


STRANGE SNOW AND OTHER STORJES 

by 

Laura Quinlan DeJong 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Fine Arts 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida 

December 2005 



STRANGE SNOW AND OTHER STORIES 

by 
Laura Quinlan DeJong 

This thesis was prepared under the direction of the candidate's thesis advisor, 
Professor Papatya Bucak, Department of English, and has been approved by the 
members of her supervisory committee. It was submitted to the faculty of The 
Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters and was accepted in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Fine Arts. 

Mar~ 

II 



Author: 

Title: 

Institution: 

Thesis Advisor: 

Degree: 

Year: 

ABSTRACT 

Laura Quinlan DeJong 

Strange Snow and Other Stories 

Florida Atlantic University 

A. Papatya Bucak 

Master of Fine Arts 

2005 

Weather assists in shaping our reality. It is an unalterable condition of the 

world that we are born into. This short story collection aims to present the nuances of 

weather. It attempts to acknowledge wind , rain, snow and lightning as forces that 

shape the world of its characters, forces that even influence the structure of the story 

itself. In some cases, weather acts as metaphor; in others, the weather seeks to alter 

language itself. The beauty of a snowflake resides in image and language. 
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The Snow Eater 

Landscape often fires the aura associated with a new place and every 

ponderosa pine and prairie vista intensified my preoccupation with the creature. I 

imagined it crawling on the ground, skin mottled orange and copper, snout like an ant 

eater 's. Replicated five thousand times, it, and its kin, would climb out of the Black 

Hills and burrow down through the slopes and the snow banks with a fierce , hot 

breath as the people of Rapid City and Sturgis slept. 

"Why do we live here now," my nana tentatively asked me one evening when 

the vague shapes of dusk were emerging in the frame of our living room window. 

Absorbed with my musings, I turned to the deep lines of her tanned face and the 

frosted hair full of silver traces. These were stark reminders of where we had been 

and where we were now. Her question annoyed me with its ignorance, since the 

move had been thoroughly discussed by both of us, but I shrugged it off. 

" Why? We both know that I will be teaching here in June." I stood up and 

began to clear the dishes. "We discussed this before we left Florida, remember? We 

said we'd try it for a year or two and if you didn ' t like it, we could always move back 

south." Getting her from Tampa to South Dakota had been a feat that warranted 

sainthood, a tortuous process that entailed great amounts of reassurance peppered 

with pleading; however, leaving her to her own devices would had been impossible. 

"I know," she sighed, shaking her head so that a few hairs slipped from their 

pms. " It was more rhetorical than anything else. Still , it's awfully cold out here. 



Besides . ... " Her eyes stared at me with the same gravity that belonged to my father. 

"Don't you miss your friends?" 

A familiar thread of conversation. My grandmother was not reacting well to 

the harsh climate and we both knew it. April was supposed to be a springtime month. 

Not so in the plains. Blizzards could sweep through even in May. Guilt hectored me 

but I was still preoccupied with the mountain oddity, envisioned it chewing mouthfuls 

of snow like a cow with frigid cud, while its skin steamed: a wintry salamander. 

Perhaps its skin would be elastic, rebounding slowly if you pressed your fingers into 

it, but immune from the cold. As it inched along in the dark, its eyes would glitter 

like gems in the noon sun. 

"Most of them left state anyway," I told her. "Remember?" 

"Oh, I guess," she said absentmindedly. 

Afterward, I stoked the fire in the grate, adding more pine and paper to it. The 

fireplace was a novelty and mesmerized both of us, but I was the one who tended to 

it, since she was leery of fire. 

* * * 

The next day was cold, bright and windy. Fast moving cumuli clouds pushed 

shadows across the bare trees and snowdrifts. Since the wide asphalt strip that ran 

past our house was now clear, I waded through the snow to scrape off the jeep and 

then drove into Rapid City, leaving her to watch a Woody Allen film. The land rolled 

by in gaunt patches. My existence was now defined by an alien landscape, one 

unfamiliar to me that included flat stretches of prairie with its vocal winds, the veil 

that was the Black Hills, and the rock outcroppings of the Badlands. The increase in 
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the density (or perhaps darkness was a better term) in this landscape and the limited 

amounts of sunlight unnerved me a little. Florida was a flat but bright place, one that 

was so bright that even the exposure to the extreme sunlight could sometimes trouble 

the senses, and the hot days had worn me out. Down there, every fulgid summer 

afternoon hovered over palm lined streets like an invasive canopy and you wanted to 

shy away from it, sleepy. Nana blamed it on my lifestyle. "You drink too much 

caffeine, and it screws up your system. Also, you work those terrible night hours at 

that paper." But it had been more than that. The humidity had sucked the life force 

out of me. Once we had moved into our hillside house with its modest wood frame 

house and tree lined deck, my energy had returned. I finally felt awake. "But watch 

out for the snow eater," a waitress had cautioned me when we were downtown one 

day. From her smile, I figured it belonged to some South Dakota folklore and though 

I was curious and she was friendly, nana had walked down the street to look in a store 

and I simply picked up my change and left. Ever since then, an animal of strange 

colors and capabilities had been forming in my mind. 

The parking lot ofFomorian Publishing was aswirl with scattered flakes. A 

brick one story building with long front windows, it sat off of a steep suburban road, 

part of a trio of stores that included an art gallery and a coffee house. The wind 

howled out of a western sky fat with dark purple clouds, so I hurried inside, where a 

man and a woman were each using a copier. 

"Help you?" A pale, lanky man wearing a brown v-neck sweater looked up 

from a computer. I opened my bag to take out the manuscript I had with me. Seeing 

this, he straightened and walked up to the counter. 
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"Do you publish chapbooks?" I set the manuscript on the counter top and he 

looked down at it. 

"Actually, yes," he muttered, reaching under the counter, "although we 

haven ' t had one of these jobs in a while. Last one belonged to a friend of my ex. Ok, 

let 's see." He laid a small catalogue next to my manuscript and started rifling through 

its pages. "How many copies do you want?" 

In the interior of the store, a man leaned back in a chair with legs crossed on 

top of a desk. Possessing hair so dark and thick that it looked like a wig, he reminded 

me of an odd mannequin that had been propped back there. His eyes were a beady 

gold and they stared back at me. 

" I' d say about fifty," I told him. "Looks like more snow. " 

"Yep." He sniffed and ran his finger down one page. "Ok, five and a half by 

eight and a half. Sixty pound paper. How many pages?" 

In the back room, the reclining man withdrew his feet from the desk and a 

weight settled on me. 

"I' m thinking around fifty copies. I have twenty pages." 

"What kind of cover do you want?" He grabbed a calculator. "A solid, say 

gray or blue, will be cheaper." 

"I really wanted orange with red lettering," I told him, distracted. "As loud as 

that sounds." I smiled. 

"Hey, it's your cover. Ok then, two color, so that's about one hundred more." 

He punched some numbers into the calculator. "I'm James by the way. Should've 

announced that sooner." 
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"That's ok." 

The associate was walking into the room. Well over six feet , he shuffled 

through the doorway and, for a moment, he stood off to one side of the other 

salesman and looked around the store, his face somehow bored and volatile at the 

same time. He looked down at James ' movements and made a remark. Something 

about him annoyed me. The deep voice was not a crime but the deliberation with 

which he had come into the room and poked his nose into my affairs grated. I 

thought that, together, the two personalities formed a bizarre sales unit - one was 

short, nonchalant and light, and the other tall , heavy and dark. He stepped away from 

James and looked at me. 

"How much?" I casually reached for the manuscript and slid it back into my 

bag. Rudeness seemed to be de rigueur for this character, since he made no move to 

walk away from us, and I was beginning to suspect that his mind cycled in odd 

cadences. James wrote down a few numbers and handed them to me, explaining the 

nuances of price and quantity. We talked about the cover design and other details and 

I felt some relief when the other turned away from us at that point and strolled over to 

the storefront window. The purple cloud mass still hung over the Black Hills and I 

suddenly remembered that I had to get out of there quickly. "Anyway, I' ll bring a 

disk," I told him, "I should probably be going before that storm hits." 

"Not a storm. Just a light wind coming." 

Both of us looked over at him. 

"Right, Carl." James smile was more of a grimace but he winked at me. 

"Don ' t pay attention to him, he 's weird." 
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Despite this jab, he kept his broad back to us. 

"Hey," I said to James, low, "I heard someone mention a term the other day, 

snow eater. Have you heard of that?" 

"That? Right there," he replied, nodding toward the distant cloud shelf and 

we both looked past him at the turgid sky. 

* * * 

Forceful winds were already driving through the trees as I arrived home, and 

they continued throughout the night. The house was warm and the aroma of coq au 

vin suffused the air as we sat before the fire. Pieces ofNan ' s satin, poplin and 

corduroy were draped haphazardly across the brown foot rest of the recliner, waiting 

to be sewn into a flower garden pattern. She hadn't heard of the Chinook before, and 

was concerned. 

"A strong wind that charges down the mountain side," I told her nonchalantly 

as I sipped a glass of Russian River chardonnay. "Other areas of the world have them 

too . The Zonda in Argentina. North Africa, the Sirocco." 

"Reminds me of a hurricane blowing in. How high do the winds get?" She 

fiddled with a dark green square of grosgrain, placing it on the foot rest, flattening it 

with her fingers and then picking it up again. Her fingers , still capable underneath 

their wrinkles, seemed the extension of her thoughts, reaching out to grasp answers . 

"Not as fierce as they did in Tampa, that's for sure," I lied. A good estimate 

would have placed the winds blowing right then at around 25 with gusts to 50 but I 

had no idea if they would increase. I tried to think of a way to change the subject but 

it wasn ' t necessary. 
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"I cleaned your room today," she said matter-of-factly. 

"What for?" 

"Lambkin got onto your desk again and made a mess of your papers, knick 

knacks, everything." We both glanced over at him. Stretched out on the carpet, his 

silver fur rose and fell in sleep. "He knocked over some of your books and also 

managed to break your figurine ." 

She nodded as I gaped at her in disbelief. The skeleton she referred to was 

one of my favorites , a ceramic Day of the Dead matador, a gift from a friend; 

grinning features astride a rainbow blanket, black bolero and jacket. 

"How bad?" 

"About ten different pieces. It ' s history. " 

Looking down at him, l said, "I should skin your carcass, you little beast! " At 

this, he opened his eyes, licked a paw and then did something I had trained him to do: 

he carefully sank his claws into the carpet, one paw at a time, and pulled himself over 

until he lay in front of me. Nans laughed. The pay offwas usually a belly rub. 

"Not today," I said, looking down at him. "Nothing." 

His green eyes shifted from us to the front window. The wind was howling 

and something clattered against the house, so I got up and turned the porch light on. 

Some beast. Spruce trees swayed and shuddered in the portion of yard that was 

faintly illuminated. Now and then, I heard water trickle down from the roof. 

"Perhaps he does not like it here, Audrey. Did you ever consider that maybe 

he misses his old home?'' 

I ignored this. 
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After dinner, we played Scrabble for a couple of hours and she went off to bed 

early, so I sat in front of the fire and read a small copy of stories by Jorge Borges. 

Fueled by the aria that was playing out in the night, my mind lapsed into a synesthetic 

torrent of reflections. I thought about one of Borges' stories in which a strange 

consciousness had crept through the jungle brush, before turning to thoughts of my 

poetry and the recent manuscript I had written, faintly aware of heat from the fire and 

half listening to the wind race across the icy landscape. Finally, I thought about the 

chapbook material that I had taken over to Fomorian for publishing and wondered 

who would be formatting it. 

* * * 

Merely a whimper in the night, the Chinook had turned out to be. The yard 

was littered with tree limbs and other debris the next day but the house was intact. 

The air had the warmth of spring and much of the snow around us had morphed into 

dull little mounds. Lambkin picked his way across the soggy grass but was soon at 

the front door again. Our rental house stood next to a line of conifers, and a few jays 

and other birds flickered among their branches. Happy about the warm weather, 

Nans told me that she wanted to go to Joann Fabrics in Rapid City to buy a lavender 

piece. I grabbed our jackets and threw them in the back seat after an argument over 

the changing temperature. She and I were inverted personalities in strange ways. Not 

exactly the archetypal grandmother, Nans fretted less than I did about dangerous 

situations and had never been too bright concerning practical matters. The 

arrangements for the move and decision where to live had been left entirely to me, 

with minimal input from her. "I'd like a nice view," she had said. However, 
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everyone has a talent and her culinary experience - she was a chef for a number of 

years at a waterside seafood house - had paid off for me; she was a damned good 

cook and knew the virtues of numerous wines. I almost never had to prepare meals, 

something I detested anyway. 

After we left the fabric store, it started to rain and we arrived at the publisher 

in a downpour so she waited in the jeep while I ran in. Through the glass, I saw that 

the strange salesperson of my previous visit, Carl, was standing at the counter talking 

to a couple. James was nowhere in sight, so I wavered momentarily before opening 

the door. 

He was discussing a copy job with them so I hung back a little and hoped that 

someone else would come walking out of a back room to "help the next customer." 

The couple, a pregnant woman with long blond hair and a shorter man with a black 

baseball cap and an olive green trench coat, appeared to be arguing with him, 

dissatisfied over some detail of the job. He talked intently to them, gesturing at a 

paper that lay on the counter between them. 

Outside, heavy rain filled the parking lot with puddles and I could see Nans 

reading in the car. The drama at the counter seemed mitigable so I decided to visit 

the Starbucks two doors down and then return in a few minutes. 

"Can I help you with something?" 

The three of them were watching me, so I turned and walked back to the 

counter. 

"James is not here, today is he?" I asked. 
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"No," Carl replied, "he'll be in tomorrow." His eyes were almost yellow, if 

that was possible. 

"Well ," I said, handing him the disk, "He needs this for my chapbook project. 

Evans. Info is written on there." 

face . 

He held his hand out and I placed it on his palm, careful not to look at his 

"Did James have you fill out a form for the job?" 

"No, but he jotted down my information," l replied matter-of-factly. 

"Here." He reached under the counter and brought up a piece of paper and 

slapped it down on the counter. "Fill this out. Also, I' ll need a check or credit card 

for the deposit. " 

The suspended conversation between the three resumed. Staring out the 

window through the downpour, I perceived Nans to be reading comfortably so I 

pulled a ballpoint out ofmy bag and started to fill in the job request. 

" Why do we have to pay extra for Fomorian ' s mistake?" The blond had 

crossed her arms. 

There was a space provided for address and I skipped it. 

"Like I said, the extra copies were not charged to you. This is the total 

number of copies. The difference in price has to do with rate increase," this Carl was 

saying, his deep voice stubborn. 

Recalling the details that James and I had discussed, I wrote "50" in the 

"copies requested" box. 
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"Your co-worker quoted us a different price. It says so on this paper," said 

the man in the trench coat. 

Trying to block this out was impossible. My propensity for stumbling across 

volatile public displays was continual. Whether it was a fistfight at the car wash or an 

argument between a disgruntled customer and the man behind the deli counter over 

the quality of Boar's Head turkey, my exposure to this nonsense seemed to increase 

over time and precluded my venturing into public places. Groups of people, 

especially large ones, were to be avoided whenever possible. Yet I would be teaching 

a college composition class, twenty or more people, in May. Right. Noticing a small 

table and chair near the front door, I walked over to it and sat down to finish the form. 

Soon after, the couple exited in agitated mutterings and the place was quiet, 

with the exception of the salesman ' s movements nearby. Finished with the form, I 

walked over and laid it on the counter top along with the disk. 

"Here you go." 

He dragged the form over and studied it. So unnerving, the eyes that 

reminded me of a sun in an odd universe. 

pocket. 

"Can I have your address?" His long fingers pulled a pen from his shirt 

"I don't give that out," I told him and he frowned. 

"We need it to process the job." 

"No you don't," I explained, "you have my phone number on there, so you are 

able to contact me." 
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For a moment, he stared back at me and something heavy coiled in the air 

around us. Some instinct told me to pick up the form and just leave, but my need to 

see the chapbook in print overrode any other considerations so I stood and waited. 

He shifted slightly and finally looked down at the form and said that my copies would 

be ready in a couple of weeks. 

"Who actually formats the book?" 

"That would be me." 

"Great," I said, trying to keep a level voice, " I'll wait to hear from you." 

* * * 

One afternoon shortly after our trip to Rapid City, the wind started to howl 

and the forecasters predicted a large snowfall. Just as quickly as the snow eater and 

its warm reprieve had come, an arctic mantle took their place and left a clear crust on 

the vegetation. This post-foehn world was sharp and bright with ice coated branches 

and the gelid silhouettes of trees. Its bite hastened one's moves. The temperature had 

fallen below 30, and I understood now why the people who lived around there would 

welcome the aberrant wind and its mild days. 

" What is this craziness," Nans complained, gathering the cat in her lap and 

looking out of the window at the hillside across the road. I glanced over at her 

darkly, my thoughts somewhat depressed. She had revealed to me that morning that 

her arthritis, a mild condition that sometimes left her with painful hands in Florida, 

was increasing in severity. She had spent the previous night drifting in and out of 

sleep, the pain threading the bones in her hands, invasive and stark in its intensity. 

My suggestion that she should see a doctor and get medication spawned an argument 
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that resulted in tearful statements that she was too old for change and wished we had 

never come to South Dakota. Afterward, I had spent time online, researching the 

weather in an effort to find out what spring time was like in the Black Hills. Nothing 

new could be gleaned from the Internet; the information was simply the same that I 

had reviewed before moving there and we had even discussed the chaotic weather 

that could be expected in the southwest part of the state. The news hinted that the 

next couple of weeks would be chilly. 

"It ' s the beginning of May," she continued, "and we're about to get snowed 

in ." 

Images of frozen livestock, limbs contorted, nestled in one corner of my mind, 

detritus from the Internet. Life caught in a blizzard, movement stilled in icy fleece 

and blank eyes. This mingled with dream fragments that I had remembered from the 

previous night. A gray and silver coffin framed my mother's countenance; her long 

hair flowed over a dark blue, high throated dress. Twin vases of Easter Lilies, 

impossibly red, hugged the casket and I walked up to it as a small girl, my hands 

reaching up to its edge. A moment later, the eyes of the Fomorian salesman, Carl, 

had risen up from the opposite edge to stare at me, predatory. I laid awake for a long 

time. 

I looked over at my grandmother, who was dozing in front of the hearth, and 

called her name. She jerked a little and then straightened and looked over at me; by 

now, darkness surrounded our house and her lined face was torpid in the firelight. 

"Yes, Audrey." 
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" What was Barbara like?" Even though she was my mother, I had determined 

long ago to refer to her by her first name since I really did not remember much about 

her. 

"Oh," she began, and looked up at the ceiling. "Talkative to a point. 

Somewhat practical in her everyday responsibilities. Your father was the one that 

could never get his act together." 

Nans and I shared the same assessment of him. A brooding man, who had 

been perpetually unavailable, my father moved to Portland when I was sixteen. One 

night, dressed in a black sweater and suede coat, he called me downstairs . He seemed 

to cower in the door, and assured me in whispers, that nana - his mother - would take 

good care of me. With that, he twisted his arm mechanically to reveal his shiny 

watch, pushed open the screen door and raced away in the night. There had always 

been a withdrawn, preoccupied quality about him and this did not surprise me. Years 

later, I would recall this last movement of his as almost violent in its indifference. 

"Your mother should never have met him," nana said the next day, as she 

stared out of the window of our Pennsylvania house while I picked at my oatmeal 

with a spoon. I suspected that he called Nans now and then from the west coast but 

we never spoke and if I brought up his name, she had little to say. 

"Can you do me a favor," I asked her now, afraid she might fall asleep again. 

"What's that, honey?" The cat roused up and stretched his paws in the air and 

then curled off of her lap to drop to the floor. 
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"Tell me about the funeral. I mean the colors," I added hastily as I saw her 

open her mouth. "You know, the flowers and her dress, all of that. I know the coffin 

was gray." 

She stared at me for a moment, her eyes squinted. 

"Well, yes. The coffin was gray and there were a couple of white candles at 

one side." She concentrated for a moment. "Friends had sent her many 

arrangements." She glanced over at me for some reason and then continued. 

"Yellow, pink, orange, white. You know." Almost irritated. 

"And the dress?" 

"You know, I don ' t really remember. Dark. Not a dress though. I think it 

was a pantsuit." 

We sat there for a while, neither of us saying anything. It was enough, 

though, and had worked. She had given me words to shred the horrible dream 

through details, to weaken its hold on me. What my mind had conjured up in sleep 

was not true. 

* * * 

The land was one great alabaster mantle under an eggshell blue sky, except in 

dark patches where tree needles poked out of the crust. The yard smelled of damp 

soil and filled me with hope as 1 cleared snow off of the walkway. It hinted at 

crocuses, tulips and lilacs, blooms that were associated with springtime plantings in 

the north. What inconveniences I had experienced so far in this state seemed 

diminished now in the face of the new sights and smells that I was experiencing. 

When I called him, Lambkin came to the door and sniffed. He eyed a bird that 
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hopped nearby but merely turned and crept back into the living room, his arthritic 

hips weighting his walk. He was just as averse to the cold day as Nans was. After 

putting the snow blower in the garage, I swept the porch with the broom and looked 

out at the snowy morning in all directions. The sun shone brightly and nothing stirred 

since there was little breeze. Off to the west, the Black Hills rose in dark layers, 

solemn against the brightness of our yard. When it became warmer, I would visit the 

White River Badlands, a plateau of prairie grass that ended in shale buttes and slopes, 

new and exotic. In the sun that steadily lingered into summer, sinks and plains would 

become speckled with wildflowers such as goldenrod and purple rue. Now, however, 

the world was white veiled, frozen in a gleaming, frigid day. Snow eater. l thought 

of the fierce winds that had beset the hills with their warm fury, and wondered at the 

Native American folk tales that must have risen from the slush. 

"Phone," Nans called from the door, her eye peering from a crack. 

So I leaned the broom on the porch and went inside. It was James from 

Fomorian. My book was ready. 

Once outside again, I ran the broom along the porch, where tiny traces clung 

stubbornly to the edge. 

* * * 

Closer to peach than orange, the cover was of durable stock and its letters 

were red , the hue of pomegranate seeds. I pulled one out of the sturdy box, opened it 

and quickly scanned the table of contents. The cover was soft, and as James wrote 

me a receipt, I was tempted to run it against my face but saw his dark haired cohort in 

the back room, watching us. 
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"Why is your partner grinning dementedly for no apparent reason?" 

James looked up, perplexed . "Oh," he half turned and realized who I was 

referring to. "Don't mind that. Anyway, a lot of people don ' t take to Carl right 

away." He looked down at his papers again. 

I pitched my voice low. "Why is that?" 

His hand stopped scribbling for a moment and his brown eyes became 

unfocused. "Oh, his mind works in strange ways" he said, his voice just as low. 

Then, after hesitating, "Sometimes, I think he 's insane." We stared at each other for a 

moment until he looked down . Then, sensing that we were still being watched, I 

twisted my head around as though trying to get a better view of the receipt. 

"That was a joke, ri ght?" I asked. 

"No, I' m quite serious but probably shouldn't have said it." Nonchalant 

voice, but he made a mistake as he was writing. 

"What kind of insane?" 

Still, people often said these kinds of things easily. But the object of our 

di scussion was coming into the room behind him, so he didn ' t respond and I put my 

arn1 around the box still sitting on the glass counter and pulled it toward me. 

"Done?" I prompted him. Disturbed by what he had said and almost more so 

by the fact that he had even said it, I wanted out of there. Outside, a few people stood 

in the parking lot, talking. An older man in a long gray coat and hat pushed open the 

door and walked in. It was close to four in the afternoon. 

The dark bulk of his hair in disarray, Carl was standing off to one side of the 

store, tapping the top of a copier with a ruler. He stared at the man who had just 
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come in and then asked him if he needed help. Relaxing a little, I looked down at the 

brilliant colors of my chapbook copies, pulled one out of the box and examined it. 

The cover was flawless in its binding, the lettering of the title elegant: Precipitation. 

One of the poems had been published already but the rest were new. Eager to have 

my work in print, as a finished product, I was proud of the chapbook and what it 

represented : the concretized realm of my imagination. Neat and orderly, the poems 

were placed in the proper sequence throughout the copy and nothing appeared 

strange. Then I glanced at the end of the final item in the book, a six stanza, free 

verse poem entitled "Luminary," a meditation on light and the writing process. 

Attached to the poem was a rogue line, a fragment of words that was not supposed to 

be there: snow veiled beryl and tin. 

James had torn off the receipt and handed the paperwork to me. 

"Wait," I said, confused. "This shouldn't be here." 

"What?" 

He took the open book from me and looked at the place I pointed to. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Positive." 

As in dreamlike synchronicity, we both turned and looked over at Carl. He 

stood next to the male customer that had walked in and was alternately showing him 

how to work the copier and glancing outside. Face pale above his dark green shirt 

and patterned tie, he looked over at us blankly, turned to the man and excused 

himself. 

18 



"Need assistance?" he asked, walking up to us. His gait seemed almost 

predatory but I tried to dismiss the notion and chalked it up to paranoia induced by 

James' recent declaration. Despite his casual business attire, the tousled thick hair 

and long limbed quick movements made him almost unreal, the simulacrum of a man. 

"A slight problem," James started to tell him, and took the chapbook from my 

hands. 

While they talked, my mind was racing, wondering whether I should have just 

shut up and exited the store with my box. Still, the statement about his sanity could 

not be entirely trusted. After all, what did I really know anything about either of 

these two? Perhaps there was just some bad blood between them. Suddenly, I 

realized they were both watching me. 

"I'm sorry? Didn ' t hear what you said ." 

"Everything in this book," Carl said firmly, laying a long finger on the cover, 

"was on the disk." I stared down at the finger on the book for a moment, mystified as 

to what was happening, and wondered for a moment if I had made a mistake. Then I 

looked back up at him. A strange gleam had filled his eyes and I studied them for a 

moment, as though I were a painter considering the subject, and finally saw him for 

what he was: amused and smug. 

Infuriated, I reached out my hand for the copy and he gave it to me. Finding 

the page, 1 opened the book and held it up for both of them to see. James leaned in a 

little. 
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"This poem is written in free verse but complete sentences. There are no 

fragments in it, except for this last line, mentioning these elements. See?" I directed 

this to Carl. 

His gold eyes, grave now, flicked down to it and then back up to me, unfazed. 

"I do see what you mean," he started to say, but I cut him off. 

"Most of the poems have a similar format. Free verse, complete sentences. 

would never have placed a fragment at the end of this poem and I scoured the disk for 

any errors before I provided it to you for publishing. " 

For a moment, he stared at me, deliberating over something, and then reached 

into the box and took another copy out, flipping to the back of it. As if on cue, James 

reached in and grabbed a couple of them and did the same thing. All of the copies 

had it. 

"Luminary." His deep voice laced with sarcasm. 

Laughing came from the front door. A couple of women had come in, red 

faced from the icy air. The man in the hat passed them as he left. 

"That 's right," I said, still annoyed and refusing to be intimidated. "And the 

last line is not supposed to be there." I placed my hand on the box. " In fact, all of 

these need to be fixed . Fixed and re-printed." 

At this, James visibly stepped back from the counter a little, fidgeting, but 

Carl turned to face me completely and his eyes had grown wider, fuller. His broad 

face had lost most of its original amusement and there was a small tic under one eye. 

I got the impression that his mind was maneuvering along the edge of some dark 

palisades of rage. 
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"Hey, we can try to find out what happened," James said suddenly, and pulled 

the box toward him. Carl looked at him and then simply walked off. 

l started to feel nauseated and reached for my bag. Plus, the sky was 

darkening, red columns mixing with bruised blues on the edge of the horizon: the 

dying day. Then I stopped what I was doing and turned back to James. 

"You know what?" 

He looked up at my voice, concern on his face. 

"I' m just going to take them and leave. Give me the box and the receipts, 

everything, so that I can get out of here." 

"No, let us fix it." He frowned at me. "We're the ones that screwed it up." 

"At this point, I don ' t care," I told him. "Yes, he did screw up my book but I 

want to stay as far away from him as possible. You were right, he is insane." 

Tension filled his face suddenly and I looked over my shoulder. He had come 

up behind me and stood there watching us with an unreadable expression. 

I threw the papers inside the box and walked out. 

* * * 

Nans was furious. "You paid them over $200 and left?" 

"Not right now." I held up a palm toward her. "Let me enjoy my dinner. The 

guy is a freak but it's done." 

She had made fried chicken drumsticks and mash potatoes with gravy. Logs 

and twigs snapped as they sank further into the grate and it was nice to watch flakes 

of snow stick to the window. The Shiraz was almost gone. A copy of the booklet lay 

on the white tablecloth between us like an exotic flower. 

21 



"Look at the colors. Beautiful." Vivid and warm, the jacket was sort of how I 

had first imagined the snow eater: bright and dangerous in the snow, forked tongue 

melting everything in its path. An animal situated within an alien territory. I didn ' t 

tell Nans this though. She had always thought my imagination was a little too 

fanciful. Perhaps I could white out the offensive line at the end, hand them out 

occasionally and then republish later. At first , she had dismissed the idea of the 

salesman's insanity. Just a plain asshole, she had said. 

"You know," her fork with its mashed potatoes now paused mid-air, " I 

wouldn ' t be surprised if it was a game. They both just wanted to get rid ofyou ." 

"Don ' t think so. That James was nervous around him. " I drained my glass. 

"Plenty of psychos out there. Better to be safe than sorry, I guess." 

" Who owns that place?'' Nans came from a generation that grew up shopping 

at places that displayed the motto "customer is always right. " She still had difficulty 

sometimes accepting the fact that we now lived in a world where rudeness between 

customers and sales he! p was the norm. 

"Good question . It doesn ' t matter now, though. I' m done with both of them." 

The phone rang and she rose from her chair. 

"It's for you," she said, bringing the phone in to me. "I don' t know. " 

"Hello?" 

It was James from Fomorian and I quickly took the phone into my bedroom as 

Nans eyed me suspiciously. 

"Audrey? Am I calling you at a bad time?'' 

"No," I said cautiously, "just surprised." 
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"Well," he began, "I apologize but felt that you should know a couple of 

things." 

I had not turned the light on in my room and was able to look out the window 

and faintly see the heavy snow that swirled in the wide expanse of land that was our 

back yard. It lent a strange feeling to the phone call. 

"Go ahead," I replied. 

"I was being serious when I told you that Carl is unbalanced. He's the owner, 

by the way, and was livid today when you found that mistake." 

"Well ," l said impatiently, "that's too bad, isn't it?" 

"No, no . . . I' m not disagreeing with you, but I simply need to tell you that I 

hope you don 't consider going back there for anything else. He was really unhinged 

today after you left." 

The conversation was sta11ing to annoy me. This kind of nonsense had been 

conveyed to me before: girlfriends whispering caveats about men I was interested in 

back in college, co-workers gossiping about the alcohol problems of other workers; 

all in a type of affected over-concern for one's well-being. People tended to make 

myths out of others. 

sti II. 

"What do you mean by unhinged?" 

I saw the wind shake the tops of a two conifers before it rattled my window. 

He swallowed and seemed to have trouble speaking and I suddenly became 

"You ' re scared about something, aren't you?" I asked him. "What the hell 

did he say to you about me?" 
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I listened to him for a good half hour. Some of it was so preposterous that I 

wanted to laugh, but felt sincerely sorry for James, especially when he told me that he 

was quitting work because it had become so stressful for him. I did my best to 

comfort him despite the dark things that he had told me that related to Carl 

Fomorian ' s past. Still, after getting off the phone, I could not help but think about 

some of the things he had said and wonder if he was just as crazy as the other. 

I rejoined Nans in front of the fire, dismissing the call as a college friend , and 

wrote a summary of the phone call out on paper. As a precaution, 1 decided that I 

would send e-mail messages to some of my friends the next day, just in case James ' 

assertions were true. At one point, the cat settled near the hearth and stared up at me, 

eyes luminous. 

* * * 

The South Dakota skies had dumped another heap of snow on us and my 

grandmother complained over pancakes. 

"It's the middle of May." She had been chiming this for the past week. 

"Perhaps there will be another snow eater soon," I suggested . 

"A what?" She squinted at me. 

"You know. The warm wind that eats the snow away." 

She put her plate on the kitchen floor and Lambkin walked up, tasted the 

syrup and left. A ritual between the two. 

"l'm thinking of driving into town today," she said. "Do you want to come 

with me?" 
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"Today?" There were still a few of inches of snow on the road but the day 

was sunny. Besides, she never drove as much anymore, I usually did the driving. 

"I grew up driving in snow in Pennsylvania," she replied. "I know what I'm 

doing." Then, after a pause, "Of course ... " 

"If I really prefer to drive, right?" I said. 

We both laughed. 

Bundled up in our parkas, we trudged slowly to the jeep, leaving the cat to 

stare after us in the window. The day was halcyon, drifts of deep snow that glittered 

in the still sunlight. I looked up at the sky and studied the high wisps that were 

floating toward the east. So beautiful. So indifferent. 

We were almost to the jeep when we heard snow crunching and saw the car 

that appeared to spin off of the road. Concerned, I walked a few paces in that 

direction. The driver was in some kind of trouble, I presumed, and studied him for a 

moment, until I realized that it was no accident, and the driver, bald and male, had 

just hurriedly pulled into the drive. His actions seemed frenzied and I realized who it 

was. 

"Get in the house," I yelled and pulled at Nan's arm. 

"What is the matter with you?!" She frowned at me. 

I told her who it was and then she hurried toward the house. We plunged 

through the snow to the back door and she quickly opened the screen to get at the 

lock. Luckily, the house sat back a little ways from the driveway and I knew it would 

buy her some time. 
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My mind was working crazily, with distorted thoughts and images, uncertain 

whether he had seen us. He must have, and would be coming around to the back of 

the house. My legs felt were unsteady. 

"Call 911 ," I told her. Then, edging back toward the side of the house, and 

still uncertain what to do, I came around until I could see him heading down the 

driveway and started to run. He had something long and dark in his hand. What? A 

shotgun, l realized. 

Panicking, I glanced back once more to witness Nans moving through the 

back door and then l tore down the yard toward a group of trees, realizing how stupid 

that idea was. Legs plunging through the snow, I struggled like a crazy person, 

reaching the trees and pushing past pine branches, not daring to look behind me. 

had never been a good runner and he had long legs. Great breaths of icy air tore at 

my lungs and somewhere behind it all, I realized, darkly, that it would not be 

necessary to shoot me; I would probably die of a heart attack. 

Continuing to push through snow, I listened, trying to determine ifl could 

hear anything behind me but didn't hear anything. Quickly turning my head, l was 

shocked to see that he was only about forty feet behind me, plunging through snow, 

looking down at it, rifle held high in one hand. Vaguely surprised that he was not 

taking aim, I focused on the trees ahead of me, thankful that he had not stopped to go 

after Nans. Still, I knew that he would kill me and probably could not get a good shot 

off since I had been a moving target, weaving in and out of trees that obscured his 

VleW. 
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A cabin came into view, part of a clearing; hysterical, I ran while scanning the 

area surrounding it. No cars in sight and no driveway. Inside my coat, my skin was 

drenched and my calves ached. Still, I pushed as fast as I could, knowing that any 

move he made to use the gun would force him to stop and lose distance between us. 

It didn ' t matter; a loud crack behind me signaled that he had fired. Horrified and 

more determined , I ran through snow that was first thick, almost to my waist, and 

then thitmer. Again, the gun fired and I could have sworn that bark flew off of a 

nearby tree. 

A stream came and went at some point. I tried to leap over it and ending up 

crunching over its surface and slopping through the water beneath. Fortunately, it 

was shallow and my feet were protected by snow boots. Still , the bulk of my parka 

was killing me and right before I reached another ring of trees, I worked it loose 

while running and threw it aside. At this point, snow had become thinner and the 

ground more sturdy. Knowing that he would have better leverage the same as I 

would , l tried to step up my speed, my body protesting loudly. Another loud retort 

from the rifle behind me. A certain rage rose in my mind and I had the distinct desire 

to tear his eyeballs out of his head. Still , my brain was playing tricks on me. Either 

he was a truly terrible shot or was simply trying to terrify me. I couldn ' t take any 

chances either way. 

All this time, the direction I had been moving in was downhill. With no idea 

as to where I was, and wondered how long I could hold out. With my tracks and the 

small distance between us, there was no place that I could hide and no one else in 

sight. Images of him shooting me in the back kept blazing through my mind. 
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A fenced area of trees came into view and I glanced behind me and saw that 

he was standing approximately sixty feet away, fiddling with the gun. It appeared 

that he was trying to reload it. Gasping for air for a moment, I switched directions 

and moved up along the fence, pushing at one point past some brambles. The area 

that inside the fence was just fenced off property and seemed devoid of house or 

people but at least the snow was thinner up here and I was better able to run. 

That was when I heard him yelling. The words weren ' t clear but the rage was 

and I knew then that he was just a horrible shot. My earlier look had revealed him to 

be wearing army pants and he appeared the part of a psycho cadet turned renegade. I 

prayed to a million different gods that if I made it out alive, Nans and I would move 

back to Florida, anything she wanted. 

Sniffing and gasping for breath, I labored along the fence, vainly scanning the 

area around me for signs of life. Another shot rang out and swear that it whizzed past 

my right ear, sending hairs up on my neck. Fear jolted me toward the left, away from 

the fence and I perceived a road some distance away. Skirting a few trees in that 

direction, I ran toward it with conflicting feelings. Who knows how far behind me he 

was? If a car came along and stopped for me, the driver and I both might be shot; 

however, if I avoided it and continued running through the countryside, he would 

eventually wear me down. 

Something snapped off to my left and when I looked, saw him almost parallel 

with me but a still a good distance away. Terrified, r continued up toward the road 

and was almost there when another shot rang out. The edge of the asphalt was right 

in front of me and I ran onto, almost slipping in the process. I had turned back to 
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look at him and ran full force into something, which knocked me back onto the 

ground. 

A shot again and I lay there, dazed and stupid, trying to regain my breath. A 

tallman stood over me: dark parka, hat and snow boots. My lungs hurt terribly and I 

thought, as he looked down at my unfamiliar face, that his eyes were so gray they 

seemed purple. 

A few moments before they put me in the squad car, I walked by him. 

Crumpled and distmted, his body was a green mark on the red stained snow, and most 

of his face , including his mouth, was obscured by the snow; it seemed, in fact , that 

some of it had become lodged in his mouth. Above us, the trees rose like white 

tipped sentinels, part of the fringe that circled the Black Hills; an ancient ground of 

snow veiled beryl and tin. 
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Soon, in New Hampshire 

He imagines he is a corpse, slipping through brackish water. The fish there 

must be fresh-salt hybrids, nipping at his hair and limbs. Scraping the grain of the 

toast with the blade, he thinks it through, holds the square aloft. How it would be: 

bugs skittering across the transparency, sun rippling. Below the metal grate, 

microbes snip at him, the inverted concrete bridge a blur. He adds more butter and 

considers Joe, who sits across the table from him in a red cotton shirt. Cremation. 

Does it hurt on a cellular level even as the cerebral cortext melts, turns to liquid, 

sensation racing nowhere? 

The tea is lukewarm, a gecko is a flash of pink on the rock . The bag puddles 

water on the brass holder. 

Joe spoons bran into his mouth and fingers the sports section' s ragged edge. 

* * * 

On the avenue, she waits. He walks up to the door, a glass and metal affair 

framed by red bougainvillea, and unlocks it. She watches while he inserts the key, 

turns it counterclockwise once. He smiles, mechanical. A yellow creased receipt 

appears from her purse; her long fingers press it into his palm. They walk into the 

cool salon and he places the receipt near the register. 

In the back, he slides his hand between the silk and polyester, plastic wadded 

at the twisted neck of the hanger, and then carries it out. She takes the fabric in both 

hands and stretches it slightly, studies the pleat, and then opens her wallet. 
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ln the street, there is a loud smack of metal. Above the concrete, a wisp of 

white ribbons away. They turn and watch, his irises are green and hers are brown. 

The fluorescents hum. 

She gives him the card and he realizes that her hair is crimped. No one does 

that anymore. 

The blower stops and they wait for the authorization. The mannikin's blazer 

is navy serge and he picks a white thread off of it as she leaves. 

* * * 

Lake Okeechobee is scant and the water supply is rough with invisible 

minerals. The sediment is served with lemon on small cafe tables. It is frozen in 

cubes and spears inside soda. His mind is now molecular: he sees crabbed atoms and 

frizzed quarks. They hitch themselves to the lining of his stomach. 

He stabs the lemon with his straw, looks at the wall ; most of the paintings are 

for sale: oil ships of green and black, trembling on the water. He will taste grouper 

grilled with spices. The waiter takes his time. 

He plays with his fork and thinks of Joe. The year is 1998. Snow falls in 

diagonal lines and the cars are veiled. They are in Architecture I and draw municipal 

buildings to scale, laugh at his odd, stressed lines. Joe is better with a pencil , knows 

how to work on a plane. Joe and pencil. Thereafter, it was CAD. The sky is always 

paler in the north. 

He brings out the fish and asparagus and collects the cash right away. The 

house is a squat square among the vessels. 

* * * 
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At night the cat creeps across the quilt; it curls on the pillow. He pushes it 

slowly offthe case and, as it slides, it bites him. He turns and lies on his back in the 

warm sheets. It crawls back onto the case so he shoves it hard off the bed. His hand 

stings. In the dark, a battle ensues: things rattle on the floor, fall. Feline pique. He 

stares into the dark until he can see the door, almost thinks he can Joe leaning there. 

A figure fissured with flecks of gray and near light. It shoots to blue and lifts 

the hilt of a sword; he crawls through dirt, through hay, through a hole that cannot 

contain him. A pressure on his pillow, purring wakes him . 

He thinks of snow. 

* * * 

At the counter, he sifts through the swatches, the satin, the pique. He sews a 

little in the back when not measuring or answering the phone. Small and elderly, the 

teacher in the rattan chair wants worsted. He does not sell sweaters. She will sit 

anyway, can't stand. Diabetes. She relays the fifties: the milk chutes and maple 

syrup. Her parents ' well and wildflowers. She recall s. 

In the evening, he heats up bisque from the bistro up the street. Ann has 

spooned the leftovers she keeps for him on occasion. Just soup. He looks at the rim 

of the spoon, concedes to it that he has only a month left, wonder if he can recoup the 

losses. Joe is not sitting across from him tonight. No help there. 

* * * 

A sale brings in extra shoppers . At noon, he turns the sign off and drives to 

the ocean. The swells are big and surfers ply their way on nylon and fiberglass 

although it is humid. He takes off his jacket and sits on the wall. His gaze skims the 
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surface, he imagines coral and shell. They had crossed this boardwalk last July, a 

month when people step gingerly, not leisurely, on the sand. Then, he free dived 

down to see the squid floating in the soft surge, looked up to see Joe goggled, 

watching. Sweltering days. 

He thinks about the shop, the surfeit business that they enjoyed when they had 

first arrived and he had surrendered to it all. But suits were never his forte and 

visitors have dropped off. He ' ll sell. 

* * * 

In India, the caste system is inscribed on the forehead: a dot. The front door 

was open. But it was a joke: the lack of saris, the calico, his lover torpid on the wood 

floor. The mark seemed tiny, black, and then it was time frozen. A car rolled down 

the street and a curtain fluttered and was then still. He dialed on the kitchen phone. 

The first two times, mistakes. Suttee: a burning of wives. He dialed again, hand a 

little steadier. 

They dusted and taped and flashed and the cat raked its claws on the velvet 

covered settee in the hallway. One thing that he would never have allowed. A 

strange tarp came and went. He sat in the kitchen and then rose until they finally 

ushered him out, tried to placate him. A tiny hole near the right eyebrow. 

* * * 

He bursts through the surface, gasping for air. There were squid with human 

eyes following him. A weight picks its way across the cover. 

There was no eulogy but much statice, roses, mums, from the ladies who 

bought from him. Barbed twists, sprigs, and fronds lifted from vases. A Unitarian 
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minister spoke for the wake. His sister flew in from New Hampshire. She glanced at 

him covertly from under her cropped hair, eyes watery, and then left. It was a farce 

for the sake of propriety. He wanted to shake himself out of the nightmare. 

Afterward, the clientele invited him to foie gras and wine at somebody ' s 

mission style. They discussed Joe in the loggia while he stood nearby in an archway 

and traced the tile with his finger. 

He listens to the fan and then fades. 

* * * 

On the street they wait, but he turns the key and slides in, keeping a hand 

toward them, pushing them out. Soon, in New Hampshire, it will snow. 
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Lake Effect 

In the damp dawn after Memorial Day, they moved slowly, stowing the last of 

their them1als, paperbacks, and games into the cramped confines of a Volkswagen 

camper as clouds massed magenta in the eastern sky. The backyard hung suspended 

and wet, the ground an engorged carpet~ · All around, the perfume of petals lingered in 

the spiked shadows. Jane circled around Jake, the two of them drifting back and 

forth, weary, as glottal shrieks of birds intersected someplace behind the mist. Except 

for this and the occasional mosquito, they worked unmolested, in silence. The four 

poster and lattice-work chest were gone, stored with the other bulky things, but she 

s lipped delicate things, little pieces that she had held back, here and there among the 

boxes, smoothing them over with linen sheets. 

He wheeled out the mountain bike, his other arm full of fireworks, his frame 

tottering toward the van like a clown gearing up to pedal around the big top. She 

busied herself with a paper bag, distracted, as he jammed these things in next to her 

potter ' s wheel , wiped his pale forehead and went back inside. She followed. 

Somewhere, in one of the rooms, Gerontion cried, picking his way across the 

emptiness. Jane opened and closed each of the kitchen cupboards one last time, the 

cries needling at her. Her thoughts were dark masses, tearing about her psyche and 

she held onto a knob, blinking rapidly to clear her vision, as the cat stepped through 

the kitchen doorway, stared at her as if he was surprised she was there and then 

yowled at her. She picked up a broom but simply used it to lean on as her eyes 
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continued to water over and she busied herself with staring at the large black spot on 

his coat, her ears full of cries, when Jake walked in the room. 

"What's wrong with him?" 

The cat had thrown his hulk sideways on the tile, baring his teeth widely. 

"I don 't know," she sniffed, working the broom. 

"Maybe he needs to be fed." 

"He ate a little." 

"Maybe he needs - " 

"The problem," she said, finally looking up to meet her husband's dark eyes, 

" is that he ' s feeling neglected and ... " 

Yowl. 

" ... any move is traumatic." 

The space between them seemed to do funny things as he raised and lowered 

his eyes a few times, tried to look at her wet face, failed and went back outside. 

She leaned the broom against the counter, wiped her face with one hand and 

stooped to rub eat's belly with her dry one. He curled around on his back. She 

continued brooming through the wails until the floor was neat and then took the filth 

outside. The yard, fragrant and heavy, encroached on her in citrus tones. She could 

see her husband some distance toward the back of the yard, fingering an orchid that 

hung from a tree. She touched her thumb and forefinger together. She must 

remember to take it with them. He walked some more among the growth. Azaleas 

flickered with vermilion intensity and the magnolia curled white. Diminutive fires in 

the morning gloom. 
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Gerontion was carried out and placed onto the single back seat. He let her 

know heartily how miserable he was. A few loose ends sat on the driveway, so she 

piled them onto the other things, struggling at one point with an ironing board until 

Jake grabbed it from her and hauled it out to the trash. 

For almost an hour, they pushed and pulled, re-arranging the camper, making 

.- - •. 

things as comfortable as possible. In the end, they had to sacrifice some things of 

dubious necessity. 

* * * 

The neighborhood was silent. She would not miss it, except, perhaps, the park 

across the street with its canopy of firs, the solitary path and stream, secret finds such 

as the Spiderwort and Foxglove, tangling back there in the heat. Here she had walked 

and thought about a great many things, Gerontion scouting in the grass ahead. But 

the street, no. The small houses were mundane with their blinds, single concrete 

drives. A tiny pool waited with toys. At the corner house, a figure. She sat on the 

front porch, growing in definition, legs stretched out straight in front of her. 

" It ' s sticky this morning," Jane commented. The woman was short and tan, 

with long black hair. She turned to watch them in fixed intensity as they approached . 

"I guess." Jake drove, refusing to look over. 

She was still watching them when they turned the comer. 

* * * 

They traveled north for a few hours, escaping rush hour traffic, the spurious 

gnns of cosmetic surgeons, strippers and attorneys flying past them from the 
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roadside. Every few miles or so, she would turn to him and sigh or shift as though 

she were going to say something. 

The cat curled in her lap, extended his claws. She lifted him up and reached 

over to grab a pillow to place on her lap but he leapt off of her lap into the back of the 

camper and started to cry. 

"All right, Jane. All right." He raised his fingers in the air. 

"He hates his cage. What am I supposed to do?" She wrapped her arms 

around the pillow. 

"It ' s called the Humane Society." 

"You 've got great potential as a stand up comedian." She twisted a section of 

her hair with her fingers. 

The woman on the porch had held a hairbrush. 

He fished out a cigarette, raised it, looked over at her and, scowling, lowered 

it to the ashtray. 

"You know, I wonder if it would be better if - " He didn't finish. 

It sat on her shoulders for a while. There was a farn1er, crawling past the corn 

rows in a red tractor. 

"At this point, I really don't care. But you had better decide fast. " 

Something small fell in the back. 

* * * 

1991 shimmered. She and Jake had come together as though an unseen hand 

had threaded them in with glass and stone, only the colors - they were surrounded by 

somber shades of ochre, mulberry. She had broken a crown. Marjorie had 
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disappeared, gone one night after a sunset argument with their mother. Jane switched 

her major, learning to fire and glaze. Money was scarce, so she traced the classifieds 

with her forefingers. 

An unassuming cafe on Houston's west side, the Hansel and Gretel, was 

hiring. Serving blues for the lunch and dinner crowds, it transformed into a nightclub 

on Saturdays with punk headliners . She felt uncomfortable the first few days as she 

carefully watched the bartender, a blonde named Cord, pop caps off of Guinness and 

line up shots betwixt the fl ashing red and blue and deafening screams, throwing 

himself from one end of the bar to the next. 

But she managed to blend herself quietly into the routine, setting out glasses at 

night and pouring wine, spim1ing plates on her wheel during the day, hands caked 

with clay. Then, at night, her mother 's tears over her younger daughter 's 

disappearance. In thin air, Jane. My baby. Why? In thin air. 

She had a good view into the kitchen, was allowed a free dish before work, 

and watched the chefs from a bar stool. One white coat in the bunch became more 

defined than the others as they bent and reached, steam rushing upward, fish and filet 

sizzling. An older man, some wisps of hair already gone to smoke. He shook and 

pounded things, scaled them in front of the gaping oven as she stared, half-interested , 

until he looked up and stopped, blinking quickly. Or was he winking? He was abrupt 

and peculiar, lured her with a floury hand as he barked orders to the others, pointing 

at the freezer or flipping things on the flames , the waiters lined up nearby in their 

black shirts, hovering like impatient pallbearers. 
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Day after day, she waited for any word about her sister, her mother a 

silhouette in the front window, snatching up any crumbs that the officers threw her 

way. 

Two weeks later, the bartender Cord took offto New York- sans notice- with 

his Hector, and that night, after a great deal of yelling behind the kitchen doors, the 

-
apparition that Jane had been watching came dancing out of the kitchen with the 

manager, both talking fiercely. After a few expletives, the manager stalked off and it 

seemed like Jake materialized at the bar, he came so fast, tearing off his chef jacket 

and muttering under his breath. 

A dry rag, the color of fossil , was laid on the counte11op. He rapped his fist on 

the grain, and stared for a while out at the servers removing chairs from the wooden 

floor. After a while, he reached down and opened the cooler. Jane retreated a little, 

arms slightly lifted away. Now his hair had more gray and he smelled like pine. He 

stood and spoke as though he were addressing someone out on the dining floor. 

"What do you know about reds and whites?' ' 

It was only when she didn't answer that his eyes finally glanced at her 

sideways. Cool, obsidian. 

* * * 

"Every year, a slime of fish scales and dead flies covers the shore and water 

edge along the lakes. Not that often, usually happens in August or September. Try 

this, ma'am." 

She lifted the glass. Slightly buttery. Pear. Smiled. 
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"We'll take a bottle of the Chardonel, two of the Riesling and one of the 

Chambourcin." Jake offered him a few bills. 

"Good choices. Would you like a tour?" 

She stared at the guide. All three shifted in small steps, looking around. 

"I don 't know." Jake watched her closely. "She's sort of tired and it 's getting 

-
late. We came from Houston and still have some traveling." 

She stretched her hand to his ann, and he nodded to her. 

"Sure. Why not?" 

The three of them walked out into the brightness, the vineyard a vivi section of 

knotted branch and twisted leaves that sloped downward toward the deep green 

woods. Past thi s, Lake Michigan edged into view, a deep blue basin resting below an 

enormous mass of gray sky. Lightning flickered down there. 

"We have the fourth largest wine production in the U.S., much of it owing to 

the lake effect, do you know about that?" 

"A little," Jake answered, smiling a little, acting pleased with all of this and 

glancing at her, "go ahead." 

The guide wound them through the vines, eyes bugging like a Walleye's but 

smiling kindly, pointing out this form or that grape and explaining the soil, his neck 

brown above his checked shirt. Cocking his wide hat toward the sun, he explained 

the changes in the air, the influence of the lake over coastal land, how it produced a 

temperate climate with mild winters which would not freeze the grape vmes, 

extending spring and fall so as to minimize damage to the produce. 
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" It bends the rules of mother nature, so to speak. Makes the season more 

hospitable to life. Makes the ground more fertile to viniculture, things don't die as 

easily as they do inland." He went on about how the workers at the vineyards 

covered the roots, and used clever little tricks to protect the vines during unusual cold 

weather, they tampered with the ground around the root. Jane felt something start to 

-
coil in her belly, felt the same buttery taste of the Chardonel rising in her throat. 

"I'd like to go now," she whispered, gesturing to the guide and walking 

quickly up the hill, leaving Jake to find an excuse to hurry after. 

* * * 

The cottage was not really that, more a miniature wooden chalet, set slightly 

above the lake on a broad lawn. It joined a group of homes that were each unique in 

style: a white ranch here, a two story wood frame there, each closeted from the main 

road by birch, oak and maple trees, their driveways more grass than dirt. Jake told 

her that these differences didn't matter, they were all called "cottages." Odd little 

mailboxes - a red windmill or a fish with jiggling eyes - announced the surname of 

each occupant. Lachaise, Hewett, Fomorian. At this last name, they had turned onto 

the grass near a small red shed that sat off to one side of the drive. 

She helped him bring the luggage to the back door. There was a picnic table 

hewn from Jogs and she glanced at the houses on either side of them while Jake 

worked at it with a tarnished key. 

Afterward, she made her way down to the edge of this lake, which was not far 

from the bigger Lake Michigan, Gerontion trailing her, his ecstasy at being released 

apparent as he pounced at something in the weeds near the thin strip of beach. A few 
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white motorboats sped off in the distance. She took off her shoes and the grass was 

thick and cool, the air redolent with the sweetness of pine needle. This place was 

soothing; she heard the slight toss of the lake, the wind brushing through the tall oaks, 

all pulling at her. [t was untainted, felt free of the oppressive atmosphere that had 

been hovering around her the last few months. Winds overhead rattled the leaves of a 

-
tree that towered over her, sound similar to that of sand being shaken in a glass. 

The yard was quickly retreating to shadow and mosquitoes so she went over 

to the high weeds, where Gerontion continued to poke and claw at something in there, 

immersed entirely except for his white tail. She grabbed him up with some struggle 

and strode across the lawn toward the house. An elderly woman stood watching her 

from the next yard, a statue with big gray curls and pale eyes, she was so still. Then 

the woman slowly waved . Jane raised her hand halfway in response and went inside. 

Jake was unloading a bag of food into a light blue refrigerator. When he was 

done, she went up to him and stood still as she laid her face against the warmth of his 

spine and listened. He stood unmoving and did not say anything. That was both 

good and bad. 

* * * 

She was able to explore the cottage the next day, after he left early in the 

morning to go into town. Freed from the shade of night, she looked around the large, 

if antiquated, kitchen that she was sure would be adequate with its supply of pots and 

utensils. After opening and closing a few drawers, she walked out of it, was pleased 

to see an enormous front room with a stone fireplace and high ceiling. This room was 

cool and smelled of dust and some other thing she could not place. Many black and 
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white photographs lined one wall. It had a couple of old fashioned leather chairs with 

brass colored rivets, a 60's era sofa and a small television with an antenna that sat on 

a wood table. Jake would be glad to see the side table with a half finished chess game 

waiting. She wondered at the interruption and walked to the mantel. On it sat decoy 

ducks along the wood beam, beside a few pale figurines . She walked up to them. 

One was a small porcelain woman, only a few inches high with black circles 

around her piercing blue eyes. She wore a tiny white dress, similar to a nurse' s 

uniform. The tips of the fingers on one hand were red. 

Next to this oddity was a little girl of the same size, resin, wrapped in a red 

cloak, a purse hanging from her arm with the tiny silhouette of a wolf on it. Jane felt 

better seeing this. At least she stood on familiar ground, knew the story. 

The last figurine was a bald man, resin like the latter. A little taller than the 

other two, he was dressed impeccably in a black tuxedo and pants, his face somber. 

Nothing stood out about him until Jane looked down and gaped, letting out a half 

laugh and covering her mouth with her hand. His porcelain genitals were exposed. 

She stared as though there must be a mistake, there was not. He was perfectly attired 

and formal with the exception of the slight protrusion appearing from his pants . 

She was suddenly curious about the family who had lived here. Who was it 

that had placed these items on the mantel ? She knew little about the family except 

what Jake had told her. The man who was Jetting them stay here, he was a college 

friend. She picked up the man figurine and walked over to the couch and sat down. 

Perhaps someone had played a practical joke. She found the snap of his pants and 

undid them, trying to pull the pants higher and force the fabric around his anatomy. 
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She gave up and set him back on the shelf as he had been before and turned to 

the frames on the wooden wall. Some of them were more than thirty years old. A 

father with white glossy hair and a sly smile. Was he the one with the strange sense 

of humor? Next, a woman who must have been his wife. Thin face and loose dark 

curls. Something about the eyes hinted at something Jane did not like. She looked 

neurotic in some way, was hardly smiling in the photo. Maybe haggard was a better 

word. To the right of these were the photos of three children: a boy who looked to 

be aro und fifteen, with large glasses and a studious look, and two gritming girls in 

individual photos who appeared to be twins, both with long dark hair in pony tails. 

perhaps eight or nine. Scattered around these five were other smaller frames who 

appeared to be the same people. The boy standing on the dock, a speckled fish at the 

end of his rod, one of the girls holding a doll , and one of the girls - she still could not 

tell them apart - sketching a portrait of someone, freehand. The boy must be this 

friend of Jake ' s. 

Jane looked walked back over to the figurines and looked at them. Then she 

turned to look around the rest of the room, in a table drawer, in a bookshelf There 

was nothing much else in it to hint at about this family. 

Just outside of the living room, a front entryway led to a wide, glassed-in 

porch that faced the Jake. She went and slid a couple of the windows open. The iron 

wrought furniture had green striped cushions and empty plant holders stood in the 

corners. Everything was dusty but she would take care of that later. They would be 

there for at least three months and Jake had allergies. She was surprised he had not 

complained already. 
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Aside from the kitchen and a small bathroom with a shower downstairs, there 

were no other rooms on the lower level. She climbed the wooden stairs, catching 

more glimpses of the family in action on the walls surrounding the stairs. Some of 

the photos reached very high on their nails, so high that she wondered how someone 

had reached to hammer them. 

There was the modest room that she and Jake had slept in, three other regular 

sized doors - one open and two closed, and a tiny door which she opened 

immediately. It was a small linen closet with flowery sheets and thin towels, 

mothballs and cedar. She meditated on the sheets for a moment, musing how things 

of the dead were repulsive in some way. Picking one up with her fingertips , she held 

it to her nose, sniffed. She envisioned the two of them using these and waking up to 

sheets of threaded tibias and femurs . 

She put her face down into her hands briefly, thought, What am I doing here 

in this place? 

Another room with an open door revealed a twin bed with a pale quilt, the 

pink shag rug, hurricane lamps. A woman ' s room . Her sister had loved pink and 

rose, didn ' t she? Yes. Her sister, would could be lying in the layers of a land fill. 

She envisioned her sitting on the bed, stating matter of factly: Yes, it's a good room . 

But then Marjorie asked Jane the same thing that she always did: Where were you? 

Tiny photos in little tripods on the pine dresser, the nightstand with its doily. 

More snapshots of the woman with the unhappy face that she saw on the living room 

wall. Mrs. Fomorian then. She had lived a full life, undoubtedly. Jane walked over 

to the window, wondering why Gerontion was not following her around as he usually 
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did when he was at home. She had given him free reign. Perhaps he had bigger 

pursuits . She pushed aside the curtains and looked down at the beach area near the 

weeds. Nothing. 

Except the same woman who had been staring yesterday at her, standing out 

on her patio in clear sight of the window. She was staring straight up at her, through 

this window. Jane pulled back quickly, feeling guilty, standing there a moment. This 

woman would know whose room she was in, maybe, would know that she was 

snoop mg. 

Then she felt annoyed. After all , they had rented it for three months; who the 

hell cared if she looked around? These people were deceased anyway. It was their 

son ' s place. Still. She walked out of the room, suddenly wanting Jake with her. 

She stopped in front of the two rooms with closed doors but heard the door 

open downstairs. 

* * * 

"Congratulations!" She hugged him. "Five star?' ' 

" Well , four star, but enough money that we will be cushy. And the kitchen is 

even better than the one I was used to working in. Much bigger and cleaner. I can ' t 

believe that I found something so quickly. I start on Monday. Usually these seasonal 

gigs are hard to come by. And isn ' t this place great? With a lake right out front! 

Where 's Gerontion?" 

"Out. Exploring. By the way, I've got some questions for you-" 
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"Jane! You're letting him run loose around here?" He walked to the window 

and peered out. "He's a house cat, something could kill him! There's raccoons, 

rodents - " 

She felt pricked. "Look, he 's never been de-clawed, he can take care of 

himself. You know he hated being cooped up in the house all the time down there. 

Besides, what do you care? You never wanted him around anyway." 

"So why not down in Houston? Eh? You had him confined to the room 

twenty four seven." He dug into a paper bag and threw a box of baking soda down on 

the table. 

This poked a thorn into a sore spot with her and she could see where it was 

headed. She tried to forget about it, sinking into a chair and looking down at the 

floor. 

He turned to look at her and came over, leaning forward on the table with his 

arms and looking down at a can of tomato paste. 

Someone knocked at the side door and they both looked over. The neighbor 

was peering through the glass of the door. 

Jane walked over and opened it. 

"I'm sorry," the lady muttered in a tiny voice. "I just wanted to know if you 

would like to come to dinner tomorrow." 

* * * 

Mrs. Valentine had fried up a bunch of Lake Perch and served it to them out 

on her patio, with a mixed green salad and fried potatoes. Jake disappeared briefly 
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when he noticed the plastic lemon that she set out. Mrs. Valentine looked at Jane, 

who told her that he was a chef and preferred fresh squeezed. 

Mr. Valentine didn ' t say much. He was a small man with thinning silver hair 

who hunched over the table, picking his teeth with a toothpick now and then, 

grimacing slightly as though he were in pain and doing everything in slow motion, 

including sawing mildly at his fish wi"th the knife, until Mrs. Valentine - smiling at 

Jake and Jane - grabbed his silverware from his hands and cut the fish into tiny 

pieces. 

" f did not know that you two were going to be staying in the Fomorian cottage 

this summer," she offered with the bowl of potatoes. 

" Yes, Evan is a friend of mine. We met several years ago," Jake said quietly , 

glancing at the red faced Mr. Valentine. 

"Oh?" she asked, as if that would prompt Jake to continue. 

"Yes," he replied, wiping his hands on his napkin. 

"They were a strange family, the Fomorians." 

Jane thought of the picture of Mrs. Fomorian hanging in the living room. In 

the process, her water went down the wrong tube and she went into a coughing fit. 

Mr. Valentine finally looked up and gazed blindly at her. Mrs. Valentine smiled . 

"Really," Jane said , trying not to cough, "continue - " 

Jake kicked her slightly underneath the table and she looked over at him. He 

was frowning in a way that was different. Unusual. 

But Mrs. Valentine did not notice this. Her wrinkled hand picked at a string 

on the table and she glanced up at the trees rustling in the wind. 
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"Well, let's see. Every summer we would see them . You know we bought 

our cottage a few years after they did. Very strange people, very strange. The kids 

would be out in the yard but never the parents. Never the parents. And the children. 

Not dressed in play clothes but perfectly attired. Looked like they wore new shirts, 

new dresses. I don ' t think they were allowed in the lake. I never saw them in the 

lake. Or playing down in the sand. And anytime ... Edward, sit up. You ' re almost 

on top of your fish . You couldn ' t ask those children any questions, either." 

"That was a fantastic meal, Mrs. Valentine, thank you so much for having us 

over," Jake was pushing his plate back. This time, Jane kicked him under the table. 

"So, do you think the parents were just strict with the kids?" 

Jake was staring at her, nudging. She did not know what his problem was and 

stared back at him before turning to Mrs. Valentine. 

"Oh," she looked across the table at both of them, as though she were 

deliberating over something, "I think it went further than that." 

She tried to ask further but Jake was moving away from the table, bidding 

Mrs. Valentine and the half-dozing Mr. Valentine a good night. 

* * * 

"What is it with you? Can you let go of my arm now?" 

He did so and strode up to the back door of the cottage, silent, and pushed it 

open. Once inside, he leaned against the kitchen table and waited for her to close the 

door. 

"Mrs. Valentine has said enough, you don' t need to be asking her anything 

else," he said quietly. 
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" What are you hiding from me?" 

"Nothing. But the family that owned this place was bizarre and let's just 

leave it at that. There's nothing you need to know." He was looking around the 

kitchen with a pained expression. "Man, that fish she fried, Jesus. Or was it the 

potatoes?" 

He sat down and clutched his stomach as she opened the cupboards to look for 

something. 

"Jake, I' m tired of you keeping secrets from me," she poked around the 

spices, closed that cupboard, "And I'm really tired of people calling this family 

"strange" and not elaborating? What kind of strange? I want to know what it is. 

That friend of yours, Evan, what did he tell you?" She found a bottle of Immodium 

and got a glass of water, wondering if Mrs. Valentine had taken offense and poisoned 

him when he went to get his lemon, and tried not to laugh. 

" Why are you smiling?" 

"At how stubborn you can be, now tell me about this family, please? And I 

found things. Did you see those strange little figurines on the mantel in there?" 

" What figures , I didn't see anything. Where ' s Gerontion?" 

".Jake! " 

"Okay, I' ll show you something. Then it's no more Mrs. Valentine, or 

questions, or anything else. Just you and me using the cottage to exist and no 

questioning about who lived here or what the hell they did or the exhibitionist on the 

mantel, got it?" 
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He looked at her critically, as though he were re-evaluating something about 

her. He looked sad, leaning in his chair, someone who was tired and had just wanted 

to escape something. Perhaps she should put it al l aside for now. Yes, he was hurt, 

she would. He was hurt. 

But he took her upstairs to one room still, pulled out the key . 

"Are you ready?" 

"Yes." 

* * * 

He headed for the door next to Mrs. Fomorian's. He raised the key and she 

thought suddenly of the porcelain figurine with the red hand. His hand was rising to 

meet the lock, the part at the base of his thumb fleshy , fat. Jane lifted her fingers and 

put them on that spot. A capable hand. He would still feel remorse about the woman 

down the street. Had she touched this hand in this location? It was past midnight and 

they were both standing, locked in their positions outside of this door. There could be 

anything in there, there could be Marjorie. He would know about that. 

He reached with his other hand to grab the door knob but she pulled his hand 

back. 

"What?" he asked, low, as though there were people sleeping in the rooms 

around them. She could hear the confusion in this voice. 

"I'm not sure, no .. . I don ' t think so ." 

He lowered the hand with the key, sighed. He trudged down the hallway like 

a beaten man. 

* * * 
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Gerontion came back the next day. He had disappeared, had stayed out in the 

wild all night, searching. She found a few brambles worked into his coat and had to 

cut them out with shears. He even had a little bit of dried blood around the corner of 

his mouth, as though he had fought with something and worried at it for a while. She 

cleaned this too, wondering what kind of feral trail he had left in the copse that he had 

found , with its rodent life and things that scratched and chewed their way through 

life. 

She had to go upstairs for things after Jake left, would stop and pause outside 

of the doorway where they had stood, locked together, the night before. She did this 

a quite a few times over the next few months. 

* * * 

The dunes looked out over the lake, sable curves that had been forced into 

being some eleven thousand years ago. She sat on the soft granules and thought 

about various things, sifting sand through her fingers into small hills and valleys. The 

day was humid, had almost reached the same humidity that Houston had, Houston 

which was far away now and not missed. The sky and lake merged at the hori zon, it 

was hard to tell where one began or ended. Everything looked swollen, pregnant with 

the voluptuous sand or hazy water. 

Jake sat close by, enjoying one of his few days off. Some of the initial 

problems they had brought with them to Michigan had withered away and he had 

more energy now, would grill or go boating, had talked about staying in the state. 

Things were good and she no longer bothered him about the room upstairs or the 

figurines which sat eerily on the mantel, although Evan had called Jake at some point 
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and, when asked, explained that the figurines were bought by his father much later in 

life and had been the outer manifestation of a person joke which he chose to exclude 

the details of to his family. Evidently, his wife had burned over this secret. 

She took him for a walk on a trail that overlooked the lake, pointed out the 

Lady ' s Slipper, the Cinquefoil and the Boneset. The sand had wedged itself into the 

dirt and they were careful not to go into places which might have Poison Ivy. She 

had a secret of her own and was waiting until the right time, some good news. Yes, 

she would wait for the right time, it would come soon. 

They arrived back at the cottage in the late afternoon. The small lake had 

kicked up a good deal of surf and twigs, froth and other things floated out on its 

surface. The wind a thread of chill woven through its design. Jane walked out to take 

the orchid off of the tree, her hand on her stomach, while Jake was calling from the 

front porch, phone in his hand, calling her to come in. Why couldn ' t it wait? She 

walked over and placed the orchid at the base of an oak. 

The water gleamed in the afternoon sun and coaxed her. The slats of the dock 

were weathered and the white paint was flaking in curls. She walked to the very edge 

of it and sat cross legged. The sun was edging toward the horizon and the dock was a 

skeletal digit, stirring the water and then Jake was calling out to her from the door, 

holding the phone in his hand, something about the Texas Police Department. 
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Grave 

Reprimands, frowns, cuffs- none of it had stopped her from returning to the 

cemetery. Auburn and russet pieces fluttered high in the limbs and some distant 

smoldering threw up a haze that muddled through the slender umbrage. Stones 

popped under the wheels and the smooth slope with its hard shells resting quietly 

beyond the filigree . Dead and crimson. Another leaf scraped by on the tar. Saturday. 

Grass and stones pieced out behind the gothic grid but he was not within view. She 

cut the ignition with a twist, still looking through the bars. 

* * 

" What was the great to do?" 

"Quebec ' s famous panoramic tour. And all for fifty cents ." 

They laughed. 

* 

Green beans lay in a silver boat. Martinis eyed them from a deal table. Navy 

suspenders lengthened over the door knob. Grooves in the gold paws of the mantel 

clock that perched on the beam. 

"Helen wrote me while you were away." 

" How is the old gal?" 

Over the calflong silk number. Her chartreuse cloche capped the rack. 

Shadows flurried away from the red dusk under the cold sill and sank around the 

corner toward the vestibule. 
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"In Chicago now, and just the same, a pill. She said ' Write to me, do.' Can 

you imagine?" Carefully, she grasped the stems. A treat from the speakeasy he 

frequented. 

"How did a fellow get so lucky?" 

* * * 

Her slim fingers curled around the gate. Lean inky caves in the recesses of the 

bark. Hydrogen orange India rubber ball partially obscured in an eastern puff. 

Propitious weather. Letters and numbers, she had saved the rice paper. Pulling it 

through her hand, she grasped the layers of her hair, fluffed them, twisted them, 

watching as he strode jauntily through the trunks, whistling. She had a particular 

thing on her mind. He saw her, pulled himself forward at great lengths. She turned 

back for a moment. Articles on the seat: key to an enjoyable pastime. 

* * * 

Tin jazz through the cylinder. Phlox and martini on the patio. Helen would 

be fine, would do swell in Chicago. Tiny, her hand linked with his between the 

Adirondack chairs that he had fashioned. The woods would not be bad. Her mother 

let it to them for the summer. He filled the bowl and lit it, thought about the 639th. 

Upstairs, the dust made love to his uniform . 

"Do you often think of the boys?" One finger traced his palm. The smoke 

chain disappeared over the privet border. Sure, he had seen the castles, the fortress in 

the Seine valley, Chatillon. Held himself there in the dark. 

"I still hear from the private, my love." She watched the wisps and thought of 

the winter arrival. 
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The Dioux, linked with the Seine, and gently invaded not long ago. Poplar, 

pine and sumac whispered overhead. 

* * * 

"Here we are. They will never see us and then we can be done quickly." 

Heavy charring of maple or oak on the wind. A searing back there 

somewhere. 

"Well ," his wide mouth turned down at one corner, he pulled at the sheets, 

"what have we got here?'' Shifting legs and arms, they maneuvered, tried to find a 

comfortable position. 

"This wonderful. Let me see." 

" I don ' t like it that way. Try this. " 

Heavy breathing cloaked back there. Friction and rustling. Under the tree 

tops, a snazzy marbled coat, the downy chest. 

Nearby: Gray Newcastle . 1922. Beloved. Slate colored, with a slight arch . 

* * * 

"Gray?" 

"Yes?'' Close to midnight. Glasses abandoned in the yard, smell of smoke in 

his skin. 

"Are you expecting?" 

Curled ball of his hand on the small of her back. Weight of decisions at the 

base of her spine. Level with the bed. Limbs warm on the bedstead linen. 
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Two glances intersected in the darkness, searched, marked each other's faint 

outline. Her surprised, him marshalling. Downstairs, the mantel clock ticked in its 

bower. 

"Really?" He wound himself closer to her, smoothed her hair. 

Tracing him in the dark, she framed it in her mind , all of it, too happy to go to 

-
sleep. Sooner or later, life started to crumble. 

* * * 

He guided her carefully, showed her the best spots. 

Sun declined a little; scintillating gaps in the branches. Hands sore from 

holding the paper, rubbing with chalk, tracing. Furtive looks now and again at the 

entrance. 

"Are you sure that no one comes to this part often?" 

"Quite." 

Thrashing in the underbrush. Gliding coolly, the wind played against her 

heated face. 

* * * 

Dark profile: a bowler, leather bag and firm footstep ascending the stairs. 

Born in 1890, he had been informed. Heavy wind rattled the arched windows, slight 

crackings. First floor, his teeth sore from chewing on the stem of his Meerschaum. 

Consciousness circled around the fringe, his hand grabbing at the table lace and 

twisting it in his fingers. Moaning upstairs. Low voices in reply . 

The Dioux was half a continent away, bloodied. He wanted to crawl up there, 

fight, beg. Screeching. Thudding from the pane and whipped up wind. Her cloche 
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modest and kind on the rack, he went to it, pulled it off. It smelled of hyacinth and 

danger, was tiny in his grip. Later, the lagging, descending step. 

* * * 

Finished, they removed the sheets and packed everything up. 

"Out of all of them, which is your favorite?" 

-
They stood at angles, throwing deep lines that merged with the timber in some 

silent dance. A soft gray stone waited quietly near the copse. She walked over to it 

and bent down to read in the fading air. 

1890-1922, Gray Newcastle, beloved wife and mother. A modest marker 

with no other ornate design than a single heart at the top: abandoned long ago, the 

characters crumbling. 

"This is the one I love best," she replied. "Simple, not overdone." 

He walked up behind her. Little did she know that he thought highly of her 

courage and technique. Her tracings were the finest and might yet win accolades. 

Several of them had been framed. 

" We had better leave now," he said, noting the quick, descending fire. 

Soft pressed grass straightened to remove their traces. 
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Strange Snow 

Charles Vigil stops at the entry way. Anticipating the reality that waits for 

him inside, he places his hand against the brick and turns to study his studio. Built 

thirty years ago with left over materials from the house, it sits at the edge of white 

dusted pines. Its two windows are steamed over, a hint of his recent presence. Sunset 

is a subdued glow in the west. Tired, he continues clumsily through the entry way 

and stamps clumps of snow off of his boots . Grabbing a wooden chair, he sits down 

to untie the laces, and breathes in the familiar cumin and flour strains of the kitchen. 

As the house wanns his skin, remnants of crystalline branches and gaps lie indelibly 

on the edge of his mind. 

"Charles," his wife calls from the living room. "That you?" 

He turns toward the voice . What it would be like if he didn ' t answer? "Be 

right there." He still sees the frozen crystals and needles, but now they are turning 

into images he'd rather not see. He walks in his wool socks down the hallway and 

into the living room. 

Estrella is seated in a blue swivel chair near the bright bay window. Tiny and 

huddled under a thick white afghan, she seems more doll than human; indeed, he gets 

the impression that she shrinks smaller and smaller inside of this cocoon every day. 

Her reading glasses lay on a table alongside an inverted book, its spine a teepee. 

He stops in the doorway and they stare at each other for a moment until he 

continues forward and walks over to look out the window behind her. Their house 

sits back a ways from the road , anchored by two giant spruce trees that are probably 

60 



almost as old as he is. The two lane highway is a gray depression briefly and then the 

inscrutable yellows and browns of fall's husks and leaves signify the farmland 

beyond. 

"Catch any good ones?" Her voice is small, congested as she turns to him. 

Flakes are drifting down from the sky, crossing one another in the wind that 

-
curls around the house. One lands on the glass, its spikes adhering to the surface in a 

slow melt. He glances over at her. She sees it, glances up and they laugh. 

He suppresses a sigh since they aren't a good thing to release these days and 

walks around her chair and stares down at her. The blue eyes are still inquiring, their 

lids vulnerable . Her heavily veined hand rests on the arm and he puts his right palm 

on the back of it. The delicate ticking of the grandfather clock fills the room behind 

him. It seems that they stay this way for quite a while, or perhaps only a minute, 

clock ticking, an outline of two forms: him crouching, her sitting, until he slowly lifts 

his hand and seats himself in his recliner. 

"La neige." A whisper that was more idea than word. "Remember when I 

taught you that?" 

He nods. Wine stained autumn near the St. Clair River. They sat on a swing 

set in the park and talked about French culture and history, territory that he could not 

follow her to. Mallarme, Proust, she had planned to read them and teach. "La neige, 

with a softj ," she had explained, "French for snow." "Winter beige, but heavier than 

snow." They had agreed. Snow fell in a cloud of mournful vowel , in the emptiness of 

0 , rather than through the discordant buzz of the softj . Like the gin negligent, he 

now thought. 
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Estrella turns and peers up at him, declares "I'm still alive," and then slowly 

grins, the entire top row of her straight teeth revealed. He half smiles back at her, 

noticing the prescription bottles that rest on the table next to her book, and walks over 

to his recliner. 

"Are the headaches getting worse?" 

"A little," she replies"quietly, looking over in the general direction of his eyes. 

"What bothers me is the drainage. You know. The constant drip. " 

"Oh, yes," he replies, hesitating before he says, "something that the doctor 

warned you of?" 

She shakes her head , smiles. "A bonus." The air hangs like a heavy blanket 

between them and he clears his throat. 

"At one point," he begins. 

" I took the opportunity to outline a few things about, well, after I' m gone," 

she says. 

He stares at her for a moment, a tangled white lock of his hair pushed to one 

side of his forehead. Its lightness seems to jar with the gravity in his eyes. 

agam. 

"No." 

She has twisted her head to look out the window, blinking quickJy. So he tries 

"You have to have someone come in at one point in order to take care of you." 

"No." There is a moment of silence and then again, a little more quietly, 

62 



So they sit in the fading light as the snow becomes heavier. Outside, the top 

of the mailbox is no longer green and last night's full moon is obscured by cloud 

cover. 

At seven, he rises and walks into the kitchen to make dinner. 

* * * 

A snowflake may begin as a dust particle or sea salt crystal, suspended high in 

the atmosphere or simply as an ice particle in a cloud. But it begins as one thing and 

changes into another. Vigil has read enough about the process to know that one flake 

may change its shape several times as it falls to the earth. He plods through the snow 

to his work shed, holding a microscopic camera in his hands. His heroes are men like 

Snowflake Bentley and Ukichiro Nakaya, photographers whose work has helped to 

map the minute nuances of snow: dendrites, icy ferns, scrolled ends and needles. 

This morning, the land is gleaming, fresh and heavily white. The slight wind is icy. 

The forecast calls for afternoon snow but already cumuli are bunching together in the 

west. He feels light with anticipation. It is early and Estrella is still sleeping. 

Inside, he turns on the lamp over his work bench and places the camera on a 

wooden shelf table that projects from the wall. Above it hang numerous small tools 

and utensils, while off to the left is a small freezer where he keeps small glass slides 

and samples of flakes. Opening the freezer door, he finds a slide that he has placed 

there and carefully takes it out with tweezers. Looking around the shed, he walks 

back over to the table. Years ago, the shed was used as a small warehouse for 

Estrella's art supplies. Every summer, she would unlock the door and take an 

accounting of the brushes and canvas that she had left in it from the previous year. 
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He wonders, as he places the slide on the wood with the tweezers, what it would be 

like for his wife's doctors to carefully slice open her skull and use something similar 

to tear out the monster that has taken up residence in her parietal lobe. He places the 

slide underneath the lens and adjusts the image. At two days, the crystal has started 

to disintegrate, but he can tell that it had broad branches. Interesting. Should have 

-
studied it sooner. Moving the slide away to one side, he looks at the tweezers and 

coughs. Picking up a piece of black foam core that hangs from a nail , he goes outside 

into the sun. 

Still nothing from the sky. A little depressed, he away his things and retreats 

to the house in what has become a winter ritual for him - watching for snow fall. 

Hooking the foam on a metal crook on the brick wall, he opens the door. 

The clock is chiming half past nine and he walks over to his chair and lowers 

himself into it to wait. 

* * * 

In November 1960, as Vietnam slowly kindles, they are both twenty. He sees 

her hanging Christmas lights around the window of a Frank's Nursery on the outskirts 

of Detroit. Inside, he browses among the tinsel trees with their color wheels. He 

steps carefully past the nativity scenes with their tiny primitive figurines and waits 

nearby to hear her speak. A sales woman calls her and that is how he finds out her 

name. Snatching up an ornament for his mother, he waits behind the other customers 

to pay. 

Outside, it is steadily snowing. In the parking lot, red reverse lights lend the 

hurried figures and waiting cars an urgent glow. He pays for the blue icicle while 
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surreptitiously watching her as she stands on the ladder and threads the blinking 

strand along the glass. When he passes by and excuses himself, she looks down with 

eyes that evince caution. They are as blue as the icicle in his hands. He returns a 

couple of months later. 

* * * 

The probability that two will form the same way is very small. The falling, 

spurred on by wind and its exit from cloud, exposes each crystal to the force of time. 

Many break apart while being pushed through air currents. He stands sometimes, as 

if in supplication, foam stretched outward. At others, he holds the foam close and 

hunches his torso around it as a buffer, trying to catch speeding flakes in the wind. 

Always, he wonders at the fullness of each, bursting with form yet almost drawing 

back in upon itself and shrinking into something else as soon as it lands on the foam, 

akin to some strange fly. Occasionally, all he can pick off of the surface of the foam 

is a needle or two. Other times, he is lucky enough to get columns with an assortment 

of plates or side planes and dendrites with unusual extensions. Lifting the flake off of 

the foam with a toothpick, he lays it on the glass and notes the malformities and the 

strange universe contained with the hollow columns and needles. He looks at the 

images under the magnification and shoots a few of them, later noting it in a red 

notebook. 

* * * 

"Julia is coming to see you," he tells her on Saturday, when they are watching 

a television show. 
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"Julia?" She looks up toward the ceiling and he wonders if she has forgotten 

her own daughter. "Oh, that would be nice. " She is wrapped in her afghan and looks 

at him almost pleadingly. 

Two to four months. That's what they ' d given her. 

* * * 

The Gulf of Tonkin, a sea of fire that looms at the edge of his consciousness 

throughout the spring 1965, is dri ven away by Estrella's morning sickness. Already 

living in northern Michigan to escape the de-industrialized skeleton that is Detroit, he 

works among the spruces and firs at their newly bought farm, at first tentatively, and 

then walking among the acres as though thi s could shake away any unwanted letter or 

phone call that would materiali ze. The farm is new but he cannot enjoy it as a haven, 

since it is connected by thousands of miles of land and water, to other parcels that 

outline a certain hell. At times, he believes he sees the ghosts of fatigued men and 

their grimaces behind branches that shift in the wind. He has already started bunking 

down in the dirt, starts to prepare himself even as he climbs into the cool sheets with 

her at night, pine needles scenting his palms and images of liquid fire and artillery 

dancing about in his imagination while she sleeps. Some days, she cries, grabs his 

shirt front as she becomes frustrated in reasoning with him. Aware of the horrors that 

rear their collective heads at humanity over time, he sometimes feels as though he has 

gone insane in trying to imagine the experience without having even arrived at the 

Gulf. Then, five months later, Julia is born, and time slows down. 

* * * 
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She is shocked to see her mother's expression. Stooping over her, she kisses 

her on the forehead . He can feel his mouth tighten around the corners. 

"I should have come here sooner but I couldn't," she says to them both. 

Estrella mouths the word "no," and talks quietly to her. Charles has carried 

her into the living room. He is glad she remembers her daughter. 

They watch the weather channel and talk. Almost one foot of snow is 

predicted through the next couple of days. Strangely, he does not feel himself 

compelled. He thinks of the foam and the tools in the shed, along with his 

microscope that stands on the closet shelf. They seem far removed from himself. 

The forecasters point and dissect the United States. Julia watches and Estrella dozes. 

He breathes a sigh of relief. 

A tall woman, his daughter has inherited his frame and his wife's eyes. He 

likes that. 

* * * 

The next day, while she is sleeping, they go for a walk. First he shows her the 

camera and the photos, before they head through a plot of Balsam Firs. The sky is 

uncertain with high cirrus clouds meeting what appears to be a low lying front in the 

northwest. The wind is silent. She asks him if he sold a lot of trees before Christmas 

and he replies that he hired an outside vendor to handle all of the details. 

"Dad, is everything in place for her? You know, her details?" 

They are on a small rise and he stops to look down toward the front yard and 

highway, hands in his parka pockets. 
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He turns to look at her. Face hooded by her red jacket, her eyes are solid, 

somber in their drive. 

"She told me about a month ago that she wrote out instructions," he offers 

tentatively, uncertain of his voice. 

She looks down and kicks at something with her boot, sighing. 

"I don ' t know. You better look at those plans. She may not be realizing what 

she has been writing down." And then: "Are you going to have a viewing?" 

"No. She agrees with me on that. Simple burial." 

His voice sounds hollow in the wintry air and nearby, the trees hovered like 

alien witnesses. He doesn't trust it anymore, which is why, when she mentions that 

she might be staying for a while, face streaming, he simply lowers his face to his 

hands. 

* * * 

One afternoon, while his wife is resting, he slips out to the shed for the first 

time in days. The snow is falling and Vigil is excited because it is a full, fleshy snow, 

one that seems to promise fuller flakes that are more intricate and varied than what 

has been dropped by scattered flurries the last couple of weeks. Wind is almost non

existent. 

Foam flecked with ten or so flakes, he hurries into the shed with it. Putting a 

few on slides right away and then storing them in the freezer, he starts to examine the 

others. Triangular, the first two are quickly pulled aside as he tries not to breathe 

directly on them. 
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The third shape stuns him. A twelve branched dendrite, it is rare, and he 

quickly takes a picture of it with the camera, noting the elegantly carved grooves of 

the branches, their lines crystalline and clear. Excited, he hurries out of the house to 

discuss it with Julia, who is already waiting at the door. She takes him softly by the 

hand into the living room, where Estrella has fallen asleep. They watch the stillness 

of her as a million white stars fall pasf the bay window, white like the wisps of her 

hair. 
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Rain into Sea 

I find her place above the palm reader on the outskirts of Miami in a former 

furniture store, more window than wall, more sky than walk-up. I verify the address 

from the reader, a fleshy, yellow skinned woman, on the street below. Her waves are 

secured in maroon leather. Silver wisps. The pink stucco darkens as clouds pull 

themselves across the city. She looks me over, peers at the scar over my lip. Fortune 

told? Sun catchers twirl and mesh near my eye. Not today. Where is this? She 

looks at the number, it is carelessly written on a receipt. She raises a deep lined palm 

to the clouds and points to the second floor. Drops hit my face on the landing. 

* * * 

The printer mouths the words in the curl of patchouli. Her capacious living 

room is jazzed up by pine curtains, crimson and metal motifs. Outside it pours. We 

sit in the dim air as walls of water scramble the high rises and inner courtyards, 

causing sand and aqua patches to run together. Perhaps all will run with rain into the 

sea. This is not bad, she reflects, fingering the sentences. She writes once in a while. 

Who referred me? What is my story? The room brightens violently and the cat bolts 

away. I pick a few white slivers off of my black cotton and sip the tea. Lovers who 

live in the north, I reply, and his odd death. She sighs and licks the fudge off of her 

finger, says it will cost me. Sixty pound paper and a glossy cover. I have enough and 

will meet her in a couple of weeks. The rough steps come slowly. 

* * * 
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Kimchi sauce, the shade of henna. Poking the stick into the wasabe, I smear it 

on the salmon and then use it to swirl soy into the red. Another saki? Despite the 

creamy fish, the kimchi is spicy, salty, sears the answer. I flash a smile at the server. 

She disappears. In this pungent little dive, the space behind my eyes threads years 

together. Once, I taught English near Yakushi-ji. Temmu's Temple has been through 

many fires. In it, are a healing Buddha and his bodhisattvas. They flank him in hip

shot pose, sinuous and dark. A young man and woman pull the chiming door and I 

stare from my booth, cross-legged, as they edge into the warm light. Sushi must be 

savored slowl y, melt in one's mouth, piece by piece. In Yakushi-ji, I met a lover with 

hair of woven coal. The image of the couple blurs. Only a reaction to the wasabe. 

* * * 

Walkers on the South Florida sand have come a great distance. The foam is 

cool and surges around my ankles. Snipe sails flag the inlet and terns and sandpipers 

flirt with the tide. The towers of Miami rim the shoreline, dark stalagmites sprung 

from the salty edge. I regard them with a dry taste in my mouth, have worn stiff 

clothes in them, pushed through spinning glass and lifted myself up in the metal 

boxes. The southerly touches my skin. Little girls with wet wheat hair scramble by, 

chasing something. High up, I would transcribe words: accusations, times and places. 

Print them out and mail them away. In doing so, I became nothing: a filter. With 

wild gray hair, the man steps through the glassy ocean, a dark skinned woman in his 

shadow. They grip each other by the waist and touch lips. A gull totters on the wind. 

If I cannot write an existence for myself, I will fall. 

* * * 
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Open up- he pounds on the door. It is two o'clock. My legs measure the 

resistance in soft cotton. Blinking and trying to trace the outlines beyond the covers, 

I try to hope the clamor away. Pounding again. He will wake everyone in the 

building, so I sit up and then slip away from the sheets. Funny how the door secretes 

a tincture of cumin - or is it old book pages - as I place my hands on the wood, 

following its surface, knowing better than to open it. Through the door I ask him: he 

has my attention, what is it? Just for tonight, the soft whisper. The night is killing 

him and there is nowhere to go. The cumin is gone, the air seems infused with 

alcohol fumes. I speak near the crack, tell him to go. Go or I will have you removed. 

The carpet in the hallway muffles his steps, the crying. 

* * * 

The green fabric nms the windows, is darker, but the patchouli IS gone. 

Today I smell lavender. She wears a navy wrap around and brown wide leg pants. 

We speak across a gilded door that lay sideways on four metal legs. Our coffee cups 

wait like tiny boats on a gold sea. I run my hand across the texture, wonder at the 

paint. Do I like it? My smile is a response; she measures it and speaks again. Would 

I mind if she read a couple of chapters? No, but I have a request: more time, an 

adjustment to the plot. Her irises are wide indigo. She is glad that she only printed 

one copy. Five by eight, a dummy. Sharp and compact in my hands, the book is 

crisp, spine bound firmly. A thrill circles through me. Still, the cover is not quite 

right. We discuss the branches, the green. My name could be a little larger. No more 
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orange pekoe, thank you. Agreement: I will change the plot and she will work on the 

jacket. Her long fingers pocket the bills. 

* * * 

Not today, I tell her. Water catches in the wrinkles underneath her brown eye. 

She has not eaten in a day or so. Just ten and she will see what she can see. Usually 

she demands twenty. Times are tough. Perhaps this is a lie, but while I also scrape 

nowadays, prostituting myself around insurance defense firms, I am not at the point 

of tears. So, I agree to it. The frog and butterflies flash emerald and gold , twirl , seem 

a sign. Agreeing to buy her words, because that is really all that fortune tellers trade 

in, I go inside. My seat is wicker. She nestles on the other side of the lame drape, 

wicker cracking. She pulls out a deck by Dali. Shuffling and cutting, I pass them to 

her. An arch is formed: Los Enamorados, the Lovers; Reina de Espadas, Queen of 

Swords; La Rueda de Ia Fortuna, Wheel of Fortune; As de Copas, Ace of Cups; Rey 

de Oros, the King of Coins- iAY de mi! That is Dali! she arches her eyebrows at me, 

her mouth a purple hesitation. Yes. He lay on his throne, head to the side, eyes 

closed. The king of material craft; a painter, I explain, thus the pentacles. Ah, she 

says softly, looks up at my mouth. Her eyes shy away before they reach my own. El 

Mundo, the World; La Torre, the Tower. You cut, her finger wags at me, pick three . 

I lift them. All cups. What have we here now? A faint 'tic' behind me. Green eyes 

and whiskers on the window sill. The wrinkled fingers tap the faces, pulling and 

pushing them . Now. You travel quite the distance. I think from the East. She raises 

the Queen of Swords. Smart woman but can be cruel. I smile. No children? You 

tell me, I say. The lines of her mouth deepen, lips tight. No children. The card is 
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turned over. No plans for girl or boy, right? No, my eggs are nearly gone, I laugh. 

Her eyes water a little. Hunger makes her hands jerk, I imagine. Success near the 

sea, but it will cost you. Fortune through arts: the writing, the painting, but chaos too. 

She taps the Tower. Stay away from the surface! There is a thud on the floor. The 

cat licks its paw. 

* * * 

We have not seen you in a while. The tanks are big bullets that he adjusts on 

the sides of the boat. I have been occupied, writing. Tan and quick, his fingers pull 

the cords, compose straps. What about? Modified memories, whatever I can scrape 

from the bottom. Asking about visibility, I change the subject. Seventy feet. Only 

one cloud mushrooms in the east. A woman ' s arm is snow against his as she climbs 

in. There is a lull in conversation while he counts and then he guns the boat out of the 

marina. There are six of us. We ride with heads half turned to the open sea, as 

though listening. The wind wipes a bit of smile away. The sea is the unknown 

liquefied. The blonde he helped in is a nurse. She has not gone down in a while, says 

it almost as a plea. Her husband rubs her neck. I throw a smile at them and glance 

over the side as though I can see through the aqua. It can be dangerous to descend 

when you haven't had practice. 

* * * 

I sink slowly. She will be comforted that there is little current. Releasing 

more air, I glance up at the wavering veneer that arrays the sunlight into a multi

faceted orb and then tries to drag it into its depths. The hull is a bobbing dark square 

in the glow. The bulbous leer of a barracuda hovers nearby, and I look down, 

74 



following the blonde and her husband. He is pointing at something but her hands 

work, absorbed with her mask. Once I had a puppet, a marionette on strings and 

wires with movable paste on eyes that jingled when it walked. With his hand on her 

neck and her limbs waving, she is a darker version of my old toy. The guide is 

showing us something underneath a ledge. Two of them are pointing their lights at a 

crevice. I lower, see the eel's green contortions and grimace. The color is a pale 

shade of the curtains. Is she reading my words? 

* * * 

It hardly happens this way. The wife is retching on the surface, right on the 

water ' s sheen . They agree to put her pull her in first , but the boat is not anchored. 

Still , there are hardly any waves. Swim to the platform, her husband finally yells at 

her hesitancy. Land moves up and down softly on the horizon, a terra cotta fringe in 

the afternoon. The captain waits silently at the stern. He is capable, serene. At 

working the boat, he is one of the best. We hover half in and half out, bouncing 

slightly in the ripple, in the aurous air near the vessel. She coughs again . I edge 

around her, see the small ladder to the side. Don ' t do it, he cautions, just let her try. 

Yet, she is pulling herself onto the platform, weak, so I grab the ladder and reach over 

to her, gripping the wetsuit and pushing her toward him. Inexplicably, the boat 

lurches right and I fall back, the horizon slanting crazily, and the captain is hurling 

words at me as something slams into the back of my head . 

* * * 

Rough slats warm my back but make my head ache more. The pain is behind 

my eyes. Light blue wall facing me. There she is, there she is. I swallow and try to 
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sit up and the pain tumbles in my skull. Can you see? The captain is next to me. 

Yes. Legs in fawn brown trousers are standing close by, a broad face with eyes bluer 

than the wall lowers. Lay back, there, I'm going to ask you some questions. The 

wall fades a little. My answers win me a ride, a ride. Did you know you get a ride? 

Then another deep voice. What did 1 tell you, now? Haven't I always told you? 

Stay away from the boat's surface unless getting on. Sir, not now. Please. Cool 

movement. 

* * * 

In one dream, I am chastised. A deadline was missed. When I explain that 

the document (and its destination) was never revealed to me, the woman, an office 

manager, throws up her hands. While she drones on and I watch her mouth, the Nara 

prefecture teases my vision. A cinnamon wood statue, a beneficent relic, resides in 

the temple of nuns. Increasingly, people make it difficult for me to stay in a certain 

space. Pulling the purple velvet strap of my bag, I lift myself, go to the door. Where 

are you going, she asks. Mirokubosatsu, the savior, I would like to see it again. Its 

smile is kind. 

* * * 

I open the door and the printer and fortune teller are both seated with my book 

between them. The cover will cost more money, Leila says. The reason is the 

definition between the words, the pine green trees and white space in between. I slam 

my fists on the table. The Manx peers at me and then licks its paw in the dust 

specked beam. It rolls around, curling on its spine, Lilliputian teeth and pink tongue 

exposed. You must understand : it 's a three color job. This liminal branching is 
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unnerving me too, she says. The seer laughs with an overbite, holds up a giant card. 

I leave. A waterfall cascades down the stairway and I nestle the book close to myself, 

the dummy. This too, is a dream. 

* * * 

A hospital bed is really two or three layers of softness before becoming coffin. 

I find myself staring at the blue sheets: comfortable but not because of their crispness 

but more of my warmth in them, and trying to bind together thoughts. Ideas are 

things in my head that are springing like wax beans from the dust and then only rising 

half way to their full height, never becoming fully realized. A nurse walks in , her 

dark hair in a bun. I lift my hand slightly, a gesture, mostly to gauge my strength 

more than anything, but she leaves just as quickly, with a tray. No matter. A young 

man in a long white coat replaces her immediately. How do we feel today? Ah, I 

begin to tell him. Good enough to leave, he continues. I shift on the mattress, feel a 

slight ache in the back of my skull. His angular face suddenly sparks so many 

impulses, I stutter. You know, we could not find any information on you - wait 

Betsy. Yes, could you come in now? Anyway, we have your name and address from 

the dive master and that's about it. You had a goose egg on your head but no massive 

swelling. We sutured you. Out for a while though, strange. Sunlight is a slight haze 

behind blinds and the room is warm. Good, here's Betsy. He leaves and she cradles 

a clipboard against her waist. I have your name, she smiles. Little use it will be, I 

think to myself. Her white coat and red scarf blur a little. She tries not to notice, 

looks down at the board. Family or name of closest relative? None, I whisper. My 

eyes are thick with moisture. She frowns and marks something. Can I ask you a 
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question? Certainly, she smiles. How long have I been here? Not too long, just a 

few days. 

Finishing, she carries the clipboard away. Faces traverse the hall outside my 

doorway but none are familiar to me. Soon, the initial copy floats to my mind in its 

dark spaces. The revision has been barely started. The plot changed, yes, but the 

characters are half-formed, more outline than flesh and blood. On crying, my skull 

starts to throb. Better not to cry. The walk-up comes to me in vision but seems 

thousands of miles away. The urge to place my hands on the copy, at home on my 

cabinet, brings me slowly out of the bed, my hands searching, moving things to look 

for my clothes. 

* * * 

When the hospital catches its breath, it will simply send a bill. After all, it has 

my name, knows my address. Sleeping at home one night without any problems 

except a minor headache allows me to go out. There are two messages but the 

possible revelation of what they contain scares me, so I leave them alone. Aspirin 

soothes my head a little. On the way to the printer, I pass him on the street, walking 

lazily toward my place. I will not be there. His eyes mark me and his torso turns. 

Thankfully, I am driving. Closed, the fortune teller's sign reads. I can detect a small 

light in the back, in the room where we sat, but nothing else, cannot see through the 

glass. Relieved, I walk slowly up the stairs, like an elderly woman whose knees are 

crumbling. The name plate is gone. I knock and wait. Who would want to live in an 

industrial area? I knock again. Fool that I am, there is no phone number to reach 

Leila with since I have never asked for it and she has never offered it to me. Knock-
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knock-knock. A mass of dark fingers is slowly creeping across the city. Not wanting 

to be rained on, I leave, go downstairs, walk around to the opposite side of the 

building. There are a few cars parked on the street. A small Coney Island type diner 

is being locked by a man with dark curly hair. 

In order to see the windows, I need to step back from the building a little 

ways, into the street. Omnipotent and thoughtful, the two windows stare out over the 

city, a slight glint of the setting sun in their surface. I gaze at them as long as I can 

before I notice something strange: the edges of the curtains are not visible from the 

outside and the building now appears to be vacant. Owlish looking, the dark haired 

man is walking away from the door, I turn to him. Hey, that building. He looks up, 

resignation from some other facet of his life slowly draining from his face. Yes? I 

continue. The woman who lived in it, they moved? After scratching his face , he 

comes up with hands in pockets . heard some commotion in the street, some 

disturbance. Both were gone quickly. My head throbs a little and I think of going 

home to bed. So you don't know of a forwarding address? I'm sorry, no, he says, 

pulling a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and turning away, as though guilty. As 

running into a soft wall, he stops abruptly, his arching eyebrows turning quizzically to 

glance back at me. 

* * * 

As we lift out of the city before circling toward Korea, a stopover flight, the 

water around Miami, a soft blue and tomato color, impresses itself on my pupils. It 

seems the rim of an eye and the plane is a bird that it watches take flight. Moving is 
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not as difficult as I supposed. The orchids, the view of the eastern skyline, these were 

things that were the hardest to leave. As to the book: I have the original with me. 
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The Window Between 

Beneath the beads, they were a mint green. Willow almost. She rested the 

mitt on the silver handle and looked over at the ice water. Marcel , the next door 

neighbor whom she sometimes saw through her window as he worked in his kitchen, 

had given her the secret. His demeanor hinted that he would like to give her other 

things. One morning, his white shi1i at odds with his dark features, he had stood at 

his counter, slicing. There had been a detached, lazy quality in the working of his 

hands and when she looked up, be was watching her. Now, the beads burst and burst 

and she probed at the beans underneath with a knife, rolling them, and half listening 

to the news that came from the living room. The low voice spoke of a couple 

snorkeling on the Great Barrier Reef and a tiger shark, as she worked with the 

ingredients and spices that lay in front of her. The strainer was new and she angled it 

back and forth in the water, lifted it out and settled it in a bowl of ice water. Divers 

had been spear fishing. She turned the oven on. The husband spoke now, anguished, 

so she covered the pot and went to see. 

His eyes were slits. "She was drifting out there," he said, pointing to the 

horizon with one hand while the other curved over his eyes, and even when the 

newscaster' s voice replaced his, the camera framed him a little longer: the delicate 

forks around his lips, the long cease on his forehead. He was either crying or 

squinting. She had to be careful, though; the beans were still boiling. Then the 

newscaster spoke and gave her what the husband could not: bloody details and 
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statistics. He wiped his face with the back of one hand as the camera panned to the 

sparkling reef. The newscaster turned to a CFO who had committed suicide. 

She went back into the kitchen. They needed to lie in the thick ice for three 

minutes, so she dried her hands on a green crewel mat and peered at the sourdough 

recipe. She read and re-read, imprinting the times and necessities in her mind. 

-
Reaching for a metal sheet, she pictured her neighbor standing on the Cassowary 

Coast, the smooth glass to his ankles, and opened the oven door. The wife was 

screaming and a gray triangle sped off. Would he see them splashing and swim to 

help? No. He stood watching in his white shirt, was not a swimmer. 

She glanced up through the window but only saw the outline of the window in 

the gray afternoon; he was not home tonight. 

Red wisps eddied through her mind, a viscous eye receding below them. The 

husband and wife limbs would tangle briefly as he yanked her by one arm to shore, 

gasping with the effort. She lifted the silver strainer and transferred the beans from 

the gelid waters of the bowl to a dry one. The husband had had the features of a man 

who lives languidly all his life, one who glanced carelessly around corners, walked 

deliberately under a veil of rain, even if his cigarette got drenched or his sunglasses 

blurred. He would be invisible to others despite the warm skin that was not quite 

ginger, but not bronze, with hair a thick mass that would wave like small fans under 

water. Not like Marcel, with his length of glossy hair tied in the back. Reaching up, 

she fingered one of her curls and then washed her hands. A flash in the margin of her 

sight distracted her, a light had been turned on. She glimpsed his red shirt through the 

window next door, moving near the sink and so she quickly looked down at the recipe 
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book, which listed a forty minute bake time for sour dough bread. Time enough to 

quickly dice up a salad. Sleet and more black ice on the roads, warned the 

newscaster, the weekend would be cold. 

* * * 

The main purpose of blanching, he had told her a few days before, was to 

make the skins easier to peel. But there were other benefits: longevity in the freezer 

and the killing off of bacteria. He had quickly materialized after she pulled into the 

drive and now, after shaking his cool, dry hand, she studied the wrinkled plastic of the 

chicken and tried to figure out how to escape. 

"A chef, right," she asked as she lifted a bag of juice and lentils out of the 

trunk with the other hand. He wore a heavy black coat and had missed a small patch 

of stubble along his jaw line. 

"No, but I can put on a good act." A tiny nick near the top lip. 

"Well, thanks for the tip." She threw what had to be a feeble smile at him and 

then carried the bags over to the porch. An almost smile. Surely that would be a cue. 

But she walked back and he was firmly planted in the salted drive. She focused on 

the contents of her trunk with the intensity of a detective at a crime scene and tried to 

make her mind work the way. 

" ... I, uh, am not the greatest in the kitchen," she finally said. 

"If you ever need help, I can improvise." 

"Ok," she said finally, "here's an improvisation. Help me carry these bags to 

the porch." He laughed. The real problem: the eyes were dark and evocative. They 

tried to spark things that lurked in unexplored or hidden regions of her thoughts. Yet 
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she was certain none of this would be a problem if it hadn't been for the window. 

She would buy a shade immediately, should have done so sooner. 

She slammed the trunk and grabbed up her purse off the car seat. Perhaps a 

Venetian. Or custom wood blinds. 

"Well ," she said, glancing across the crust of the snow as he stepped up, 

-
stomping his feet on the drive. Across the slush that was the road , Coral had 

wandered out of her house and was watching them. When her mother had been alive, 

she and Coral had played bingo every Friday night. Now, beneath the hood of a 

vo luminous purple parka, the woman studied them while her hands worked with the 

mailbox. 

"Try to blanch the beans," he offered, looking over at the elderly woman and 

crossing his anns. Did he know who she was? "It shocks them and keeps the color 

through the winter, keeps them fresh." In front of her mailbox, the elderly woman 

still stared, seemed to founder in the snow, hands empty. They both paused, watching 

her shuffle . He made some small noise. 

"Who is that?" 

"Coral." 

The hands re-opened the mail box. 

"Some things," he said low, holding his fingers sideways in the air, "shouldn't 

surface." It was not so much the words but her surprise that he said it. She laughed 

abruptly and he looked down in a conspiratorial fashion but his words were odd and 

he stared at her in a measuring way, so she stopped smiling. 

"She's pretty harmless. Basically a lonely old woman." 
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And she still stood across the street, staring at them, so she waved at her and 

Coral waved back. 

"She's a KGB retiree, don't let the coat fool you." 

She hid the smile by turning away. Thick flakes were spiraling down now, 

were sticking to her face and coat. 

-
"Good timing. You moved in just before a storm." 

" Well," she said, turning back, and looked at the sky and then at the pines. 

And he looked at them too. The air was heavy with it. 

* * * 

During a full moon, the darkness of her kitchen revealed him in his 

underwear, eating fruit. The next morning, for fifty dollars, she found a beige 

brocade roll-up. 

* * * 

For a thirty-two year old, Tony had the face of a child; it rested oddly on his 

built body and the result was that the blondes came and went. At least, that seemed 

the reason. 

"Do you have the addendum to that Newton lease," he demanded, throwing 

himself around her door frame. She pulled her thoughts from the window's glass, and 

the wintry parking Jot , looked up at his knuckles on the wood. She was sleepy and 

had been half thinking of ordering dim sum and half listening to him talk in confident 

tones in the next room. ln an alternate universe, she watched him open his car door 

for the woman who was sitting right now in his office. She saw the trotting out of 

roses, the wine, the rumpled sheets and then the rejection over the adolescent features. 
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"What?" he asked, then, "The addendum. Have you seen it?" 

" I' m sorry. No." 

He slapped the frame and flew out again. Voices started up again, serious and 

then cavorting; she thought of the shade ' s beige on beige fleur-de-lis pattern. 

* * * 

The aqua tiled walls pressed in on her and she woke. A long limbed man with 

predatory teeth had been gray and sick: a mask that was receding now. Feeling 

bruised, she moved in the sheets. Dreaming often left her feeling filthy. An 

uncontrolled diet of images and encounters, she knew it was necessary to the human 

body but it seemed to saw at her sanity. She got up and walked to the window. Like 

the other bungalows on the street, her backyard was bordered with a chain link fence 

and the garage sat back toward the alley, its dual panes dark. The yard was a grid of 

bright snow and fence shadow, a cold page on her thoughts. She and her mother had 

sat out there in the gold lilac air one summer. They drank lemonade in the green 

metal chairs. Later, her mother 's long mouth had quietly given up memories from the 

efficiency of her hospital bed in Southfield. Then the gurgle of her breath and 

silence. The house was now hers. She released the swag. 

In the kitchen, she speared a Kalamata olive with a toothpick and drank a lot 

of water. She went in to the living room; her feet were cold so she stuck them down 

between the cushions of the sectional. After spitting out five more pits, she reached 

for the ice water and thought about turning the television on, decided against it. The 

skin was salty and bitter at the same time. The reds really were better than green. 

She thought of the vapid Mr. Searles, the closing with him and his picky wife at ten 
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tomorrow. Please handle this one, Tony. Perhaps that was the answer. Her teeth 

worked carefully around the pit. Or were they purple instead of green? 

A quick crunching in the snow outside found her molars hesitating, clenched 

on pit. A dark object had swiftly passed the living room window. Thinking nothing 

in particular, rather quickly, she sat still and listened. Nothing. She pulled her feet 

out of the crack and stood up. 

Pit still between her teeth , she glanced over in the darkness toward the 

telephone. It lay on the coffee table next to Fodor's France, a dim white square. But 

she hadn't heard anything. Someone running? From her position, she could not see 

anything in the light and shadows of the front yard, so she moved to the window. 

Where to? The shadows were faint and Mr. Owen's station wagon was a silhouette 

under the yellow street lamp. She peered out the window at the snowy yard, and 

listened, straining against the darkness. 

It came again, a packing of snow by human feet. Someone was walking 

outside the house. Stepping quickly away from the picture window, she ran to the 

front door, which was solid except for a tiny window. Lifting its curtain, she looked 

through the frame of the glass and could see the holes where feet had bisected one 

half of the yard. The pit was a grooved morsel of anxiety in her mouth; she listened. 

Nothing. She looked again at the phone. The crunching had stopped again and the 

lull pushed on her. She tried to relax a little, thought about simply going to bed. Just 

kids. The phone floated white on the glass, next to the knitting purse. 

She lifted the small curtain again and almost choked on the pit. 
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On the shoveled walk leading to the porch stood a person. Round eyes stared 

at her from a stark white face. With wide white pants and a black pea coat, the form 

stood still and when she looked up at the long face again, with its red lips and 

unearthly skin, she realized with a shock that the person was dressed as a mime, with 

thick alabaster skin and pitch hair underneath a bowler hat. 

They regarded each other for some time until she saw the eyes start to widen 

primitively and the mouth contorted and it all grabbed her and she dropped the 

curtain. It wasn't there, did not make sense. A while ago, an olive in her mouth, it 

had been two in the morning. 

She wrapped her arms around her herself. 

She had to call the police on this thing. How long had this creep been fixated 

on her, walking around her house? Only three digits she needed to dial. Three. She 

looked over at the phone again but was suddenly scared to pass the picture window, 

did not want this nut to see her. Yet she had to, either way. Yet there was no 

crunching, it wasn' t moving, right? But it was on the front walk. Waiting for what? 

She stood there, thought she could feel its gaze burning through her front door. It 

seemed to be a man, the features . A psychopath? Or just some sick joker? But how 

could she look again? She pressed the curtain between her thumb and forefinger, 

hard, and held it that way for an immeasurable time, as though it were some warding 

charm. She felt the raised pattern in the thread. 

No matter. There was a furious crunching and then a loud thud as it landed on 

her front porch. The raised pattern in the thread. 

She sank down to the floor with a wet face and shook as it banged on the door. 
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* * * 

For once, with red and blue flashing from the street, Coral did not need the 

excuse of the mailbox. 

* * * 

Pine green paint on his walls. When he opened the front door, she pointed to 

the color, said, "Your culinary skills are good but this," and he gave her a cryptic 

look. His surprise was evident but he let her in with a strange resignation. She was 

too tired and annoyed to care. Turning down the offer of sprite and water, she talked 

to him for a long time, scanning the room as she did so. The cop, a young Ernest 

Borgnine, had circled the house with a flashlight. 

"A kid or a former lover?" 

"l don ' t know anyone half so crazy." 

He looked at her. She was sitting across from him, in a red velvet chair that 

felt reassuring; in the corner, an old Singer sat on a small work table and she mused 

over that for a moment, wondered what he sewed. He sat on a loveseat that had 

claws. As she finished her story , a calico picked its way across the carpet. It blinked 

at her and then went up against Marcel and purred. 

"Very strange. l don't know," he shrugged. "Someone you work with?" 

She thought of Tony and laughed, saw his shrunken features under a bowler ' s 

hat. 

He lifted his pop, drank it. "Well , that was an unusual response." 

The animal stretched out a slim leg and shuddered, picked its way over to her. 
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"The guy I work with is a muscle head, not a mime." 

He cocked his head to one side, and a piece of long hair crept over his 

shoulder. She walked over and picked it up, threading it through her fingers. 

"Never mind," she said, looking across the glass table at him. "So you didn 't 

hear anything?" 

"Nope." He had eyes that were full and dark, irises almost as dark as the 

pupils. 

"What do you sew," she pointed. 

"Not too much. It was given to me by my sister." 

She hardly knew anything about him. The machine was an emblem of all that 

was a mystery to her. She pet the calico, put him back down on the floor and he 

turned playfully and nipped her. She reached over to collect her things but Marcel 

leaned forward. 

"Hey, I have to ask you something," he said slowly, running one of his hands 

over the back of the other. It made her feel strange to see this. There was something 

exaggerated in his movements that she had noticed the day she was unloading 

groceries. Then she thought of a shark. 

"What is it," she smiled politely. 

He looked up. "I noticed that you put shade over your kitchen window." 

She had glanced down at her watch and looked up . She froze in the 

realization of it. That he had the nerve to bring it up. The fucking nerve . A 

symphony of strange ideas and emotions flooded her awareness and it must have 

showed in her countenance. 
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"I mean," he started, raising a hand. 

"Well , it was high time," she said, burning, "since I basically saw you in your 

underpants one night." 

He sat back suddenly and frowned at her, crossed his arms across his chest. 

"You know, what is it with you?" As though he were the one offended. 

The cat ran suddenly out ofthe room and she jumped up to go. 

"Now wait a minute, I have a question." 

"No," she interrupted, and feeling the tears come, "I want to know why this 

goddamn mime is running around at three a.m. in my yard!" 

"You," he started to say. 

"No, I've got to go," she said , and grabbing up her purse, she left. 

* * * 

"Look, just get it on with the guy and get it over with. Perhaps he 's the one." 

"Thanks, Tony. Coming from the Prince of One Night Stands that ' s some 

really sound advice. Now will you - o.k . I' m sorry. Really." 

Scuff of heels on pavement. 

"Can you please walk me out to my car tonight?" 

"Sure." 

* * * 

On March 7th, a purple parka walked through the swirling snow and opened 

an empty mailbox. 

* * * 
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It was all melting into slush and everything was wet and dirty, the roads 

frayed with dark vestiges of ice. She busied herself with yoga, and planned a 

vacation to Martinique. At night, although she had gotten stronger locks put on the 

doors, she would cook in the kitchen, a little nervous that "Bowler," she and Tony 

called him, might come back. Sometimes she would experiment with pheasant or just 

-
boil angel hair. Often, she would take the plate and crawl into bed with it and a 

novel. Sometimes she listened for a moment, put the book down. But it was only a 

Rose of Sharon scratching against the siding, not a crunch of snow. She reali zed, 

though, that as much as she hated the noise, the snow, in a sense, was her friend. 

What would she do ifthere was no sound? 

She saw little of Marcel, and felt both better and worse about it. And 

somehow guilty. Well , why should she feel guilty? Certainly there was an attraction 

but he was too strange to reside in her world for long. Better to let his image roam in 

the depths of possibility, quiet and fading, instead of bringing it to the surface where 

the unknown could flower in disturbing ways. 

So, she ate focaccia, read Margaret Atwood novels and congratulated herself 

on remaining in control. She ate the blanched vegetables. They were fresh, had a 

good color. He was right. There were benefits to blanching. 

* * * 

In the midst of orchestrating a shallot, wine and mushroom reduction one 

night, she found herself glaring at the brocade. 

* * * 
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Coral , in the course of milder weather, had taken to walking up and down the 

block in her voluminous aubergine outerwear and one afternoon, as she came out of 

her house, the older woman was coming up the driveway, slowly and hesitantly. 

Then she realized how fragile she looked and how taking out the trash and changing a 

light bulb might be monumental tasks for her. 

"I wanted to see you a bit," the woman said, wheezing a little as she walked 

up, "before I left. 

"How are you Coral?" She put her keys in her coat pocket. 

"Oh," the blue eyes stared back her somewhat vaguely, "I ' m going away 

soon. My daughter is taking me away to live. I can ' t stay forever, you know. Forty 

years." 

" Well ," she began, "I'm sure that you ' ll like staying with," 

"This one," the older woman said, raising her eyebrows. She was looking 

over at Marcel ' s house and then turned fiercely back. "I wouldn't trust him as far as I 

could throw him." 

They both stared at the red brick bungalow, with its chimney and scrollwork. 

" Why is that?" She felt chilled a little. The conversation was depressing. 

"All hours of the night he comes and goes. Strange hours." 

"Well," she began, putting her hand on her arm, "I wouldn ' t worry about it. 

Maybe he's a security guard or needs to work at night doing something else ." Then, 

more to herself, she said low, "We don't know where he works." 

"And the briefcase, the big black suitcase that he carries. Well, goodbye 

Lily." And then, about one week later, her mother's friend moved out. 
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* * * 

The night after Coral moved out, Lily dreamt of the neighborhood. All of the 

doors in the brick houses opened at once and people exited. New families moved in. 

One couple was the husband and wife of the Great Barrier Reef. The wife had an arm 

missing and the husband had shark eyes. Something ripped her out of sleep, it 

seemed she heard a shout. Then she sat up in bed and listened in the dark. Nothing. 

She grew sleepy again, wondered ifthe wife had actually survi ved, minus 

appendage. Paisley and curlicue images were easing her back down toward dream 

state with its new explorations and unknown voices. 

A violent knocking tore her back up to the surface and she turned over in her 

bed. Her shade had been left open and the Bowler mime, with hi s thick white face 

and enormous charged eyes was knocking furiously on the glass and smiling brightly 

and she screamed so forcefully for a moment that she could not see. 

* * * 

So it was fear that brought them together finally in her living room. He had 

drifted over quietly from his porch, half asleep in sweat pants and long parka, hair 

tied back in a pony tail. This time, two had come out in a squad car. "Probably 

neighborhood kids, a prank." But this time, they scoured the neighborhood pretty 

good, said they would keep their eyes and ears open. They sat in the Ford for a few 

moments and then pulled away. 

She stared at him dully from the sectional. Every light in the room was lit. 

"You 've lived here longer," she said. "What is this?" 

He shrugged his shoulders, eyes on the carpet. "Describe it again?" 
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She told him the details: the long and wide face, the slender lineaments, the 

strange clothes. In the false light of the room, he seemed nervous, strained. Of 

course, he must be tired. 

"Do you know of any other instances like this in the neighborhood?" 

"You heard what I told the cop," he yawned. 

She felt on the edge of tears, debated calling in to work. That would be the 

answer. The urge to crawl back into bed was great. But to sleep? How? 

He clapped suddenly, and she jumped. He now sat forward, his hands clasped 

together, a slight smile on his face. 

"Coffee?" 

She was slightly alarmed, and stared at him a moment; the expression was 

fiercely avid but the eyes still seemed tired, dark but dull. 

"No thank you," she muttered, dazed, and he went into the kitchen. 

She thought of the man on the news, with his lined face. Marcel did not seem 

as kind as the man who had been out at sea; his face was not as soft, as emotional. It 

seemed a crossroads of undercurrents, some disturbing, although she could not 

identify them. Still, he was here, had come next door to keep her company and that 

was reassuring. She got up and went to the picture window. 

He came out with a sugar packet, spoon rattling against the ceramic, and sat 

on the sectional. For a while, they stayed that way, him sitting and drinking, her 

looking out. She looked over at him finally. His eyes were fixed on the window, and 

he stared out into the approaching light. 
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"What made you get the blind," he said, still staring out the window. That 

agam. Then he looked up at her and she realized how thick and dark his hair really 

was . And the face was almost as kind as the husband ' s had been. But much paler. 

Now the weight of the question curled annoyingly at her spine. She forced the 

irritation down, was tired . 

"Freedom of choice?" She stared back at him. But he was scrutinizing the 

contents of her coffee. 

"What is your fascination with it anyway," she countered. "You asked me 

that once before. " 

"I liked to see you working in the kitchen," he said matter-of-facti y. It hung 

in the air for a moment. 

"This thing had better not come back to bother me," she said , ignoring him. " I 

really need to get some rest." Her voice faltered. 

He looked up at her, eyes huge in his face. They still had strange lights 

burning in them. She thought it was due to the moisture, and the cold. 

"We never get to fully rest. " 

They stared at each other for a minute or so until she looked away. 

They sat for a long time, looking out the picture window, while it rained and 

the wind blew. They realized that most of the city slept but that some treat the night 

as though it ' s day. At times, each ofthem would doze, dreaming of strange faces, 

shadows and bright places and walks along corridors or hallways that could not exist. 

Finally, around five in the morning, she went to her bedroom and he went back to his 

house. 
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Bright Thread 

Jack Method was born on April Fool's Day in 1970; the irony in this is that he 

did enter the world under circumstances that others might find foolish . A citrus 

orchard baby, hi s birth was negotiated by the sun browned hands of migrant workers 

who followed his screaming mother down into the grass when she tried to run back to 

the car. On their way to St. Augustine, the Methods had driven past acres of orange 

trees in blossom, their perfume pushing into the Ford Maverick's interior and enticing 

them until Mr. Method pulled onto a side road . Just for kicks, just to breathe it all in . 

Then, it was only to snatch a sprig and touch the leathery leaf, to pull a sweet orange 

off of a branch and tear the rind . The sky was hot blue infinity to the west and a dark 

wall in the east, where a moisture shelf had crept inland over the sea. Stepping 

carefully past ruts and holes, Lydia Method found herself in a row of tangled orange 

tree limbs and the faint buzz of circling honey bees was like a new song before she 

felt a sting deep in the tissues of her abdomen and yelled for her husband, who came 

running. The workers ' faces framed his briefly like sun bronzed doppelgangers and 

then it was the glare between the branches, her body on fire and Jack emerging to 

chaos: steel colored clouds and lightning, his wet limbs wiggling in the charged air 

and its cool heavy drops. A kind man with coal black hair wrapped him in a warn1 

white undershirt that smelled of spicy cooking and sweat and held him up toward the 

storm, grinning before the handful of them hauled the new parents up, hustling him 

and carrying her back to the car through the pouring rain, where they continued their 

trip in a kind of shock. Mr. Method sought out a hospital, his eyes careening crazily 
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between the troubled horizon and the hint of wet fuzz on Jack ' s head as he squirmed 

in his mother's lap. She had never forgetten any of it, recounting the oddity at each 

holiday for the benefit of other family members, just as he recounted it now to Jade 

Chance. 

"A mixture of many things, that 's what you are: the bee, the heat, the 

fragrance, " she told him. He ran a finger along her sand colored hair under its blue 

scarf. One of those literary types, she was getting a doctorate in English and he knew 

the names that were important to her, names like Nabokov and Pynchon ; men he 

recognized but whose works he had never read . He sometimes felt that she saw the 

world in terms of plot and language, using those mechanisms to make sense of 

everything. When she talked about these things, he li stened quietly but considered 

himself a creature of action more than words. Soon, he would go to Quantico and 

train . He'd passed all the tests, had filled out the form s. Writing traffic tickets and 

busting hookers in Hillsborough County only got yo u so far when you could use your 

wits to infiltrate narcotics and kiddie porn rings. Plus, the pay would be better. Jade 

could teach at a local university while he was out in the field; yes, she had a spot in 

his plans, whether his future mother-in-law liked it or not. They sat out on the patio 

with its giant Banyan tree and long dark green pool. A few leaves floated on it; they 

hardly used it anymore. His police radio lay next to hi s lemonade glass and names 

and places erupted in static. 

" I suppose you're right," he said mysteriously. "] am part bee and in this heat, 

the need to carry is strong." Then he lifted hands up and did his best to become 

insectile, buzzing like a bee and widening his blue eyes. 
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She laughed and shot up, ran around to the other end of the wrought iron 

table, screaming and laughing when he caught her and dragged her over to the pool. 

"No! Don't you dare throw me in that nasty thing!" 

He got a better grip and pulled her closer to its edge, laughing. Brown 

patches, probably slime, could be seen on the bottom and it was murky in the 

afternoon shadows. A wasp struggled on the surface. 

"You know I have a fear of wasps," she continued, getting serious. " I mean 

it. " 

So he slapped her behind and they walked back over to the table. Mrs. 

Chance opened a French door and came out, lighter and cigarettes in her hand . It was 

a warm day and she wore a sundress and walked in her bare feet. He watched her a 

moment and then picked up his lemonade. Back in March, when they he and Jade 

had first met, they had all gone out to dinner one night to Morgan's, a steakhouse on 

the edge of the Tampa Bay. Mrs. Chance had announced, shortly after the endive, 

that law enforcement was a dead end for any man where her daughter was concerned. 

She pried and poked around in his business, asking him about his work, eyes marking 

him with the deliberation of a pitt bull while Jade and Wallace squirmed in their 

chairs but he simply stared back and asked her if she always ordered her meat so 

bloody. An intuition sometimes slipped through his skull, one that told him that her 

problem really had nothing to do with his profession but his family background - or 

lack thereof. Every so often, Mrs. Chance claimed to have descended from Andrew 

Carnegie, twentieth century prince of steel. Unfortunately, there was no one else left 

to balance the ugly weight of her presence; Mr. Chance was silent on all occasions, 
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his Cessna having hurtled into the Rocky Mountains years before, and Jack's own 

parents were gone. 

Now, Jade was tracing a design in the black metal of the table and a web of 

tension hung in the air. He set his lemonade down loudly and smiled at her when she 

looked up. A section of his neatly clipped hair glowed in a thread of sunlight. She 

smiled in return . 

"Are you still planning to join the FBI?" Mrs. Chance walked over to them, 

smoke trailing over her shoulder. 

down. 

" Yes. I have an interview next week. Once J pass, then it ' s off to Virginia." 

She grabbed the back of a chair, pulled it a few feet from the table, and sat 

For a moment, they all watched the wisps climb into nothing. Mrs. Chance always 

seemed on the verge of announcing something dire; her precise, quick actions lent her 

a drama which somehow attracted and then disappointed her viewers. 

"I wonder if you ' ll ever be happy," she said suddenly, looking over at Jade. 

"I already am." Her cheeks were flushed and she glared at her mother and 

then shifted her gaze to Jack, so Mrs. Chance turned and looked at him, her eyes 

hazel and beady. A muscle shifted just above her mouth . It was the closest thing to a 

sneer. 

* * * 

A white powder packet flew toward a fountain as Jack Method tore down 

Ninth after calling for backup. The two of them hurried out of their cars and ran past 

the dark pocketed awnings and palms for a few blocks, finally able to pin down the 
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suspect near the train tracks. Knee planted in the gravel, Jack secured the cuffs around 

the wrists while his partner held onto the anns, but he was keenly aware of the distant 

rumble and black mass behind him. He turned and flinched. 

"Easy," his partner told him, breathing heavily, hand on his shoulder. They 

pulled the guy up and walked. The color of dark smoke, an anvil cloud was slowly 

positioning itself on the outskirts of town. Sweat filled the crevices of his body and 

he watched the sky as they guided the dealer back to the parked cars. Summer was a 

detestable time to patrol in a squad car, particularly lightning alley. Hot concrete 

baked in the city sun and the heat rose invisibly, massing overhead and creating 

pockets in the atmosphere, spaces where thing electrons and protons collided and 

struggled to give birth to super cell activity. 

"Know how you can tell?" 

"Excuse me?" Jack looked over at his partner. They were almost to the car, 

each of them with a hand on the guy's arm. 

to sit! " 

"When it's about to hit. The hairs on your neck will stand up." 

"Why is that?" 

"Because - get in or I'll push you in there myself- it's the charge. I told you 

Two new bars were doing brisk business. Their doors were flung open and 

cool air met him on the sidewalk. Glancing inside, he could see a Guiness mirror, 

thick, bright tablecloths and brass accents. A pale man with wet wheat hair opened a 

red labeled bottle . The sky flashed and the accompanying bang made him edge 

toward the doorway. 
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"So what do you do?'' 

"Crouch down on the balls of your feet and pray." 

The kid couldn't have been more than seventeen. He stared up at them 

through the window, his dark eyes wide and rebellious. This one would be trouble 

later. He didn't seem to have any fear. The waiter came to the door and looked down 

the street, smoothing his apron down. 

"Can you handle this? I' m really hungry." 

His partner looked up at the sky and then grinned. "Go ahead. Have one for 

me while you're in there." 

While he chewed, there was darkness and the spiking; a fringe of water from 

the awning and the violence: sounds that made you think the sky was being ripped 

open. 

* * * 

A few days later, Wallace called him while he was on duty. Shocked, he got 

Perry to cover for him so that he could go over to the house. Paramedics had already 

been there and gone. Wallace met him at the door, face damp, and he gave her a 

quick hug. 

"Where is Jade?" 

"In the backyard." 

Built in the mission style that was so popular in the 1920s, the Chance's house 

was ornate with its archways, second story parapet, and stained glass. Jt rested on a 

sizeable lot that was shaded with gumbo limbo and mahogany trees. Cymbidium 

orchids fringed the poolside terrace, a place where Jade sometimes watched vireos 
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and warblers flit in the dark recesses of tree limbs or ate olives, spitting out the pits 

while she read in the afternoon breeze, if there was one. 

He went through the French doors and saw her out there, in the string filled 

shadows and orange sunburst cracks of the wooden fence, an organic resting place, 

one of possibilities. She sat on one of the iron chairs and stared at the ground. It was 

like her to retreat in this fashion, to distance herself in order to analyze whatever was 

wrong and then act later. 

" I'm sorry," he said. 

A lone tear streak shone on her face. A squirrel chattered fiercely from a 

nearby branch. The humidity out there was oppressive and a few black clouds were 

massing in the no11hwest. 

"Come on," he said , trying to pull her up. 

"No," she said, snatching her arm away. "I don't want to go in that house 

right now. " 

"How did it happen?" He thought he sounded cold and curt, and told himself 

that he could better do better. Besides, he knew the real source of his impatience but 

right now, things were hot but silent; nothing harmful seemed to be drifting in and he 

could not hear any thunder. He bent down next to her and placed his head on her lap. 

They stayed that way for a few minutes, neither saying anything. After a while, she 

starting to cry again, so he Jet it go, figuring that she would tell him when she was 

ready. 

* * * 

Preparation of the dead is not a glamorous undertaking. The mouth is 
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sometimes sewed shut to prevent the gape of rigor mortis. The room is a temporary 

resting place, like some white and silver purgatory: porcelain table, steel cabinets, 

bright tools. The fingers modifying the face with fillers and implants would be 

efficient but merciless, covered in latex. Body punctured and drained, feature 

prodded into place, the lifeless skin would later be dusted with makeup and they 

would dress her in that mint skirt suit that Wallace had chosen. 

" Is that how you really want it, Wallace? The dissection and cramming of 

implants and things into every orifice?" Jade blew her nose. 

Her sister seemed to be doing a little better. "Dissection? They do 

everything with dignity. She has to be shown." 

For the first time in his life, Jack poured himself a tumbler of straight 

whiskey. Severe thunderstorms were forecast for the entire Tampa area, but he 

wasn't concerned, since he would be under Jade ' s roof for the rest of the night. A 

dark voice in his mind started to crow that there were some benefits to his future 

mother-in-law's death but he quickly shut it down; while he nursed a lot of worry on 

Jade ' s behalf, he felt next to nothing about her mother 's death. Despite the woman's 

past behavior toward him, he was surprised at this, and wondered at the content of his 

mind. 

"For whose benefit, Wallace? Certainly not for ours!" 

"You know I've called everyone up north. Aunt Nancy and all the cousins." 

"Hey, both of you," he held his hand up and they looked at him, eyes bright 

with tears. He let out a deep sigh. "You know, I think this decision would best be 

decided by what she would have wanted . Didn't she give either of you instructions?" 
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"She left a will. " This was Wallace, with arms folded. 

"What does it say?" He took a sip of the whiskey. It was horrible and he 

wondered if it was poisoned. 

They actually laughed. 

"What?" 

"The face you made," Jade smiled, sniffing. 

Wallace played with a picture of Mrs. and Mrs. Chance that rested on the 

fireplace mantle. " It probably says that she wants the usual funeral preparations. 

know that ' s what it will say." 

Then, the house was silent until thunder ricocheted overhead. 

"Well , then find out." He set the glass on the table. 

* * * 

The pattern of the brocade was delicate, with flourishes and coils, and Jade 

pulled the cloth with two forefingers and stitched a straight hem with the thread, 

brightest thread of all, directing the needle carefully. Then the cloth turned to pale 

skin and the thread became red coiling tubes that detached themselves from the skin 

and sucked the blood away and then things switched and Wallace was sewing Mrs. 

Chance while .lade wailed in the background. An electric machine, a type of 

Frankenstein appurtenance, was wheeled into the room and sparks flew from it as it 

flashed and thundered and then he sat up in bed and light flashed outside the window 

and he felt Jade's cool hand on his back. 

* * * 

Everything in Quince's Funeral Home was powder blue and artificial , except 
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for the name. "Do you know that's a fruit?" Jade laughed at Wallace's stoic face. 

She had picked the home and this remark set off yet another imbroglio between the 

two. Jack also thought the place was outlandish, but what funeral home wasn't? 

They arrived in a downpour; the streets were flooded , running with water, 

twigs, leaves and other refuse that stopped up the drains. Torrential streams filled 

gaps and depressions with puddles and things were being swept along, pieces flushed 

out here and there. It had been raining for days and Jack wondered if it was ever 

going to stop. 

Wallace stuck her umbrella in a bin in the lobby and immediately sought out 

Mrs. Chance's relatives; he and Jade slowly followed. The modest casket was gray, 

lined with white silk and surrounded by vases of tea roses and arrangements of 

orchids, roses and irises. There were a few pictures that they had set out, mostly of 

Mrs. Chance in her thirties, smiling next to her soft faced husband . 

He glanced around the room. The funeral director, a polite but terse man with 

watery gray eyes and round tipped nose, scratched his jaw and watched the 

proceedings from the room's doorway. He spoke primarily to Wallace, only glancing 

at Jade now and then. Mostly women, the small crowd talked in quiet tones that rose 

and fell. A few ofthem eyed him curiously and smiled. Essence of rose, a man-made 

version, crept up to him and he realized that the body must have been perfumed. 

Short curls had been sprayed to hold them around Ann Chance's face, which almost 

appeared sweet. Her hands were folded together on her the mint jacket and a single 

white rose had been placed in the lapel. The flowers reminded him of his own mother 

and the circumstances surrounding his birth. In death, Mrs. Chance's facial features 
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seemed finn and he imagined a reasoning in her face that had not been present in life. 

Why had she disliked him so much? 

Wallace came up behind him and, as though she could read his thoughts, said, 

"She wasn't always so bitter, she could actually be a nice person." 

Silently, he couldn't have disagreed more but he kept this to himself. 

"She just had some issues," he replied and looked up again at Jade. She was 

wearing a skirt that exposed a good deal of leg and he imagined himself running his 

hand up inside of it. He looked back down at Mrs. Chance and smiled, almost 

expecting her to sit and berate him for his thoughts. Well , she was triumphant at the 

moment. Since her death , the last thing that his girlfriend had on her mind lately was 

sex; whereas, he suspected that his recent state of arousal partially hinged upon the 

need to forget the whole thing. Then he remembered what Jade had told him about 

the embalming process. He saw Mrs. Chance's rose and imagined blood seeping out 

of it, dripping down its petals onto the suit until the polyester was filmed with red, 

saw the stem penetrate deep into the body, below the breast, becoming a metal trochar 

that punctured a lung. Pity shook the dust off of itself somewhere inside him . 

"Do you mind speaking to me a few minutes over here?" he asked Wallace. 

"Sure," she said simply, sort of surprised, but followed him. They went over 

to a couple of chairs and he dropped into a gigantic blue Chippendale chair with a 

lace doily on the back of it. Very comfortable. Perhaps Quince might redeem 

himself yet. 

"Now, what exactly happened again?" 

She stared at him and shook her head a little. "I thought Jade would've told 
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you." 

"No." 

"Well," she said, glancing over at her sister, "I came home that afternoon that 

I called you and found her upstairs with a pill bottle. She's done that before, I just 

thought she was sleeping." 

"She's done what before?" Jade was swinging around now, looking for him. 

"Taken her pills and fallen asleep. Sleeping pills. She was an insomniac." 

In truth, he remembered Jade telling him that her mother stayed up all hours 

of the night reading or watching television. "So what did the paramedics say?" 

"She took too many of them." 

Seeing him now, Jade left the side of a short lady in a white suit but was 

stopped by the pronounced smile and eager words of another woman, who held her 

hand out to her. 

"You know, I can't believe she didn't tell you any ofthis," Wallace declared 

and got up to go to the ladies' room. 

* * * 

It was close to three in the morning and Perry had paged him, cornering him 

in the last place he wanted to be cornered: bed. Not that he had been sleeping. He 

lay next to Jade on the sheets while white lines threaded the dark sky and the 

booming got progressively worse. That she could sleep through the fracas was 

amazing. Then, his cell phone went off. Now the bastard wanted him to put on his 

pants and go check out a disturbance over on Twelfth. Annoyed with himself for 

leaving his phone on, he lay there and wondered how to get out of it. Despite the fact 
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that he was off-duty, he owed Perry some favors but this was one hell of a night to be 

collecting. He took his phone out in the hallway. 

house. 

"What exactly is the problem over there?" 

"I don't know. Possible burglary in progress." 

He lowered his head to his hand and sighed. 

"You're closer man." The guy knew he owed him. 

"I know, I know." Perry did not know his relationship with lightning. 

Another flash hit somewhere close and almost sounded like a neighbor ' s 

"You know, it's lightning pretty fierce over here, Perry." 

"My place too." And then, "Look, are you gonna do it or not?" 

"Yeah." 

"Great I' ll send Gilchrist over as backup." 

Jade stepped out in the hall. "Who's that?" she whispered. 

They went back into the bedroom and he told her. 

"It's vicious out there right now. You can't go out in this!" 

He put his pants and shirt on while she sat on the bed and looked at him. 

Outside, it was the 4th of July. Someone was going to be sorry. If they were stupid 

enough to break into a house and jeopardized his life during a storm like this, he 

would feel no compunction about shooting the idiot on the spot. 

She brought him his shoes and he stepped into them. Of course, there was 

always the chance that nature would take care of the problem for him and he would 

find the offender fried like a high wire squirrel, perhaps on the ground. He could 
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remain in the car and call an ambulance, let them deal with it. He heard sniffing and 

turned toward her, could see her near the window, looking out and crying. 

"Look, it's probably nothing. I'll bet you I'll be back in half an hour." 

A shot lit up the entire window in front of them and the sound rattled the 

house. He lifted the curtain aside completely and saw that a strike that forked in two, 

probably less than a mile away. Shit. By now, she was sobbing, but he had no time 

for it. Gilchrist would be leaving his house, too. 

He ran downstairs and she followed, watching as he waited there a moment. 

Then, he threw open his door and ran to his car in the flashing night, under a sky 

dangerous with bright thread, like a man whose hair raises on the back of his neck, 

and knows he is being hunted. 
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The Quains 

In the first couple of years after the Quains moved in across the street, my 

relationship with them was uneventful. Someone told me that they had relocated 

from North Carolina, so the Michigan weather had to be a shock. Cherry, a long 

limbed woman with dark hair layered in a heavy fringe around her equally dark eyes, 

methodically tended her yard, raking leaves in the fall and sweeping the driveway 

after every February dusting. She seemed to perform these tasks with the distraction 

of a soldier that is expected to dig latrines in the face of a blitzkrieg. Occasionally, 

when I would glance out of my li ving room and find her staring into space, our gazes 

would cross and she would catch me looking at her. Caught in thi s voyeuristic mode, 

I would turn hastily to sit on the couch, forcing Horace, perched on the back of it, to 

growl. Not that our dealings had been unpleasant. The neighborhood knew the 

success of the perennials lining the perimeter of my house and so did Mrs. Quain, 

who would occasionally walk over to ask me how much water her black eyed Susans 

would need or how much cow manure to mix into a tomato patch. 

Thurl Quain, equally as tall as his wife, came and went from the house with a 

demeanor that seemed as animated as his wife was enervated, blowing in and out of 

the house with an energy that bordered on frenzy. One time, he received my mail by 

mistake and walked it across the street to me. I took the opportunity to study his 

bland, no nonsense face , and then attempted some small talk but Horace went into a 

fit of snarling when he stepped briefly into my house and that put an end to it. He left 

and I took a newspaper and walloped Horace a good one across his ass. 
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No Michigan winter is complete without the ingredients of ice, snow and a 

driving wind. Still, the worst of it usually arrives in January. Thi s year, by late 

November, there was already five inches on the ground. One Saturday, I went out in 

the yard and pulled glass bees, butterflies and everything else that sparkled or chimed 

out of the powdered beds. The bright sun made the low temperature all the more 

ridiculous and you got the feeling that the outside world was an alien hemisphere: 

bitter cold and faraway pale blue sky. Mr. Quain pulled up to his house. I was 

shocked to see my ex-brother-in-law, David, in the passenger seat. He and my sister 

had recently hammered out a divorce agreement and the last thing I expected was to 

see him roll through my side of town; I thought my eyes were playing a trick on me. 

Still , the two of us had always gotten along so seeing him gave me mixed feelings . 

They both got out of the car. David saw me staring at him and came across the street 

while Quain continued on into his house. 

"Karen," he said, coming up, "how are you doing?" 

"Hey, David. You two know each other?" I pushed my hands inside my 

parka. 

He looked past me to the house, where Horace was barking his tail off in the 

picture window, probably using the couch as a base and smearing it with his wet 

nose . 

"Yeah, we work together. I stopped by to look at something he ' s selling." 

"Small world, huh?" I said, turning to look at the window. 

"Yeah, I guess so," he agreed, looking at Horace, who was still going nuts. 

"Does he ever give it a rest?" 

112 



"No," 1 said in one punctuated breath, and we both laughed a little uneasily. 

A diminutive man with refined manners and quick laugh, David had never quite 

meshed with my boisterous sister; he was a little too subtle and she was a little too 

emotional. Still, l was sorry that they had gone their separate ways. From the tearful 

discussions that she had had with me lately, I knew that she was heartbroken. Little 

things in their relationship stood out and we had discussed the idea that he might be 

gay. Now, he told me that he had had a job offer in Seattle and would be moving 

there soon. 

" Best of luck ," I said , not wanting to keep him out in the cold. 

"You know the Quains?" he said suddenly. 

"Not really . 1 talk to her sometimes." I gestured at their brick house, with its 

white trim and modest shrubs. 

" Yeah, well , you ' ll want to stay away from him." He looked down the street 

as though he was studying something foreign in the snow. Icy little breezes were 

streaking across the neighborhood; they wrapped around your body and made your 

bones ache. I glanced a few times between his face and their house. 

"Okay." My voice was tentative, the word more question than statement. 

David was not really a gossip, not one to say such things lightly. 

"Nothing too ominous," he said hastily, seeing my discomfort, "just an FYI." 

"Sure," I said , and told him that I had to go in and shut Horace up. The 

temperature seemed to have dropped even lower; it was the kind that made you dance 

around like a fool, unable to stand still. 

" What I just told you- you didn ' t hear that from me," he said easily. 
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"Of course I didn ' t. Hey, best of everything to you, David. Good luck in 

Seattle." I shivered. 

He smiled. "Thank you. Tell Dawn," he hesitated a moment, "well no, never 

mind." 

"What is it?" 

"Nothing. I'll call her before I go." Then we hugged, quickly, and he was 

running over to Thurl, who had come back out of his house, squinting in the sunlight 

and threw up his hand in a single wave to me. 

* * * 

A few weeks later, Cherry Quain invited me to a Christmas party. Knocking 

on the door right after I had gotten home from the shop, she carried an aluminum 

package of cookies, so I asked her to come inside, inwardly cursing her timing. She 

now sat on my overstuffed brown micro-fiber couch, a couch more Horace's than 

mine, and stared up at an oil painting of orchids. She wore black corduroy pants 

(Horace, of course, was white haired), so I winced when she sat down. Outside, the 

wind blew fiercely and rattled the loose awning. Another cold day, it was part of a 

two week long run that had not seen temperatures much above 25 Fahrenheit. Down 

the hallway, Horace whimpered a little from the bathroom. 

"Such a shame he has to be put in there," she said. " Perhaps he would behave 

himself ifllet him out." 

"No, he wouldn't," I replied. "He just can ' t be trusted." Her large eyes 

focused on mine, probing; but my smile was flat. A puppy I had found filthy and 

wandering around a wood pile on the day I bought him, Horace had possibly been in-
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bred, and I often thought that this had altered his sanity but was not about to offer that 

up . Best let his state of mind remain a mystery. 

"Thurl and I want to have a bunch of people over, a holiday party, you know, 

and you're invited. " My stomach turned in on itself a little. Although I was on 

friendly terms with most of the neighbors, this kind of mixing, with people that I saw 

occasionally but half knew, didn ' t really appeal to me. 

"I' ll have to see, but thank you for the offer." 

"Try to get over," she said, jabbing my arm lightly with her finger, "we're 

going to have a good mix of food and wine. And margaritas," she added, her eyes 

widening and waiting for my approval. I smiled back and said I would try, 

wondering about this sudden interest in my attendance. 

" I saw my ex-brother-in-law stop by recently. David, remember?" 

"Oh yes. The man that works with Thurl. He's your brother-in-law, right?" 

She fixed her eyes on the orchid again, forcing me to look at it as well. Loud with 

violet and magenta colors, it had been sold to me by an oil painter when I visited Key 

West a few years back. Why did she keep staring at it? 

"Ex." 

This brought her eyes back to me. "Ex-husband?" 

"No," I explained, a little impatient, "he's my sister's ex," and then she said 

"Oh, I see." 

" What does your husband do? I don't think I've asked you that question 

before," I said, trying to sound casual. More often than not, I try not to pry into 
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people's affairs and in this case, I could've cared less about Thurl but she seemed a 

little depressed. 

"He's a financial officer," she said, looking down at her hands. I waited for 

more infom1ation but she seemed preoccupied with her short manicured nails and I 

tried to think of something else to say. 

Down the hall , Horace whimpered again and then barked . 

"You ' re from the Carolinas, right?" 

"Charleston area." Her eyes were searching my living room, studying the 

contents of my curio cabinet and eyeing the magazines on my glass coffee table. 

I'd like to say that the place was neat and orderly but housekeeping was not a talent 

of mine and numerous plastic toys and pieces of rawhide lay half chewed on the 

carpet. I was about to apologize for the place when she spoke. 

"We left South Carolina after Thurl got this job but I was glad we left. A man 

that lived next to us filed suit regarding the property line and things were getting 

ugly." 

She was staring down at a plastic toy that Jay on the carpet: a leering monkey 

with a shredded head, right arm missing. 

"How so?" 

"Oh," she reached up and rubbed her neck, her eyes dreamy. "He accused us 

of harassing him. Then, occasionally, we would find things missing from our yard. 

That kind of thing." She seemed reticent to continue. Since I was still wearing a shirt 

that reeked of perm solution and couldn ' t wait to change out of it, I let it go. 

* * * 

116 



The next night, Horace bit me in the foot, hard. Getting up just past midnight 

to go to the bathroom, I paid him no mind as I passed the foot of the bed, where he 

was lying. Once back in bed, though, as I situated myself underneath the covers, the 

growling started. This was not an isolated incident, as he had become increasingly 

territorial regarding his space at the foot of my queen sized bed. It had been a busy 

day at the shop, with the names of some of my pickiest customers written in the book 

for aftemoon slots and I was in no mood for this nonsense. 

"You stop that right now," I yelled at him while stretching my leg toward the 

foot of the bed, and that ' s when the little monster clamped his jaw down on the arch 

of my foot. 

The next day l took him up to the vet's office at the comer of Fort Street and 

Eureka, more out of anger and desperation than any injury to my foot. Although he 

had bitten me hard, the skin was not broken, just bruised. Light snow was falling and 

traffic was slow; a couple of cars had spun out on the side of the road. 

"Let's see here. Twelve years old. Has he done this before?" Dr. Larsen 

asked me as the tech carefully looped a muzzle around my dog's snout. 

"He's snapped at me a few times but never this." I took my parka off and sat 

down on a chair. The tech, a thin girl with curly brown hair, carried him over and 

placed his sturdy body on the green table. Slow intermittent growls came as he was 

examined. "All Jack Russells are neurotic," she said, scratching him behind one ear. 

"I know. My mother has one. He'll growl at his paw for an hour." 
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"Ditto," I said pointing to him. "He does that too. I'm just worried that he is 

suffering from dementia or something and doesn't know what he is doing anymore. 

But I can' t have him biting me." 

The doctor, a slender man with a thick head of silver hair, lifted his arms out 

sideways, as if in surrender. "Don ' t know what you can really do then. This is 

probably more behavioral than anything else. Eyes starting to film over. Older dogs 

get that. Although he looks fairly good for his age, don ' t you boy?" 

Reaching out to scratch that one's head , he got a growl for his trouble. 

" Well, try the valium for a little while. Then, if this biting gets worse, you 

might want to consider putting him to sleep. " 

I stared at him, bothered. 

* * * 

A good deal of snow fell the following Saturday, and the roads were 

already slippery when I left the shop, I was the last one to close, since one of my 

regulars had needed a cut, color, and style and Veronique had scheduled her at 3:30 in 

the afternoon, despite my repeated warnings to her not to schedule multiple jobs so 

late in the day. Plus, she knew that I was going to a party that night. I made a mental 

note to talk to Nancy about it. There were just so many times that you could repeat 

things to Veronique; she had been there almost a month, yet still had trouble 

scheduling. 

After jamming a valium into a piece of hot dog as a treat for him, I fed Horace 

his dinner, let him out in a shoveled portion of the backyard (otherwise, he refused to 

go out) and threw his rope across the living room a few times before getting dressed. 
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Various slacks and blouses were strewn across my bed . My weight was a constant 

source of exasperation to me and I was between two sizes that were still too big. [t 

wasn ' t unusual to lose fifteen pounds in the spring only to gain it all back that fall. 

Any woman that has been through this would understand why my closet contained 

over fifty pairs of pants, divided into four different size groups; I refused to get rid of 

the other sizes since my weight would yoyo up and down during the year. What was 

the big deal anyway? Just pick something, I told myself. No one I knew would be 

there, except the Quains, and my appearance would be brief. 

Black velvet pants and a white sweater. I grabbed a bottle of Russian River 

chardonnay on the way out. Horace, who usually barked when I got ready to leave, 

was lying on his fleece, dozing, when I closed the front door. As if he could care less. 

Concerned about leaving him alone after giving him the medicine, I had hesitated in 

the hallway. He seemed to be a good excuse to avoid the Quains ' claustrophobic get 

together, but, after thinking about it, I headed outside. The memory of my 

conversation with David concerning Thurl was still fresh in my sights; still, there 

would be others present, so I continued on. All I had to do was show up for an hour 

and leave. In the patch of yellow light from the street lamp, the snow looked like 

locust landing and the street was filling fast. Bathed in the blue of Christmas lights, 

the Quain ' s brick house was strange ship of muffled voices in the falling snow. 

Stopping on the sidewalk, I listened to the fine hiss off the snowfall. 

I had to knock a couple of times before Thurl opened the door. "Come in, 

come in," he exclaimed loudly, and thanked me for the wine. Well over six feet, he 

wore an expensive looking white shirt and his short blond hair was graying. A few 
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couples sat or stood around the living room in bright colors, some in business attire 

and I got the impression that not all of them knew one another. Good. I wouldn't be 

the only one there like a fish out of water. 

Hung with heavy floral curtains and decorated in light and dark blue, the 

living room was somewhat larger than expected and the fireplace gave the room an 

earthy elegance. He started to take me into the kitchen when Nancy Osgood marked 

me with her Barbara Bush eyes and immediately put herself in front of us. 

" I didn ' t expect to see you here!" She looked down at what I was wearing and 

back up again, while chewing her gum, so Quain pointed to the kitchen and walked 

away, mouth turned down slightly at one end. In the summer, Nancy liked to stand 

on the sidewalk when I was working in the flower beds and question my arrangement 

of phlox or snapdragons, as though their placement was open to debate. Sweating, 

arms and legs streaked with mud, I would respond in monotone replies in hopes of 

negating any small talk; however, this would simply induce her to stand, with arms 

folded , and watch until I finished. To invoke a worn out cliche: she had been absent 

on the day that God had passed out powers of deduction. 

"Likewise," I told her, "but I know I can count on you to find me." 

I smiled and she raised a wine glass to her lips, pleased with herself. Yes, she 

was drinking wine and chewing gum. I escaped into the kitchen , where a man with a 

shock of white hair in a plaid corduroy shirt was passing two silver hoops back and 

forth in his hands. Several people stood and watched, and a hefty, blithe man kept 

jeering at him playfully, razzing him about where he was hiding the goods; I had 
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always been fascinated with magicians, clowns and the like. His movements were 

effortless and his eyes glinted in amusement. 

Cherry came over to me with an empty Riedel glass. "Hey," she nudged me, 

"Cote du Rhone red or Sterling white?" 

"White is good." I watched while she slowly uncorked the bottle and poured 

me a glass. 

way?" 

"I'm surprised you showed up," she said, handing the glass to me. "I ' m glad. " 

"Yeah. well, Nancy was too," I mused aloud. "Who ' s the magician by the 

"Oh," she lifted the back of one hand to her forehead as though faced with 

some impossible task. Things always seemed ten times more difficult for Cherry. 

"Frank. Frank something. Thurl?" She turned and looked at her husband, who was 

coming up from the basement with a goateed man who wore square framed glasses 

and looked compelling. 

"Yes?'' 

"What the magician ' s last name?" 

"Murphy." Thurl saw me staring at him and winked one green eye when his 

wife turned back to the kitchen counter. 

here." 

"Now, you ' re single. right Karen?" He walked over to me. 

"If you don't count my crazy dog, yes." 

He waved an unlit cigar toward the goateed man and said "Conroy. Come 
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That one took a glass of red wine from Cherry and came over to me but the 

closer he came the shorter he grew and that brought my spirits down just a little since 

I stood five foot seven. Still , short was not a liability, just different. 

"Now," Thurl began, "you work," he peered at me and scratched his chin, 

cigar between the forefinger and middle finger. " Where again?" 

It thought that he might have been hitting the wine a little too much and I 

shifted from one foot to the other. 

"I'm a hairstylist. " I sipped at the white, glancing at the impassive, angular 

face of Conroy, who was almost eye level with me. 

"Let's see," Thurl continued, "that means . ... " 

"Hair cuts, color process, perms and styling." I smiled. "Would you like a 

card?" 

Didn ' t seem funny to me but Conroy choked on his sip of wine and smirked. 

Perhaps he would be interesting. After all , I had a fondness for dark haired men. 

" Is Conroy your first or last name?" 

"First is Eric." He held out his hand and I shook it. In the dining room, the 

magician had laid the hoops on top of a china cabinet and now held a small metal ball 

in his hand. Something he said made the others laugh loudly. 

"Conroy is the evil proprietor of stocks and bonds in our office." Stogie on 

one side of his wide lipped mouth, Thurl continued. " If you want a money man, he's 

the one." 

How crass . There was nothing more annoying to me than meeting a single 

man and having to field absurd commentary from the one that introduced the two of 
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you. Yet it seemed to happen time and again when I met people. It was obvious that 

Quain fancied himself a beneficent. He would enjoy his role as matchmaker and try 

to retain a certain control in charting the path of the relationship itself. 

"Who said I wanted a money man?" Then, without waiting for his reply, 1 

asked him, "Are you going to smoke that or chew on it all night?" 

He took it out of his mouth and stared at it as if it were a foreign object and 

then put it back in. 

"You ' re a firecracker, aren't you?" 

"No, I'm a hairdresser." 

He snickered. Conroy looked away, a little sheepish and I wondered what he 

secretly thought of Quain . Perhaps I would find out later. The three of us stood there 

a moment and no one said anything. Laughter from the magician's corner. He was 

waving both hands over his head. Then, the back door was opening and more people 

were coming into the kitchen, stomping snow off of their shoes and Thurl went off 

with his wife to welcome a middle aged couple: a long haired blond and skirt and a 

man with a pony tail. They were all laughing about something. I saw through the 

back door that the snow continued to fall heavily and wondered when it would stop. 

There had already been four inches or so when I came over. 

Back home, Horace would still be sleeping. I looked at my watch and 

wondered if he would sleep through the night. Doctor Larsen had said four to five 

hours. Perhaps I could slip under the covers tonight without worrying about teeth. 

"Gotta go?" Eric Conroy, whom I had forgotten, was still standing next to 

me. 
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"Sorry," I said. "My dog is on meds for anxiety and I'm trying to estimate 

how long they will last." 

He was silent. Probably estimating how much trouble this would introduce 

into his life, I thought. His skin was slightly darker, which led me to believe that he 

had Native American or Latino blood somewhere in his ancestry; something that 

would definitely not disqualify him in my eyes. 

"What kind of symptoms does he have?" He raised his wine glass to drink 

and my mind leaped to the various forms of craziness I dealt with on a day to day 

basis. Still, I had nothing invested in him, and was only guessing that he was single. 

So what did I care? 

"He can growl at a paw for an hour and will snarl at you if you look at him the 

wrong way." 

He laughed. Remembering the fire in the living room, I mentioned it to him 

and we went and sat on a deep beige couch with blue and patterned brocade pillows. 

A graduate of business school, he had been an accountant for a few years, working in 

one of the few towers that housed Ford Motor Company employees, over near world 

headquarters. There was a trendy Middle Eastern restaurant nearby and we talked 

about it for a moment before getting into a discussion about Jamaica, where he had 

lived for a year or so. I found him somewhat unpredictable in his thought patterns; he 

was enigmatic in the way that he found certain things humorous and others not so; 

almost as though his perception of things was secretly coded and needed to be 

cracked. Occasionally, his gaze would focus on my lips, which I did not mind since 

he would be worth getting to know better. Right about the time that Catholicism 
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entered the picture (he was and I was not) , I decided that my wine glass needed 

filling, but he took the glass and disappeared around the comer. 

The room was pleasantly warm from the fire and a couple of other people sat 

and talked quietly with plates, making me realize that I had never sought out the food. 

Hungry, I stood up to look around, but noticed the Quains ' large picture window, 

which was similar to mine, so I walked over to it and pulled the tasseled panel aside . 

Snow was still falling, thick and occasionally in swirls . There was a purity to it, as 

though some great blanket were being laid in the night, and this was nature ' s way of 

attempting to smother the mistakes and secrets that might linger in the houses lining 

the street. The curtains were not drawn in my own living room and light exposed the 

white yard. By now, there must have been at least a foot outside, yet there was no 

sign of it stopping. Some of the Quains ' guests would have a wicked time getting 

home. At least my place was right across the street. Staring through the snowy veil , I 

studied my picture window, which afforded me a blurred view of Horace, who lay on 

the back of the couch. Wonderful. Time was not up on the medicine; he should have 

still been on his pillow, sleeping. Something dark was positioned between his paws 

and whatever that something was, he worked diligently at it with his jaws. 

"Son of a bitch," l muttered, and looked down to see a grandmotherly type 

smile up at me from the sofa. Hoping that she was hard of hearing, I smiled and 

looked down at my watch. The drug was supposed to have been good for at least four 

hours but only three had gone by. Conroy was walking back to the couch with my 

glass of white. He lifted it to me, so I went back over and sat down, trying to think of 

a quick excuse. 
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"You know," I began, taking the glass, but he cut me off. 

"What are you doing Friday night?" He turned toward me, dark eyes intent, 

and raised his glass to his lips. The instant combination of that look, along with some 

subtle, erotic fragrance that drifted from him, suddenly tipped the scales in his favor: 

a heated hint of pine and musk that made you think of warm sheets and rough walls. 

My fingers became aware of the stem of my glass . No help that my mind was 

suddenly flashing a million images of us together and how that same scent would be 

amplified if and when my face was lying on his naked chest. At the same time: 

Horace. Horace who was now valium-free, perched on the couch and tearing the shit 

out of something of value. Exactly how long had he been awake after I left? 

"Well," I began slowly, " beyond work, I don ' t think I have anything planned ." 

There was a porcelain clown on Cherry ' s coffee table, like those figurines sold by the 

Franklin Mint; it had a gaping red lipped mouth and might as well have been laughing 

at my predicament. I studied its crazy colors while my mind mentally scanned my 

living room floor and the surrounding tables. Whatever Horace tore at was dark 

brown or black. Blue? What the hell had he got1en hold of? Nothing, my mind said, 

trying to put the image in a dark place where memories go to sleep for the night. It 

was slipping off to a place where great white sheets unfolded under a Jamaican sky 

and cool thatched intimacy lined turquoise waters. With paradise sitting next to me, it 

was growing harder by the moment to care if the monster even tore the couch itself to 

shreds. 

Conroy held his the bowl of his glass in his palm and swirled the wine around 

some as he wondered aloud at possible restaurants while I wondered what kind of bed 
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he slept in. Avoiding his smiling face, I glanced across at the elderly lady, who still 

sat in the wing chair near the window and she smiled as if she understood. Perhaps it 

was the wine working on me. Chardonnay could make magic out of the most 

ridiculous moments and statements. No, I thought, getting another whiff of him, it 

wasn ' t that. Would the scent be strongest where his neck met his chest? Casually 

turning to him, I agreed to meet him at a local Italian joint with the air of a bank teller 

wishing a customer good day after handing over small bills. At least I thought I did . 

His eyes were the color of coal, as dark and warm as the hearth over there and they 

seemed to know that I was struggling. 

Then Nancy Osgood broke into my reverie like a bad dream but her timing 

was excellent. Since our date had been arranged, I introduced them and then excused 

myself to the bathroom as she continued to flap her jaws at the poor guy as he 

watched me walk away. Perhaps while I was doing my business, I could gather my 

wits and then make my goodbyes. 

By now, much of the activity had moved to the large dining room. The white 

haired magician and friends were now drinking beer and laughing, while others sat at 

a long mahogany table, playing cards. A sizeable spread of hors d'oeuvres was 

displayed on a side table. Finding the bathroom down the hall, I was about to go in 

when I heard a man and woman arguing behind a door. 

" It's still coming down and I'm concerned!" This was Cherry, aggravated. 

"That's all I told them." Strange to hear her speak like that but it was none of my 

business, so I went into the bathroom, where I considered my exit speech and 

wondered what stage Horace was at in his destruction. The Quains could still be 
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heard arguing in a nearby room. Then, there was a small thud and more arguing. The 

gist of the argument could not be followed , but it sounded pretty intense. I thought 

about the conversation I'd had with David. 

Slightly bothered by this, I was stepping out into the hallway when a nearby 

door opened and Cherry flew, rather than walked out of it. One side of her face 

smacked into the door jamb of another room and she rebounded a little, stumbling 

backward. The hall , which had been pretty dark, was now slivered by light from the 

room she had just exited. My part of the hall was still dark. She stood there a 

moment, holding her face , and then turned and saw me standing against the wall. 

Stunned, I stood there a moment and we just stared at each other, locked in a 

visual morass. Then, glancing back at the door that has closed behind her, I pointed 

down the hallway and gestured in that direction. She followed me slowly and we 

stopped at the end of the hallway. 

"Who pushed you out of that room?" It sounded dumb; the facts were plain 

enough. 

"Let's go into the kitchen," she said. We walked past a couple who gave us a 

funny look. Back near the fire place, Conroy was still talking to Osgood, who had 

parked herself on the couch. I did not want to be rude but this was more important, so 

I went into the kitchen wit her. 

A tiny scratch on her cheek was bleeding, so I wet a napkin under the faucet 

and held it up to her face. "How often does this nonsense happen?" 

She took it from me and held it there. Her dark eyes were large in her face, 

somber and she pursed her lips a little. I had the feeling that she was more scared of 
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my reaction than anything else. Loud laughter came from the dining room suddenly 

and I looked toward it, a little nervous that her husband might come into the kitchen. 

" It's nothing," she said, holding the napkin to her flesh. But her dark eyes 

were watering, despite her efforts and my insides were slowly starting to burn. 

"Nothing, my ass." Still, I had a hunch that this was routine and that Cherry 

Quain was probably one of those who wore sunglasses to grocery shop during dusk, if 

need be. 

"Just forget it. You didn't see anything, ok?" She sniffed and doused her face 

with more cold water, eyeliner slightly running. Her predicament put me in my own. 

My instincts told me to go home and call the police on him. Moving to go back into 

the living room, I was stopped when she grabbed my arm. 

" Listen, everything is fine," she said , voice trembling. "We had a fight and 

thi s was a one time occurrence." 

We stared at each other while the water continued to run. "No it's not," I said 

finally , reaching for the knob to turn it off. There were strange fires in her eyes as she 

continued to watch me, sniffing, and something about her spoke of a small animal 

that wanted to burrow back into its hole for protection. My mind was attempting to 

formulate some decision, one that might involve a squad car, a mass exodus from the 

house and Thurl Quain's ire. Another part of my wanted to just escape, to leave with 

a phone number and find out what Horace was up to. Still, I had been a witness to 

something. David's words floated on the outskirts of my consciousness. My house 

was right across the street from theirs. Since when, a voice in my head asked, was I a 

coward? There was more terror facing me in my bed nightly, albeit a canine terror, 
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than anything that this man could pose. So, trapped in all of this, I stood in the 

kitchen, watching my neighbor and unsure of what to do . 

The magician, Frank, came into the room, and there was Conroy standing in 

the doorway as well. The elderly man walked over to Cherry, with a question on his 

lips and stared at her, the lines of his forehead deepening into a frown. 

" What is it?" He came closer and peered at her and then he saw the mark on 

her cheek and lifted a finger to it. 

"Nothing. " She said with much finality and a fragile smile. It shouted victim. 

The man actually turned to me as though I had done something. 

"Her husband ," I blurted out before 1 could stop myself. There, it was done. 

Let me find my coat and leave. The night had turned too dark for me. Perhaps these 

friends , more friends of hers than r was, would take matters into their own hands and 

call the police. 

"No," he said, extending the word and frowning. I smiled, thinking how these 

people were dancing to the tune of deception. 

"Perhaps you can magic it away for her," I suggested. He turned to me and 

his lips twitched as though working to spit out some vitriolic jewel but I turned to go 

find my coat. She grabbed my arm again . 

" What?" 

She let me go and then Conroy and I collected our coats and left. 

* * * 

Outside, the snow had died down to a lazy, sporadic swirl. Our feet made 

deep tracks in the powder as we walked down the drive and I could feel icy pieces 
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slipping into the tops of my boots. The street was fairly silent and a pale slice of 

moon hung low in the southeastern sky. It was hard to say which was more 

dangerous: having him in such close proximity to my bedroom or facing the 

destruction that would await me once I reach my living room. In the window, Horace 

peered at us with his dark animal eyes, and I thought of him as a sentinel in the 

darkness, a sentinel that fought everything around him. 
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The Rouge 

I consider the city and the idea of traveling through it. There is something 

about the thirties that makes me appreciate an auto more. An edifice is sharper, hurts 

the eye in the cold drive. In the late twentieth and early twenty first century, Detroit 

was, and is still being, scraped and reshaped as though the wreckers and builders are 

driven by the whims of fancy that foment in the metallic depths ofthe Detroit River. 

Cramped neighborhoods have been swallowed by grass. The photos convey 

scratched beauty, which makes sense. Detroit is a woman that is constantly scratched 

and torn apart, realized and marred, through presence and absence. 

* * * 

You make it sound as though I'm a squatter, or even a tenant, Erica. But I like 

to look around. 

I still think you shouldn't be doing it. It's dangerous. 

How can I tell her how much it means to me? Finding an open entry way. 

Stepping up to the walls, passing the threshold of abandonment. I can put my ear up 

to the white fleur-de-lis and hear the memories in its chipped paint, sniff the emotions 

of decades gone. She waits, knows that I am trying to find words, so I turn to her. 

It ' s like the taste of goat cheese on my tongue. You taste it briefly, pungent 

and creamy. Intense. Perhaps it brings out the vinegar's taste a little, defines it more. 

Then it's gone. 

I don ' t see the analogy. What is being defined more in this case? 
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Myself. Plus, I add, you call my hobby dangerous while you up and leave 

your enormous husband in Macon after giving him only a few days notice? 

Oh, he knew it was ending. Both of us had been sleeping in separate rooms, 

couches, beds, whatever, for months. 

She was quiet for a moment, then: goat cheese and vinegar. She laughs, in a 

halting way, gauges my reaction and turns her bright blue eyes toward the Ohio 

farmland that is streaming by. 

* * * 

Perhaps it is a bad analogy, but I still don ' t give a goddamn. My sister 

was born to throw up resistance to every idea that I introduce, although she would be 

the first one to deny it. We are driving up 1-75, moving back to Detroit with half of 

our crap stowed in the back of a Ford 150 that could be euphemized as "vintage" and 

the other half slid helter-skelter into aU-Haul. The office manager, whom I had just 

recently had the privilege of witnessing sitting on the Vice President ' s lap 

(backwards) when I opened the door to his office unannounced, informed me a day or 

so later that I was being let go from my Fort Lauderdale marketing job since they 

were downsizing due to the economy. Tracing the side of the road with my 

eyes, r hue the pale concrete with red, agitated. Erica was born to pick apart my 

framework of seeing, my sight, while she herself floats through life, distracted by her 

own identity, as though she is fragmented and half inclined to piece herself together. 

Isn ' t she the one, after hearing of my new plans, who is following me back? 

Look, a vacant farmhouse, E. 

Not today. 
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* * * 

We rent a house in Pontiac. 

Now, I am edging out of the fierce shine of the setting sun that peaks around 

the blocky brewery walls, go inside. Yell ow sconces necklace the perimeter of the 

large room, its tables white clothed, the bar a chestnut shine. A middle-aged man, tan 

and unsmiling, whom I assume to be the manager, develops from the dimness back 

near the kitchen, and approaches me, where I have been studying the menu. Most 

dishes appear to be twenty-five and over so the money will suffice. 

Can I help you? 

Years ago, 1 used to work here. You may remember Chris? 

No, we've switched ownership a few times. 

His body backs off a little, as if in retreat, so l explain quickly why I am there. 

Surprisingly, he lifts a couple of fingers, gestures to follow him. One of the waiters 

and the head chef came to blows the other night, and he needs another server. After I 

fill out the paperwork, he steeples his hands on the cloth, says I can begin to train the 

next night. This is too soon but I smile and say that will be fine. He stares at my 

mouth. 

Going out, I pass a tall woman in dark uniform, her eyes heavy with shadow. 

She glances at me vacantly and continues as though heading into a crypt. 

* * * 

E? 

Yes? 
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What is it about the north that turns the inside of every building into the 

apotheosis of gloom? 

Hey, you wanted to come up here. 

What does that have to do with my question? 

We are sitting cross-legged on her four poster, watching Fellini ' s La Strada 

and eating bok choy, sweet and sour chicken, and rice. Her filmy amethyst curtains 

are hung already, and she has arranged the family photos, in their faux jeweled 

frames, on little wall she I ves. All of the people in them are gone. 

She watches, as if in a trance, as Zampano hits Gelsomina, and between bok 

choy, splutters, I wouldn ' t put up with that. 

You certainly did in Macon . 

She grimaces, then frowns at me as though I'm crazy, while I take advantage 

of her full mouth. 

You married that chauvinistic, non-dish washing, dice throwing, macaroni and 

cheese cooking, wheezing, frog killing -

She takes a crimson pillow and pushes it into my face, laughing and trying to 

swallow her food . So we wrestle on the bed. 

Enough, she laughs, they're all lies, total lies except for the grilled cheese. 

I wipe the comforter with a napkin. 

* * * 

We ride near the Rouge, which means "red." Ironically, it became red with 

pollution, and then caught fire in the sixties. It is still filthy, a river of fire . The fish 

float on. The Rouge plant is in exile, its workers gone now. Like the Hudson 
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Building, it will one day implode, I explain to her. She does not have much to say, 

just looks. 

Are you really going to try to go inside those buildings? 

We go downtown. The afternoon sunlight grids the city in gold and shade. At 

the apex of the Lennox's entryway, a tiny face smiles in the stone masonry. Pieces of 

the stone are missing, hauled off by "grave robbers. " Bricked shut, entrance is now 

non-negotiable and the language of the smile is all the more enigmatic. 

* * * 

Cutting chateaubriand is a nightmare. Brought out hot to the table on a side 

cart, it is a big slab of beef tenderloin and you need to know what the hell you are 

doing, need to have the correct knife and a fork to slice it and sear it further on the 

plate. Mentally damning whoever created it, I find Saul , an aging plumber who reads 

Playboy when he's on break with his feet on the table, flirting with the bartender. 

Again? First you gotta go in the back and show me your underpants, baby. 

Funny, Saul. Please, I'm begging you. These people already hate me. 

He swaggers back to the kitchen, chewing his gum, where I can hear the chef 

screaming that the order is up, so I grab the two glasses of cabemet from the bar. 

Saul may be a dog but he's an affectionate one. The lady at the table is pursing her 

wrinkled mouth at me so I deposit the glasses on their table and nearly run to the 

kitchen. 

His curly gray hair ringing his forehead like a renaissance man of old Italy, 

Saul is tapping on the metal shelf and bickering with the chef. Nonetheless, his face 

is permanently ringed with the lines of a smile. In this situation, it appears almost 
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grotesque. With fires flaring and fish sizzling, the chef and sous chefs are hopping 

between pan and counter. Not wanting to inconvenience Saul, I turn to the chef. 

Hey, do you know where my veal marsala is? 

Almost up. He taps on the chateaubriand. Take that out and come back for it. 

I look at it and promise to read the want ads the next day. Why doesn't the 

Free Press have more marketing positions advertised? 

Naw, Tony, we need the goods now, you know that, Saul counters. 

Put that mother on the cart and wheel it out. You, Tony points at me with his 

thick arm, stay so you can take this veal and pasta. 

Saul rolls his eyes, chewing, and pushes the cart toward the door, so I gather 

the cheese and wait. A side door swings open and an older waiter, an unfriendly one 

that pushes everyone aside and mumbles constantly, rushes up to the counter. 

Get out of the way, he says to me firmly, reaching for forks and small plates, 

throwing them on his tray. I wait until he moves aside and then go back up to the 

shelf, where the so us chef is loading my dishes onto the metal. 

Just as I reach for them, he tries to push past me again. 

Watch out, he says. 

No, you stay out of my way this time, I tell him firmly and reach for the veal. 

I've got to get these plates out to my table. 

For some reason, the cooks have slowed their movements and are looking 

furtively at me. I load up my tray and suddenly feel the cantankerous one on my 

right. I turn and he is on me practically, pushing his face into mine. 
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You don't argue with me in this kitchen, he screams, shaking his finger. No 

woman -

Despite the fact that he is probably thirty years older than I am, I take my 

hand and put it on his face, while his mouth is still moving, and push him back, hard. 

He totters briefly. 

Goddamn you, I yell , suddenly feeling my face in flames. I am exploding 

internally and he is subdued now, frown diminishing slowly. I shake the tongs for the 

chateaubriand at him (realizing, in the recess of my brain , that Saul is supposed to 

have them) and continue to yell , don ' t you ever push into me like that or I' ll geld you 

with this, you son of a bitch! 

I throw the door open and when it ' s almost closed, hear Tony shout, oooweee! 

* * * 

While Erica is out shopping (I have more places to go here now than ever 

compared to Macon, she says, putting on her leather coat and smiling), I research the 

buildings along Woodward and in uncertain little pockets around the city's hub. 

Since coming back to Michigan and finding work at the restaurant immediately, there 

has been almost no time to go and poke around . Besides, most days, Erica refuses to 

accompany me and I am starting to admit to myself a little that this building sleuthing 

will be different than going into abandoned barns and farmhouses to investigate, 

many of which are isolated and far from human activity. The human element makes 

me a little nervous. 

* * * 
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Up close, the GAR (or Grand Army of the Republic) Building looks as though 

it has been through a battle itself. Star patterned holes in windows. Doors boarded 

up with graffiti plywood. From a distance, it is triangular, and dark sand color with 

beautiful turrets. 

* * * 

There is a war growing in my consciousness that disturbs me. The manager 

that initially interviewed me, the tan one whom I now know to be Eric, passes 

occasionally, staring at me. Let's just say that I really cannot consider further bold 

moves of his sexual harassment since I would like to take him down to the break 

room, rip his pants off, and climb on top of him. I think of the office manager back at 

Hillbrand with a new understanding and empathy, despite the fact that the bitch fired 

me. Interesting how the possibility of sex can change one into a humanist, brotherly 

love and all that crap, in order to attain nirvana. 

Can you do me a favor? He is standing next to me, now, as I set a table. I can 

feel my eyes bugging. Where did he come from? 

It ' s ok, he says, nothing's wrong. Can you go bring up more dinner menus 

from downstairs? 

Sure, I say, walking away, wiping the back of my neck. 

* * * 

You realize that place is dragging you down, she tells me one night while 

we' re playing Scrabble. 

Edifice. Five, eight, twelve and double word score is twenty-four, I say. 

Considering the way I feel lately about the manager, I should have received 
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the letters OR instead of ED. Then I think of Saul coming down to read his smut and 

finding myself and the manager screwing on the break table. I laugh. 

What ' s so funny? She asks. 

Nothing. I look down, waiting for her to take her turn. When she hasn ' t, I 

look back up and find her still staring at me, with a spreading smile on her face. 

Are you thinking of someone, perhaps? She cocks her head at me and raises 

her eyebrows. 

No, just a funny daydream. Play. 

* * * 

I apply for a marketing job out in Auburn Hills. Cellular communications 

does not thrill me but if I stay at the restaurant anymore I'll go nuts. Strange how 

buildings have a way of trapping me. Whether it ' s an apartment, house or 

department, walls have a way of smothering me, preventing my soul from being free. 

Perhaps I am looking for the residue of ruins to explain the answer. 

That night, my surly co-worker gets into a fight with the cooks and he is 

pulled through the lower shelf and nearly strangled. The object of my growing 

concupiscence calls a meeting after hours and we sit in the dining room, where 

insults, accusations and reprimands fly . 

At one point, when the other manager is talking, I look up to find the tan one 

staring at me, his inscrutable face fixed on my mouth again. It doesn't matter, I think, 

as I picture myself running my hands all over him. I' ll be giving them notice soon. 

* * * 
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Lady, you might try the Chamber of Commerce. I can't let you in this place. 

There are loose beams, rats (I was pretty sure he was lying about this one) , dust up 

the yin yang and all kinds of other crap and corruption in there. 

Even if you accompany me? 

Even if I accompany you, he says, working his lower jaw back and forth and 

popping it. If you tripped or hit your head, they'd sue me good. 

I reach for his arm. But -

Yes? He is turning away, looks firm. 

Ok. Thanks. 

No problem. Try the Chamber of Commerce. Sometimes you might find one 

that is less risky. Maybe the historical society knows something. Not this one. 
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