too tired to think about
anything, and desperately wanted some quiet time.
Jan nestled into a seat in a nearly vacant section far from the bar. She stretched
out her long legs, wide apart, glad for her convention uniform, a navy blue pants suit.
Wouldn’t want to pull a Sharon Stone, she mused to herself with a weak grin. Her shoes
were kicked off with a sigh. She groveled in her brief case for something which would
give her the appearance of reading while she napped; the convention newsletter would
do. Jan put her head on one of her hands and closed her eyes, feeling the grace of
relaxation crawling over her lanky body. Next the rubber band was removed from her
drawn-back blond hair, allowing it to fall and cover her blue-green eyes. Now she could
safely close them without anyone’s noticing she was taking a snooze.
Her mind was the last to seek calm pastures and was about to graze there when
someone sat down in the seat next her. She glanced up and grumped, For Christ’s sake,
there’s a whole row of seats across from me, why does she have to sit here? As if in
reply, the woman pulled a cell phone from her brief case and punched a number.
Stirling heard someone answer; the woman was not holding the phone close
enough to her ear to prevent the world from hearing what was said by both parties. Ah,
shit, I guess I’d better move if I want my space. But Stirling didn’t. She gambled that the
conversation would be short and that she could return to her reverie. She didn’t register
on the woman’s appearance.
“Marcia, where are you?” Stirling heard a woman’s voice ask the caller. “I
thought you were spending the night with me?”
“I had a better proposition. Whoops. A better opportunity. You know I was out

here to interview a candidate for my firm’s biggest client and, well, one thing led to
another, and, well, you know, since my divorce from Jim, it’s been a long dry spell.”
“Was Slick Smitty as good in the sack as he’s reported to be?”
“Who’s that?”
“Slick Smitty. Charlie Smith. Remember? You said you were going to interview
him, and if you liked him, you wanted to talk to me about him. Dummy. Your brains
must be in your pants. I told you I used to have the carousel next to his when we worked
at National Garment. He got more ass than a toilet seat at that time, and that’s how he got
his nickname.”
“Was he married then?”
“Yeh. Had two kids, but it didn’t seem to bother him.”
“Well, he’s been busy since then. Has three kids now and one on the way.”
Marcia was silent for a moment. “I confess. I forgot you worked for National Garment
and that you knew him. Guess my mind is where you say it is. He still works there, and
he’s their best salesman. He, let’s put it this way, sure knows how to relate to women.
Anyway, toots, I’m sorry we missed each other. I need a good woman’s talk, but I needed
a good man’s lay more. We’ll connect the next time I’m out here.”
After Marcia hung up, Stirling watched her put the phone into her brief case,
which had her firm’s name on it. Wells, Schmidt, and Putnam. Her eyes focused on the
name. That’s the headhunting firm we use occasionally. And she’s trying to hire the old
man’s best salesman for a client of hers. Hmm.
Stirling felt blood rush to her face. That god damned womanizer. Sounds just like
my ex Mike; couldn’t keep his mind north of his zipper. But a skirt-chaser doesn’t act
alone. Takes two to tangle. She’s not to blame, but not blameless. For these kinds of
women…. She felt her heart beginning to pound and her head hurt, but she had one more
thought. Let’s teach Mike, Charlie, a lesson, maybe something for Marcia, too. Assholes.
Her therapist would not have approved, but he would have understood. On the long flight
home she gave the topic serious consideration.
On Monday, Jan’s secretary connected her with Marcia Fleming. “Hello, Ms.
Fleming. I’m Jan Stirling, CEO of Fashionfelt Fashions. We’ve used your firm in the
past, and you’ve come to my attention as a good recruiter. I’d like to discuss an
assignment for you for our company.”
“Gee, that’s great, and I’m flattered you called me. But you should talk to the
partner who handled your business in the past before you talk to me.”
“I thought about that, but no one at your firm seems to remember who that was.
Plus, I want a woman, and, from what my secretary tells me, you’re the only professional
woman in the firm. Is that correct?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“Then it’s settled. Could you be in my office tomorrow at 10:30 AM to discuss the
matter?”
“Of course. Again, I’m flattered you called me, and thank you. I look forward to
meeting you.”
Marcia disconnected and leaned back in her chair. A message from heaven. This
could be the piece of business I need to show these male pricks that a woman can be a
rainmaker. And an assignment right under their up-lifted noses ― I'll save my job.
As Marcia entered Jan’s office, she extended her hand for Stirling to shake.

Despite Marcia’s tailored “I’m going to a meeting suit,” Stirling could see the package
that lay underneath, details she had missed at the airport, details which the likes of Slick
Smitty would like to explore. After some small talk about the weather and shopping for
the upcoming holiday season, Stirling said, “Let’s get down to business. I told you one of
the reasons I called you rather than one of your male partners, but there’s another one.
Since we are in what is essentially a woman’s business, I want a woman to represent us in
this assignment. I think you know more about women’s undergarments than most men.”
Laughing, she continued, “But, of course, I could be wrong.”
”Thank you. There are a few men I could mention but won’t,” Marcia giggled.
“Now I’m going to be a little inconsistent. Arguably, more than inconsistent. I
want to hire a salesperson from our largest competitor, and the salesperson happens to be
male. He’s in our face on most every deal, and we want him on our sales staff, maybe
even lead it. I don’t know what he makes as a base salary, but we’ll double it and give
him any other incentives he needs in order to get him.”
“Who does he work for?”
“Nationwide Garment.” Stirling answered with a straight face.
Marcia fought a frown and said, “I know a little about the company. Who’s the
lucky guy?”
“His name is Charles Smith. I don’t know which office he works out of, but I’m
sure you can find that out.”
Marcia felt herself slink into her chair along with her stomach. Oh shit. Not
Charlie. I’ve nearly got him sewed up for someone else. But. But. The commission on this
assignment will be almost, hell, more than double that commission, and it’ll be my
business origination, so what’s the problem? If he gives me any grief about his talking to
Fashionfelt, I’ll remind him of our little roll in the hay.”
After formalizing the assignment, Marcia left with a smile bigger than the one
Slick Charlie had put on her face last week. She marched back to her office, pranced to
the senior partner’s office, and announced she had made a kill. And so there, you stuffy
old bastard.
When, later that week, Charles Smith walked into Stirling’s office, she couldn’t
remember which movie star he looked like, but his Gentleman's Quarterly attire enhanced
his sexuality. The interview went smoothly; Marcia had told him about the compensation
package, more than he could dream of getting anyplace else. Then, too, Slick Smitty was
smitten in more ways than one.
He had sized up Stirling’s athletic body as hidden terrain for future exploration,
and concluded she would be ripe for some of his night moves. Jan helped him in reaching
that impression. When she crossed her legs, she allowed her skirt to slip up far enough to
give him an ogle at her long legs. He was putty for her to mold, and she found out all she
wanted, and much more, about National garment, Bernie Feldman’s company.
Marcia called the next morning to find out how the interview had gone. “He’s just
what I want,” Stirling answered. “I can’t talk now, but I will ASAP. I want to move on
this matter quickly. I’ll call you.”
Stirling pulled out her Blackberry and called the crusty old fart. “Mr. Feldman,
Jan Stirling here. Rested up from that god-awful convention yet? I sure haven’t.”
Feldman mumbled something.
She ignored the comment, whatever it was. “I enjoyed our lunch before the

convention. I’d like to follow up on some ideas of mine since we talked. How’s lunch
today?”
“Hell, lunch with a pretty girl is always fine. Anytime. I’ll buy. Midtown Club at
noon?”
“I’ll see you there. Look forward to it.”
Stirling was at the Club early. She disliked it immensely. Its mahogany-paneled
walls were littered with the pictures of past members, past Presidents, and past tycoons,
all who had looked dead even when alive. As one of the new female members, she had
the privilege of selecting a corner table where conversations were captured by the walls
and kept there.
Feldman spotted her. His short, well-tailored body limped across the room
towards her, stopping along the way to shake hands with old cronies. When he finally
reached the table where Stirling was seated, he said, “Don’t stand,” as she pushed back
her chair. He shook her hand, sat down, took out his handkerchief and wiped the
perspiration from his bald head. He hadn’t been there two minutes when a waiter, dressed
in a tux, brought him a martini, straight up with two olives.
“Been around here too long. They know my passions, and they spoil me. What
can they get for you?”
“A black coffee would be fine, thank you.”
“So you are a member now, too. I can remember when they wouldn’t even let
women dine here, let alone be members.”
“Is that a problem for you?” Stirling asked.
“No. No. I hope I didn’t offend you. Just my old memory coming around the bend
to remind me where I’m at. Can’t remember what happened thirty minutes ago, but I can
remember everything that happened thirty years ago like it was yesterday. Anyway, I bet
we’re off the track. You didn’t come here to talk about my memory or the Club. What do
you have on your pretty little mind?”
Stirling tightened her grip on her cup at the “pretty little mind” comment,
hesitated and answered, “You’re right, Mr., Feldman.”
“Bernie,” he interrupted.
“Thank you, Bernie. The last time we met, we danced around merging our two
companies. You probably noticed I wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea. Well, I confess I
was wrong. I thought you were losing money and were in bad financial shape. My
financial backers would never let me merge if that was the case.”
“What’s changed your mind?”
“To make a long story short, I found out that your salesman, Charles Smith, was
interviewing for a job at a company that competes with both of us. So, I maneuvered a
little and interviewed him as if I wanted to hire him. He spilled the beans about your
company. Seems that you and your family take a lot of money out of the company to
make it appear that it’s losing money, at least to the IRS. By the way, if that’s true, the
practice irritates him as well as some of your other key employees.”
“Let me interrupt, please. Thank you for the input. I’m afraid your information is
correct. I’ve got every Tom, Dick, and Harry from my family on the tit, and I’m
goddamned sick of it. They’re leeches. Think they’re entitled to more money, more of
whatever, without lifting a goddamned finger. I broached the merger idea with you ‘cause
you’re a real comer. You could take charge, fire all my groveling relatives, and keep the

good people who’ve built the company and who I love. The company is very profitable,
but I don’t want a lot for it. I have all the money I could possibly need; no tag days for
Bernie. If I can cash out and merge, I can reward my loyal employees for their
contributions and give myself time to devote to the charitable foundation I’ve set up.”
Stirling was taken aback by Feldman’s frankness. Things had gone way beyond
her wildest expectations. She was thrilled.
“How do we make this happen, young lady?”
“Before we go there, I’ve heard from the grapevine that after our last lunch you
told everyone that I couldn’t compete with you. Is that true?”
“You know, I don’t really remember, but I probably did. What the hell do you
think I’m going to say, you’re better than us? We compete, don’t we? Anyway, that’s not
true. You’ve done a great job, and I think you can do an even better one if you have our
muscle in the market. Enough said?”
Stirling gulped, explained how the merger would probably work, and how they
could get the deal done to their mutual satisfaction. Shortly thereafter, they left, almost
holding hands.
When Stirling got back to her office, she listened to her voice mail and noted that
Marcia had called four times, each call inquiring about the status of Charles Smith.
Stirling grinned as she reached for her phone and dialed Marcia.
Marcia’s caller ID promised her the caller she wanted so desperately to talk to.
Her partners were bugging her, as she described it to her friends, about the big deal she
was working on and when they would get the fee she had bragged about more often than
she should have. She answered with a big, “Jan. How are you? I hope everything is going
as we planned?”
“Well, I don’t know whether the use of ‘we’ is appropriate.”
Marcia said, “I apologize, I guess I was a little presumptuous.”
“Perhaps. But to answer the question I know you’re dying to have answered,
Charles Smith will not be hired by our company, and, furthermore, I hear he’s been fired
by National Garment.”
Stunned, Marcia gulped, “But why?”
“Dear, as if you already don’t know from personal experience, Slick Smitty has a
well-known reputation for being a big time womanizer. I don’t think I need to elaborate
why we would never hire such a person, – and I might add, be associated with anyone
who has been a part of his unacceptable conduct. To be even clearer, if you haven’t
caught on by now, I want you to know that we are terminating your assignment as of this
day. I’ll be writing a letter to your firm to outline our displeasure with your lack of
professionalism.”
Marcia sat stunned, but managed to mutter, “But you’re making accusations about
me that you can’t possibly substantiate. I’ll sue you for slander or whatever.”
“Sue if you like, but my position is simple. When you use a cell phone in a public
place, the Las Vegas airport comes to mind, consider who’s sitting next to you.
Remember the old saying, ‘Loose lips sink…’
Marcia interrupted, “Ships!”
“You’re getting warm, real warm,” Jan Stirling whispered, and hung up.

My Last Move
- Atie Zuurdeeg
The above title is not intended to shock or puzzle. It simply states a fact: I have moved to
a retirement home where I can stay the rest of my life. The Mather is a new building, only half a
block away from my present apartment. People asked, “Were you excited?” And I told them,
“That is not the right word. I left an apartment that was light and spacious with a fifth-floor view
of trees. In short, it was paradise.”
I am still in good shape – fingers crossed – but sooner or later that will change. And I
cannot wait for that to happen because The Mather presently accepts only independent residents.
So I chose security over familiarity – it was not an easy decision, but it gives me peace of mind.
The French have an expression, “Partir, c’est mourir un peu” – “to leave is to die a little.”
It usually refers to leaving a person, but it might just as well apply to a beloved place. I fully
expected to be near tears as I left, but I made a surprising discovery. Since my future apartment
is considerably smaller, I had to part with some of my furniture. After my children made their
choices, the neighbors took the rest to a church rummage sale. As my apartment gradually
emptied of what I once dusted and polished, my emotional attachment weakened. Without my
furniture and other possessions, the place became less personal. It was a bit like the weaning of a
child from his or her mother; I gradually lost my dependence on my apartment. I concluded I had
loved it because it was my place.
Of course, even empty its physical attributes were as attractive as ever, and I will always
cherish the twelve years I spent there. But when, at the end of the day, the place was empty, I
was ready to say goodbye and move on to build a new nest.

Ocean Figures
- Josh Hess
I focus my attention on the edge,
where figures fall from the wall.
It's eschatological things which I recall.
Melodically attentive, substantially I wander.
I dismantle my feet from the rocks,
my mind tells me it's too abstruse;
Yet the water crashes on the walls, splashing.
The air rushes; the threshold of thought
began to sink in deeply, but it was too late.
I forced myself into the blue, obliterating
waves that were making their way to
the walls of where I stood so elevated.
In medias res, I sank to where you once were,
as they dived for you, straying from contention.
We lie eye to eye, centrifugal by which we were dying.
Our citadel began to crumble as the foolish man's home.
Wherefore art the saviors of the sea?
I find it hard to believe, so inclusively;
You once stood here, you once stood.
A plethora of mind-twisting memories haunt
our beings; yet there is no supplement for the weak.
We have a breach, I cannot reach, not reach.
Your ennui has brought us angst of all kinds,
where you lie your body to rest in the sea.
I find it oh so hard to believe.
I continue to focus on my dive.
The edge seems lonely without you watching me.
The figures fall without me;
but the waves, the waves continue.

Where the Turtle Lives
- Jo Stewart
Someone was playing Mozart
I heard it clear
It comforted me
It was in me and out there Yes
I could speak Mozart
I came out of the sea
My universe rocked
to a gentle beat
then a big flood
and falling.
The world
all new
I love it
It makes me giddy I laugh easily
would dance with the wind
but
carry
the weight of time
for centuries
on my shoulders
digging for posterity
tolerating
theft.
I plant my life firmly
with the wisdom of the sea
and can't look back
don't look
I won’t
look back.

Status Statements
- Jeanine Galeazzi
Status I
One thing you learn after years spent
poring over medical texts and tinkering with cadavers:
they teach you how we live, not how to live.
Colleagues claimed it was a relief to commit one’s first surgical gaffe;
it meant an easing of pressure, a broadened perspective, a more mature practice
(that is, if you still had a practice
– and insurance and a house and a family and a car –
once the lawyers picked your carcass clean).
I threw my coat on over my scrubs and ran.
Five things you learn after one night spent
camping in your car four floors down in a subterranean garage in Chinatown:
- There is no comfortable position.
- The ear has an imagination of its own.
- Shadows move even in blackness.
- Others before you have urinated here.
- To be a Missing Person is sublime.
Status II
After yesterday’s courtroom blunder, ashamed to face my partners at work or at home,
I’d fled to the ocean-side reaches of Golden Gate Park and drunk myself to sleep in the
driver’s seat and just now awakened, stiff and sore, to the basso blare of a foghorn.
Coffee. I needed coffee.
I fired up the Beemer and roared off in pursuit of caffeine someplace
far from the downtown java parlors all abuzz over my defeat, someplace
out by the beach where informed San Franciscans might be scant, someplace “voilà!”
like Surfdog’s Brewhaha.
I entered the deserted café uneasy lest the staff take one look at my rumpled suit
one sniff of my fetid breath and refuse to serve me. I would refuse to serve me.
Nevertheless, at the counter, I tapped the bell hard to make my presence known above
the blasting reggae.
Out of nowhere popped a pink-haired nymph with a tiny silver horseshoe through her
nose; she rang up my order and stared at my dishevelment more rapt than revolted,
which in itself was revolting. I withheld my change from the smiley-face tip jar, big man
that I am.

Stowaways
- Susan Myrick
The downpour begins near midnight, during dessert. Weighty, swollen raindrops
pound against the Manhattan restaurant windows while cabs clamor and rush through the
city the way all New Yorkers clamor and rush to speak at the same time.
The diners are out-of-town family members who have traveled to this city for
wedding festivities. Now the storm has yanked the bridal couple from their guests to
change their plans for tomorrow’s outdoor wedding.
After coffee, grandparents, siblings, aunts and uncles, and two sets of divorced
parents duck from the tiny twenty-six-seat restaurant into the deluge to snatch taxis to
their Brooklyn hotel. The sight of the street flooded with cabs brings relief to the
exhausted guests. If they were city dwellers, they would know cabbies drive passengers
from Brooklyn to Manhattan, but not from Manhattan to Brooklyn.
Three of the guests, a young man in a suit and two middle-aged women in party
dresses form a team in pursuit of a taxi. Occupied or not and blind to the hailers' plight,
cabs speed past the waving arms and pained faces of the trio. After an hour's attempt to
flag down a cab, the two women retreat to shiver together against the wall under the
narrow restaurant awning with other stranded party companions.
The young man in his rain-soaked suit now hunches alone, determined to procure
a taxi for his mother and his Aunt Lana, the groom's mother. Dozens of empty taxis
screech away from the young man, leaving him behind with muddied cuffs and curt
refusals to drive to the family's hotel in Brooklyn.
An elderly couple, the groom's grandparents, also stands in the shelter of the
restaurant awning. The old gentleman is distinguished looking, tall and trim, with a full
head of thick white hair. A life-long pose as a courteous person has evolved into a
convincing one. Earlier, before dinner, he had labored to retrieve a penny stuck to the
sidewalk. Fingering the coin in his pocket makes him appear admirably relaxed rather
than unnerved by the late-night rain. When he gets to the hotel, he will add the penny to
his round leather pouch of loose change. His companion of twenty-eight years stands
beside him in bright pink, his twin in agreeable appearances.
Finally, after dozens of rejections, the young man succeeds in his search for an
available cab. Standing at the open car door, he signals to his mother and Aunt Lana
across the street. As he drops into his seat, the opposite door of the taxi opens. Instead of
his mother and aunt, the elderly couple – his step-grandfather, Bill, and girlfriend, Joan –
slips into the seat without a word to the young man. He and his mother had spent the
evening avoiding their company, but there the two sit, in their taxi, uninvited.
The intruders close the taxi door and settle in without a word. They neither
address the cab driver nor acknowledge Paul, whom they have crowded against his door.
Their expectant demeanor implies that the driver had pulled up just for them and knew
their every wish.
The urge to eject them into the flooding streets thunders through the young man's
chest, but the occasion of his cousin's wedding calls for decency, not justice. Paul bites
his tongue. Confrontation would give the man permission to rain indignation upon his
Aunt Lana. "I've never been so insulted in all my life," he would begin. His huff and puff
would continue until he boarded his return flight on Sunday after the wedding. Pouring

endless supplies of venom into the ears of his two daughters peps him up. Being insulted
is so invigorating that he has invented myriad ways to achieve it.
Paul has only just absorbed the shock of the couple's unwelcome intrusion when
the front passenger door opens, and his mother jumps in. Her sleepy, half-closed eyes pop
wide at the sight of the opportunists in the back seat who have stranded her sister behind
in the drenching rain. The late hour and unavailability of cabs will soon force Lana and
her exhausted guests to call a limo service.
Paul cannot predict his mother's response to the couple's audacity. He loathes the
two intruders as much as his mother does and tenses in case he might need to defend her.
The Indian taxi driver turns toward Paul's mother with insistent, rapidly spoken
sentences. Paul and his mother switch their attention from disgust with the trespassers to
the task of untying the cabby's knot of accented words.
"Where you go?" the cab driver asks Anne.
"Holiday Inn. The 600 block of Union Street, Brooklyn."
"Where you go? What address?"
"I told you – the 600 block."
"What address? You have tell me address."
In frustration Paul's mother opens the window and shouts to his aunt for the exact
address.
"That twenty-five miles. Very far! You too essited. I can't drive you too
essited. Calm down."
"No, no. The hotel is only 4.7 miles from here."
"How you know?"
"MapQuest."
At every intersection the driver throws questions into his phone and waits
for directions from the other end; he is the one who needs calming. His talk speeds
nonstop. Passengers are simply bodies in space, bodies with money for fares and ears for
listening to his machine-gun chatter. He informs Paul's mother that he has lived in the
United States for eight years and visited Chicago for eight days.
"Where you from?" he asks.
"Chicago. Where have you been in Chicago?"
“Indian restaurant row.”
"You mean Devon Street? Yes, I know it well. Excellent Indian restaurants."
"You like Indian food? I don't believe."
"Oh, yes, but I don't like the very hot dishes."
Paul's mother, Anne, surprises herself with amusement over the situation. She is
stuck with a hyper taxi driver next to her, who consumes her attention and concern. She
isn't sure how to read him. Is he a nut? Is he dangerous? Can she keep him 'calm down?’
His behavior, though, might simply be his way of protecting himself from late night
trouble makers. You never know, he may be telling himself, you gotta talk loud, sound
tough, be ready to kick 'em out. Behind her, next to Paul, sit the only people in the world
she despises: her step-father Bill and his girlfriend Joan. His behavior earlier this summer
was the last straw. Four point seven miles in New York City ticks like fifteen point seven
in Chicago.
The old man is present for the wedding because Lana, his daughter, insisted that
he come. He dislikes New York. He dislikes inconvenience. He dislikes New York

prices. And the parade of people disgust him. They are reminders that the world has
fallen apart since his generation. But then again, wedding celebrations are opportunities
for free meals.
Joan is in the blank-faced stage of Alzheimer's. She formerly suffered from
logorrhea, an emotional disorder characterized by tedious babble, and everyone in her
presence suffered as well. With Joan at Bill's side, no one noticed that he had nothing to
say, while everyone noticed that she said too much. Alzheimer's had, to everyone's relief,
silenced her at last. The two, now a quiet couple, are silent as mice burgling cheese in a
kitchen.
Finally, the hotel appears through the windshield. Anne's watch reads 2:30 AM.
She switches her thoughts from the taxi driver to Bill and Joan, fantasizing retaliation for
her step-father's aggravating intrusion. She would like to jump out and strand him with
the taxi fare, as he has stranded her outside the family since her mother died twenty-eight
years ago. An instant and a sigh later, she knows her satisfying plan would fail, because
cab-jumping would strand the cabby instead, without a decent tip. Anne knows her stepfather's miserly math well.
Besides, Anne respects, or perhaps she idealizes, weddings. She is convinced her
nephew and his bride deserve to be honored with their guests' sincere participation in
their celebration of union and love. Until the family occasion is over, another time for
confrontation will have to do. Anne tries to figure out a way both to pay the cabby and
escape the couple's presence.
Earlier that summer, the house over which Anne's step-father once presided, the
house in which Anne grew up with her two half-sisters, had to be readied for the market.
Even three decades after the death of Anne's mother, the house held much that had been
promised to Anne and her half-sisters. The three grown siblings set aside four days in
June to sort and reminisce. This step-father did not want his step-daughter in the house.
He phoned to make sure she knew.
“I would like to say this: I didn't invite you to come to the house. You are not
welcome. And I advise you not to show up, because you will not be admitted to my
house. So please do not make any attempts to come here. There's nothing here that
belongs to you, so just remember not to make this trip, OK? Bye.”
The memory of his words adds to Anne's dread of the minutes and space between
the taxi and her hotel room. Trapped between her responsibility to the cab driver and her
step-father's opportunism, she gives up. She will have to stick around to make sure the
driver receives a just fare.
The taxi turns into the circle drive of their hotel. Rising suddenly from silence in
the backseat, the unexpected voice of her son, Paul, alleviates Anne's feeling of
entrapment. Paul has turned to face his grandfather and spoken forcefully. Rather than
addressing the man as "Granddad,” he calls him by his first name.
"Got any money, Bill? Got the money you owe for the ride?" The meter showed
$18. Paul spoke with the confidence of a man, rather than the deference of a grandson.
Anne realizes then that Paul had stopped counting him as a grandfather.
"Uh, well," Bill says, as if surprised that money is involved in his taxi ride. He
rocks over to one side the way a man does to pull his wallet from a pocket. "Uh, I can't
get my wallet out."
"That's okay, we have time." Paul has opened his door to step out and stand

up. The old man hands his grandson a $10 bill.
"You need more money, Paul? Need more for a tip?” He has already returned his
wallet to his pocket. Slow getting it out, fast putting it away.
"Don't bother, Bill. I'll take care of it." Paul hands the driver his fare and a 40%
tip. Unlike the dozens of indifferent taxi drivers, this man stopped for them. And Anne
and Paul are grateful.

The Grasping Hand
- Susan Myrick
I often find myself writing about death – its grasp, its hand in loss within family
and among acquaintances. Deaths stop the world. Earthly tilt and daily rotation seem
petty, the oceans’ tides rude.
But today, this luminous October Sunday morning, the grasp of life is firm. A
cloudless sky, the unblinking blue of autumn, melts through fire red and golden trees
before it falls through the stained-glass windows of our church. I’ve arrived late and sit in
a back pew among the ushers in their suits and ID badges.
The crowd of worshippers is small, the sermon large: how we help one another
navigate through suffering and how we tend to offer yackety-yak instead of supportive
silences. The sermon is spoken by an eloquent woman, a visiting speaker to our church. I
take notes in the margins of the bulletin because I cannot let words and phrases I admire
escape. I am compelled to grasp them tightly and handle them for a while to get the feel
of them.
Ahead of me in a sparsely occupied pew, a husband’s arm lays outstretched
toward his wife, his hand flat against her shoulder. Devotion animates the small muscles
and posture of his hand, tenderness rests in his cheeks. The husband is Asian, young and
fresh-skinned.
The congregation grips its dozens of hymnals, rises, and sings. Standing reveals
that his wife is expecting a baby. She is healthy slim; her condition resides only in her
abdomen. I imagine a fetus in a womb, little fists clinched, grasping at the fullness and
promise of a life these gentle parents seem dedicated to providing.
This morning most congregants are like me, on the older side of our church
population. Unlike the husband’s firm muscles, ours droop, coffin-like, until we sing or
greet one another. It is our history and wisdom, not our muscles, which grasp life and
recompose our faces.
I walk to my car, not caring how far away I’ve parked from church. Sidewalks in
this 100-year-old, tree-thick neighborhood shimmer in the light of brilliant autumn
colors. Houses along the walk are each one different from the next. Halloween
decorations spread their way in all directions. Some displays are ambitious. Entire
windows and doors, front yards and trees are handed over by their owners to the
battlefield. Humor overcomes the skeletal doom of death.
A van creeps along beneath an arbor of glowing yellows. Its driver, a young
mother, grasps a caramel apple, munches into amber. She has managed three bites or so
as she waits in front of the church for her passenger. I imagine I can hear the explosions
of white and juicy into this dazzling day.
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Vessel
- David Hart
Are we the last to winter with the dead,
marooned on this island?
Will the bus never dock
On the far shore of this boulevard?
Not so far from you, yet each return
Somehow in doubt, as though
A mythic vessel must be launched
Each day, great seas crossed.
From the thin warmth of doorways,
Women sing to windward,
Neon shadows frozen mid-stride,
Their wine thickened with false comfort.
Over the hard lake no stars
Emerge by which to navigate.
*
At last aboard the swaying hull, weary rows
Of oarsmen turn to me
Silent with hope in bright heat that blows
As though beaten by wings.
Turning from their eyes, I touch
Their shoulders with promise as I pass
And we lurch toward home at last,
A vessel of light and comradeship.

The Stairwell
- Dennis Beard
The doorbell rang. Now what? thought Agatha, heaving herself up and out of the
sweat-stained recliner where she had been dozing. Can’t they leave a person alone? She
crossed the room with labored steps. What a grimy dump this is. Whole damned
neighborhood has turned to crap. Thirty years ago… She punched the intercom button.
“Who’s there,” she bellowed.
“It’s Cora.”
“Cora who?”
“It’s Cora. Your sister Cora.”
“Oh, it’s you. Cora. Well…come on up.”
Agatha pushed the button that unlocked the outside door into the vestibule. Then
she opened her door and stepped out onto the third floor landing. Leaning over the rail,
she looked into the stairwell that wound its way down three floors. Cora came into view
as the heavy front door closed noisily behind her. She shuffled across the marble floor
and wearily dropped her suitcase at the foot of the stairs. Pulling a handkerchief from her
bodice, she wiped sweat from her face.
She’s gonna be a pest. “I’m up here,” said Agatha.
Cora looked at the narrow winding stairway and sighed, “Mercy, Agatha, what a
climb.”
“Well, pick up your suitcase and come on up if you’re going to.”
“How ever do you manage these steps?”
“The same way you will,” snapped Agatha. “One at a time. Just keep coming.
First thing you know you’ll be here.” What next? What the hell does she want? What
does she expect out of me?
Arriving breathless at the top, Cora said, “Oh, Agatha, my older sister. It’s so
wonderful to see you. I do hope I can stay with you for a few days until I find a room of
my own.” Agatha backed into her doorway and stood arms akimbo.
“I’m just down on my luck with Gray having died. You got my letter?”
“I got it.”
“I thought I’d move to Chicago to be near you and Gertie and Al. You’re all the
family I got now.”
Agatha thought of the letter she’d received a few days ago. Gray is dead in New
Orleans, and now Cora is falling back on us: two sisters and a brother that don’t even
talk to each other…full of resentment… suspicion…some family. What does she really
want? She looked at the forlorn Cora, who dropped her suitcase on the landing. Gray
made money in his day…wonder if she’s got some of it? Better not throw her out ’til I
know. Always cheerful…most normal one of the bunch…ha…normal in our family. He
was a salesman…made money…a sap, we all knew that. We all scoffed…but maybe she
has money. Can’t tell…could work out. Probably thinks I’m a meanie. Way I’m lookin’
her up and down
Cora stood there with a blank look. Wanting to smile, but unable.
“Yeah, come on in. I’ll see if I can find a spot for ya,” Agatha said.
“Oh, Agatha, you’re so good. I just can’t tell you what this means to me. Oh,
you’re just so good.”

“All right, honey, you can knock off the sweet talk and put your stuff in the
bedroom, second door down the hall on the left.”
Cora walked down the dark hallway, careful not to catch her heel in the
threadbare runner. In the room she lifted her suitcase onto the bed. There was a chest of
drawers to match. She noticed all the furniture was from the ‘20s – in pretty good shape,
but dusty. Everything was dusty, and it didn’t wipe off easily; it had been collecting for
years.
Cora walked back to the living room. “Well, Agatha, darling, the drawers in the
dresser are full. What shall I do with my things?”
“We’ll find some boxes for the crap in the dresser,” Agatha said, “and throw it out
or store it in the basement. And, Cora, I won’t tell you again, that phony sweet talk of
yours is gettin’ on my nerves, and you haven’t been here twenty minutes. ‘Darling.’
Christ.”
“Now, Agatha, I’ve lived in the south for forty years. This is the way I speak. I
expect that in a year or two I’ll sound a little more like you all.”
“Christ! A year or two. I can’t understand why you’d come to Chicago – southern
ways ingrained in you the way they are.”
“Oh, Agatha, life was so good all those years in New Orleans. So good. Gray was
such a gentleman. Why, when he died, I was almost beside myself.” She sank into an
easy chair. “We had so few friends left. Most had retired or moved away. A few had died.
Life truly took a turn for the worse. And I said to myself, Cora, you got to go to Chicago
where your sisters and brother are. And here I am. And I’m glad to be here. Yes, I am,
Agatha. Some day you’ll smile about all this.
“But what I’d love right now is some sweet tea. Do you know what that is,
Agatha?”
“Not exactly.”
“When I go to the store, I’m gettin’ some tea and makin’ sweet tea for you. I
know you’ll like it.”
Cora was a doer. She set about getting her room in order and, as the weeks went
by, sent for the few belongings she had in storage in New Orleans. She cleaned the
apartment, even persuading Agatha to allow the furniture to be moved so the carpets
could be rolled up and sent out for cleaning. Painting, however, was out of the question.
Under no condition would Agatha allow strangers in the place, disturbing things that had
been sitting just so for years. Cora took the grocery shopping under her wing, and for the
first time in years wholesome smells came from the kitchen. More important than
anything else, she insisted on helping with the rent.
One Monday Cora stood at the stove sipping sweet tea and brewing a pot of
shrimp gumbo. Agatha sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee. She had come to like the
gumbo, but invariably complained about it.
“Oh, Agatha, we must invite Gertie and Al to dinner a week from Sunday. I so
want to see them after all these years. They know I’m here.” She took the lid off the pot
and stirred the soup. “I can’t imagine why they haven’t come to see me. Nothing but a
phone call from Al and a short one at that, and not so much as an ‘I’m happy to have you
up here.’ So I want to have them over.”
Agatha’s face darkened. “Those two? I hate ‘em.”
“Hate!”

“Don’t you look at me like that,” said Agatha. “There’s nothin’ wrong with hatin’
people like them that deserve it. Once in a while Al stops by to complain but that’s about
all I ever hear from either of them. I haven’t heard from Gertie in years. We don’t talk.
She’s so damned high and mighty.” She looked about the kitchen and through the door
into the dinning room. Fact is, this place looks better’n it has in years. If the two of them
get a look at it, they’ll eat their hearts out seein’ I’ve latched onto a gold mine. Least
that’s what they’ll think…what I hope. “Tell you what, Cora, go ahead and invite ‘em.
What can the harm be? Kin is kin. Yeah, go ahead. What do I care?”
The following Sunday afternoon the mahogany table was polished nicely and set
for four, and with food good enough to surprise both Al and Gertie. Al, all 300 pounds of
him, arrived within minutes of the appointed hour. He lumbered up the three flights under
the power of his one good leg and his cane, making what use he could of the game leg. It
had been injured at the hip while busting broncos for the army some fifty years back, or
so he always claimed.
Cora was waiting for him at the top of the stairs. “Oh, Al, my own little Al,” she
gushed, “but then you’re not so little now, are you?” Cora threw her arms around her
brother.
“What’s this?” he grumbled. “Whadda ya tryin’ to do, knock me down the stairs?
Do we need all this show of affection?” Then he thought better of his gruff manner and
produced what, for him, passed as a smile. All the while he looked his sister up and
down, noting with disdain her cheerfulness and the direct gaze of her eyes. He said,
“How the hell are ya, Cora? You always was the best lookin’ one of the bunch and tall.
You got our old man’s height, you and Gertie.”
He turned to the squatter Agatha, who, being broad across the hips and jowlier,
resembled their mother. She fixed him with a glare and a down-turned lip as he passed
his hat to her.
Al was an ill-tempered man, capable of explosive anger, and, although Agatha
didn’t fear him, neither did she go out of her way to antagonize him. This was her one
concession to family harmony on that day. Being antagonistic was her deepest source of
pleasure.
Gertie arrived by taxi cab about a half-hour late. Making her way up the stairs,
she hardly revealed the fatigue of disease which lay within her long, lanky body and
which would soon take her life. Cora greeted her effusively, “Oh, you look just the same
as always. You haven’t gained or lost a pound. Just look at you. My, oh my, if this isn’t
the day!”
Gertie, the taller of the two, looked down at Cora, assessing her with the keenness
of one who had spent her life in a law office. She assumed an intimidating demeanor
enhanced by her direct eyes, her hooked nose, and her narrow lips that seemed always on
the verge of a snarl. This demeanor was reinforced by her natural posture which was to
lean slightly forward at the hips, so that she seemed to be aggressively in your face. She
wore a loose-fitting dress that looked like it had been bought in the’20s and a hat of the
same vintage. The colors were faded, and the fabrics seemed to have taken on the hue of
dust that had settled over the years and sunken in to become one with the garment. She
smelled of layer over layer of stale tobacco smoke; the very cells of her skin were so
infused with smoke that she had the look of being not quite fully alive.
“Hi ya, Cora,” she said, pushing her way into the apartment. “I’m surprised to see

you in the city after all these years. Didn’t think anything’d pry you out of New Orleans.”
She brushed past Agatha. They had not spoken in several years, and Gertie did not
intend to speak now. Her sister was amenable to this situation, and the two of them fell
into the general conversation, such as it was, without speaking to or even looking at each
other.
Presently Cora set the food on the table, and they sat down. She had made a fried
chicken dinner in the southern fashion. The food was delicious, but this did not prevent
Al from grousing, “The vegetables are soggy, and the chicken’s not as crispy as it oughta
be. That’s your fault, Gertie; you’ve never been on time for anything in your life. You
don’t give a damn how long the food sits around, or what it tastes like.”
To this Gertie retorted, “That’s right. And I don’t ever intend to be on time. If you
don’t know by now to plan on that, then you’ll probably never learn. There are people,
you know, who never learn.”
“And you’re one of ’em,” Al snarled.
“And how many meals got cold,” Gertie shot back, “while you laid in bed hung
over on a Sunday noon?”
“Well,” said Cora. “Now, now, these things don’t matter. What’s important is that
we’re all together after all these years. Why, you all just have no idea what it means to
me to be here with the three of you. It would make Gray so happy to know I’m here with
my family. I do expect he does know.”
“Don’t be a fool, Cora,” snapped Gertie, biting into a chicken leg. “Gray is dead.
Dead is dead.”
Cora sat quietly; her hands folded in her lap. Eyes downcast.
“Cora,” Al growled without looking up from his plate, “you’re better off to forget
that damn guy. He was nothin’ but a patsy. He didn’t leave you nothin’, or you wouldn’t
be livin’ in this dump. So, what the hell good was he?”
“Dump!” cried Agatha.
“Oh, Gertie! Oh, Al! How could you say that? And Gray not six weeks in his
grave.” Tears streamed down Cora’s face. “Oh, please excuse me. I’ll be all right in a
minute or two.” She got up from her seat and went to her room, softly closing the door.
“What the hell’s the matter with her?” Al said.
“Pay no attention,” said Gertie. “She always was a baby.”
The two of them kept eating.
Agatha quietly gloated. They made enemies of her now. Now her and her money
will stay with me. She laid down her knife and fork. With difficulty, she got to her feet
and went to Cora.
Gertie went to the kitchen where she found an apple pie Cora had made. She cut
a chunk for herself and one for Al, and they ate it together silently, and washed it down
with coffee.
“We better get out of here,” said Al. “The two of them are in there together. For
Christ’s sake, we didn’t say nothin’ but what is the truth about that milk sop. Come on,
I’ll give you a ride home.”
That afternoon Cora’s ears began to ring, and she began to get dizzy spells. The
ringing and the dizziness got worse over the next few months; she became distracted;
living on little more than sweet tea, she moved about the apartment with one hand on the
wall to steady herself; and she pleaded for Agatha to help her in her distress.

Agatha, who was weary with old age’ was not able to undertake the care of so
sick a sister. And she now discovered that Cora had only a few thousand dollars, and that
this would soon be gone. She too became distracted and was beside herself.
On a Thursday afternoon Agatha called Al. “It’s Cora. She’s dead! Get over here
fast as you can.”
“What’s happened?”
“You’ll find out when you get here. Hurry!”
Al drove over to Agatha’s place. Dead, Cora dead. How? What next? He rang
the bell.
“That you, Al?” she said quietly through the intercom.
“Yeah, it’s me. Open up.”
The lock buzzed. He entered the lobby and started up the stairs, his breath coming
short. A man could die on these damn steps. Three flights! She was waiting on her
landing, motioned him to a chair, and then sat down heavily on the sofa, looking up with
watery eyes.
“What’s this all about?” Al questioned.
“You know her ears’ve been ringin’, and she’s had these dizzies. Sometimes
closes her eyes to stop the room from spinnin,” Agatha began. “Well, I was in the
kitchen, hour or so ago, when the doorbell rang. So, Cora was in the front room and went
out on the landing to see who it was. I told her a dozen times not to go out by them steps.
But she wouldn’t listen.” Agatha was now streaming tears, something that she could do
when needed. “She must of leaned over the rail and lost her balance and fell. I told all
this to the police, and they seemed to think that was what happened.”
Al saw relief in her face when she said that the police had found her story
plausible. He had an uncanny way of listening to people. He heard every intonation and
watched every twitch of an eyebrow, every curl of the lip. Being an accomplished liar
himself, he knew when they were telling the truth, and when they were hiding something.
“Look, Agatha, this’s too bad. You lost a sister. We both lost a sister. But that
damn ringin’ in her ears was driving you crazy – and her, too. Now she’s dead, and no
more any trouble to you – or to herself. It’s just as well. You don’t need her anyhow.
Maybe you’ll even get some of her dough.”
Agatha looked up at Al, dried her tears, and smiled.
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