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Off theVine

ell, hereitis. Thefourthissue of Kudzu. There
Wfor awhile, | wasn't sure it would ever make
it. | started law school in August, and — even

though I'd been warned — | wasn'’t quite ready for the
crushing workload. But, | found time to get this issue
done. In and among keeping up withmy law school work,
we lost an editor and gained another. Blake Wilson has
taken a leave of absence to concentrate on some other
projects. We' Il miss him. However, on the bright side,
we've just added James Katowich to the staff. If you've
been with us since the beginning, you'll remember
James’ wonderful story “Not aShadow, Not aSigh” (and
some good poems — he’'s multitalented) from earlier
this year. And — another happy coincidence — when
he and associate editor James Martin arrived at graduate
school this year, they found that they share an office as
graduate teaching assistants in the English department.
This issue represents several landmarks for Kudzu.

Steven W. Jarvis

Firgt, it's the final issue of this first year; we made it.
Second, though unintended, it's our first theme issue.
Out of the sizeable stack of good submissions we re-
ceived for this issue, these stories stood out as a group.
Since it’'s late fal and approaching winter, it seemed
appropriate that these storiesand poems all seem to con-
cernendingsof onesort or another. Sure, it'salittle bleak,
but facing the end of one thing and looking forward to
the new has always been a powerful themein literature,
and each of these stories or poems approaches the issue
from a different perspective. | think you'll find thisis-
sue intriguing.

And, beforel go, I'd like to thank all the folks who
have kept with us through the delays and sent kind
words of encouragement. Here's to asafe and
prosperous new year to al of our readers.

— Seven W, Jarvis
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Trangt Dday

e once said she would paint her ass red if that
S/as what it took to keep him. That was before she

hanged jobs, before her best friend returned to
New York — and before the abortion.

He reminded himself not to make too much of the
abortion. Her new job (which he helped her find) and
the friend's return were explanation enough for his no
longer being the “only bright spot” in her life. Hell, he
thought, unable to hold his ground against the wall of
flesh pushing into the train at the elevated 4th Avenue
station, the abortion was just an excuse.

The doors closed and the train began to labor up a
steep incline. Below, the rooftops of Gowanus sloped
north to the lone tower standing as a monument to the
borough’s arrogant parochialism: the Tallest Building in
Brooklyn. Once, it was abeacon to him. Shelived within

Thomas J. Hubschman

its shadow. The clock on top, its red hands visible at
night from hisroomsin Park Slope, was asymboal, like
the cigarette endsin the fireplace and the socks she bor-
rowed to keep warm after the heat went off. They watched
that red glow together from beneath an old navy blan-
ket. When hewas alone, it comforted him. But thismorn-
ing the clock’s face seemed permanently darkened. He
raised his wrist carefully to avoid contact with a trim
Afro on oneside and the sports section of the Daily News
on the other. As he had suspected, the tower wasn’'t even
close to being right.

He gripped the metal bar above his head, though the
crush of bodies madefalling impossible. Hisfellow pas-
sengers stared out at the distant skyline of Manhattan or
the backs of their neighbors’ skulls with equal indiffer-
ence. A few managed to read carefully folded newspa
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Transit Delay

Thomas J. Hubschman

pers, their elbows pinned to their chests. The density of
warm flesh combined with hot sunlight pouring in the
windows was too much for the air conditioning. But no
one seemed to notice.

At Smith and 9th Street the doors opened on athrong
three and four deep. There wasn't a square foot left to
squeeze into, but the waiting crowd began to advance
anyway, its front rank pushed forward by those behind.
Somehow some wriggled in. His legs sank into spongy
buttock.

A second row pressed forward. Lockstep, marking
timelike zombies or mechanical soldiers, they kept com-
ing, afew finding a coupl e inches of unoccupied space,
the rest stymied by a phalanx of back and thigh. They
continued to surge forward anyway until the doors, re-
peatedly closing on their legs and shoulders, beat them
back. He had seen film clips of Tokyo platform conduc-
tors using their knees to force in the last possible pas-
senger. He had listened to, and himself made jokes about,
the IRT. But he had also ridden the IRT and, bad as that
line was, it never approached anything like this. He ac-
tually could not draw afull breath. And that big behind
was bottoming out into bone.

The train moved toward the tunnel leading to the
next station, hesitating every few seconds asif wary of
the dark ahead. Someone opened a window, letting in
hot air.

No onein his right mind would subject himself to
this ordeal five days aweek. If he had kept his M anhat-
tan apartment he wouldn’t be enduring it himself. But
shelived here. And she couldn’t cope with Manhattan’s
pace and congestion. So he had moved to Brooklyn, at
first to adark furnished room, then to atwo-room apart-
ment in Park Slope. That was before rents went through
the ceiling. Now he couldn’t even afford a better place
in Brooklyn, never mind Manhattan. When he lived in
the East Village he could walk to work. He had turned
his life upside-down for that woman and even become
an exilein this godforsaken borough. For what? All he
had to show for those two years was alonger and more
unpleasant commute, recurrent bad dreams, and some-
wherethelifelessatomsof achild hewould never know.

At Carroll Street afew passengers got off. He was
too deeply buried in the crush to consider making an
escape himself. The throng on the platform seemed ap-
palled by the sight of so much compressed flesh. Few
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Transit Delay

Thomas J. Hubschman

attempted to get on. The doors closed without difficulty
and thetrain started forward. Someone showed the good
senseto closethat window. Hetried to relax, et hisbody
just hang between those pressed against it. But each time
he let go, the pelvis of his fat neighbor stabbed at his
spine.

Then, suddenly, the main lights failed, leaving only
the blue glow of emergency lighting. The air condition-
ing shut down as well, causing the compacted flesh to
generate an immediate, intense heat. As if in response,
his fat neighbor collapsed. She made no sound, just
breathed alittle sigh, more of satisfaction than distress.
Thanks to the press, she couldn’t fall, but he tried with-
out success to support her.

“1 think this woman has fainted.”

A few heads turned. The rest ignored him. He
couldn’t think what else to do. Ask them to “step back
and give ‘er room”? He wished he had walked the few
extra blocks to the BMT. At least when that train be-
came overcrowded you could step between cars for a
breath of air. But the doors of this line were sealed. It
couldn’t have been a worse morning. First, those mor-
bid dreams about her. Now this dreadful subway ride.

His unconscious neighbor found a few inches of
unclaimed space to slump into. By some calculus of
forces her weight transferred itself to his groin. He
twisted free, forcing himself into the back of abluelinen
suit jacket. The shouldersinside pushed back. Thetrain
itself wasstill motionless. Even the sporadic belchesand
hisses stalled subways usually made were absent. He
cursed the New York subway system. Then he cursed
himself for being fool enough to submit to this torture.

But even as he raged against his predicament he re-
alized that a familiar object had just crossed his vision
like along-anticipated, almost-missed roadsign. Theblue
light had made the faces around him seem immaterial,
spirits waiting to be called to a seance. But one, hover-
ing between a shiny scalp and a heavily mascaraed pro-
file, seemed especially other-worldly.

Where had she gotten on? Not at Smith & 9th. And
no one got on a Carroll Street. This wasn't even her
neighborhood. Had she been onthetrain al along? Why
didn’t he spot her earlier instead of now when they were
virtually in the dark?

His impulse was to call out to her. But he couldn’t
think what they would do then. Stare at each other? He
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Transit Delay

Thomas J. Hubschman

wondered if she had seen him yet (she was badly near-
sighted) and if so, what she was fedling.

The collapsed woman moaned. Shelisted to one side,
thenthe other. The other passengersfinally began to show
interest. Even her head reluctantly turned. For a second
her small blue eyes seemed to focus on him, then looked
away.

“Oh, Lawd! Where am |? Lord Jesus, set me free!”

“Relax, lady,” someone said. “We'reall in the same
pickle.”

Luckily, even animmense bulk like herswas checked
by the press of other bodies. She cried out again for de-
liverance. Someonetold her to shut up. Shecalled louder.
“Lord Jesus, save me!” A noise like a pistol shot si-
lenced her. At first he thought someone had actually fired
a gun. But then the woman began to whimper, and fi-
nally to sob.

“That’'s good,” the Daily News to his right said.
“That’s what you have to do. Brings them right out of
it

It was as if everyone else’s fear was also dispelled
by that slap. Someone started to sing.

A-may... Zi-ing grace,
Ho-ow sweet the sound,
That saved a-a wretch...
likeme...

Other voicesjoinedin. TheAfro to hisleft thundered
into his ear

For I... wa-aslost...
But now I’ m fo-ound...

Even the fat woman stopped crying and, in a power-
ful church voice, joined in. He searched through the
tangle of heads until he found her again, her lips drawn
into a pained kiss, her eyes locked on the car’s ceiling.
As the chorus swelled, her eyes wavered, then began
darting about: She was having an attack. She got them
on elevators, subways, in any enclosed space. She also
had a fear of heights, squirrels and, oddly, sunsets. He
used to pride himself on knowing all her phobias and
being there to comfort.

...how sweet YOu-0u are,
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Thomas J. Hubschman

The choir ontinued asif they all sang together regu-
larly. But her mouth remained shut tight. Her face had
turned white, her eyes wild.

“Excuse me,” he said, trying to shoulder hisway to-
ward her. But the chorus pressed against him was un-
yielding.

For | wa-aslost, but now I’mfo-ound...

“Excuse me. | haveto get to that woman.”

He lost his balance as the train lurched forward. By
the time he righted himself the lights had come on, but
his view was blocked by an expanse of white shirt. The
air conditioner blew its cold breath on his head.

“Excuse me, please.”

She was facing the door, her hands pressed to the
glass. The train was pulling into the station — it must
have stalled just afew feet short of it. The doors opened.
She got off and was lost in the crowd on the platform.

He raised his arm to make a path toward the door,
but his feet failed to respond. What, after all, would he
say? That he had seen and understood her anxiety? That

he “forgave’ her for the abortion? That he still loved
her? But it was not his place to forgive or not forgive.
And did he still love her? Did he really?

The train glided out of the station. He was finally
free of the fat woman. There was even room to move his
arms and legs. But the singing had stopped and the pas-
sengers were again preoccupied with stock quotations,
parimutuels, a dress for next Friday’s movie. He won-
dered if he hadn't imagined it al — the slap, the har-
mony of voices consoling each other in the dark... the
face of someone who once loved him and then, inexpli-
cably, loved him no more. It was easier to believe none
of it had occurred, that this morning was like any other
— that the rest of hislife would still happen. &

Thomas J. Hubschman <thubsch@amanda.dorsai.org>
Tom Hubschman's short stories have appeared onlinein
Gruene Street, Morpo Review, Blue Penny Quarterly and
In Vivo. He has published two science fiction novels as
well as short fiction in New York Press, Brooklyn Free
Press/The Free Press and other print media. He makes
his living as awriter and editor in Brooklyn, NY.
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KaLlLivdy

The Late Night Picture Show

Lip-sticked men and Transylvanian librettos
dance across the screen like cockroaches,
scraping popcorn off their shoes in perfect
4/4 timeto the delight of the drunk and
extremely bored. Thisis the midnight
cabaret, check your coat and your brains

at the door.

There has to be more to life than acid

dreams and fishnet realities, the fat lady

in sequins who thinks she's just so sexy...

as she bounces down the aidle, all six-hundred
pounds of her...

Who knows the attraction—the lights, the sex,
the orgy of wanton minds—yet we're here
every weekend, arms thrust out, tournicets on,
waiting for our dose of cinematic methadone,
forever prisonersin bright feather boas,

until maturity or poverty sets us free.

Whichever comes first.
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Girl Chat Kat Lively

They tucked themselves in a corner
with steaming ceramic and talked softly
of PhylisWheatley,

like she was a secluded relative,

seen only at funerals or on holidays
when the smallest of children would
curl his sticky fingers around her frail
hand and wonder who the hell she was
and why Mama loved her so when she
was old and smelled like hospital
sheets, and all | could think of

was their coffee, getting cold.

Kat Lively <klively@uga.cc.uga.edu> lives and writes
in Athens, Georgia and has been published previously
in SO It Goes, Lazy Bones Review, 256 Shades of Grey,
and other print and electronicjournals. Sheisacolum-
nist for the Internet zine WebZine Weekly.
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Kiosk

dumpster so quickly it might have been a butter

fly, if phantom, deadly butterflies reflected late
afternoon sunlight. From her tiny kiosk window, Anna
Maria Constanza Bernstein watched the dirty silver se-
dan dow down asit rounded the corner onto Centre Street
and crunched quietly across the hard crusts of melting
gray snow piles. AnnaMariaworked till eleven and for-
got the dumpster gun till the following morning, when
she cautiously climbed down from the Boston Metro-
politan Transit busand shuffled toward the kiosk through
fresh white snow, inside her black dressinside her black
coat, wary to escape falling on the frozen pavement. A
clump of wild gray hair poked out from under her black
scarf; she smiled her wide morning grimace, flicked her
tongue against thetiny gap that separated her two middle
top teeth — an instinctive reaction when concentrating

The black pistol flew from the car window into the

William Dekle

on achallenge — blinked almond eyes and prepared for
the ordeal of keeping her bonesintact acrossfrozen side-
walks.

AnnaMaria always required one and a half stepsto
remember that conquering slick streets worked one way
for children and another for people on Social Security;
so she took a step, stopped to see if she was till aive,
poked the ice ahead with the point of her furled um-
brella, took another step, and so on till she reached the
dumpster, when she remembered the night before and,
with startling agility, flipped open the grungy dumpster
door with the umbrella's point.

The kiosk, forty feet beyond, was a plain, fourteen
foot in diameter, cylinder shaped building with maga-
zine racks around front and colorful posters advertising
rock concerts and movies plastered across the back. Its
physical layout guarded her; concealed her; protected
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Kiosk

William Dekle

her; enveloped and sheltered her, except for the onetiny
hole where she transacted business.

Inside the kiosk, Anna Maria set down her Danish,
lighted the gas stove, put on water for coffee and studied
her new treasure. The pistol wasbig and black and heavy
with arearing horse carved into an oval frame at the top
of the bone grip and the letters DA crudely notched on
the barrel.

“Hmmm, at least a quarter inch across.” She shud-
dered slightly as she looked down the barrel. “ That's a
big bullet.”

In no time, she discovered the little door behind the
cylinder, flicked it open and recognized the back of the
bullet. She couldn’t turn the cylinder, but by peering at
the pistol from the front, she felt sure she held a fully
loaded weapon. AnnaMariahad no gun license, and she
feared police amost as much as she did criminals, so
she laid it gently beneath the gross cash deposit enve-
lope by the kiosk door opposite the sales window,
grabbed her umbrella, and trudged outside to haul in the
bundles of papers and magazines left during the night.
She'd take the pistol home and ask her neighbor, Mr.
Carver, toexplainitto her. Mr. Carver wasaretired Army

clerk; he would know.

Shearranged her display magazines around thefront
of the kiosk. Then she plodded inside and checked the
pistol once more and decided to hide it instead beneath
an identical envel ope adjacent to the gross cash deposit
envel ope that she called her rainy day container. At the
end of the day, the gross cash deposit envelope would
contain most of the day’s receipts, the amount she re-
ported to the government tax people. Therainy day con-
tainer held what Anna Maria considered a fair amount
to be withheld from the government considering ever
since World War Two, they’d been withholding from her.

Hauling in the magazine bundles had reinvigorated
the arthritisin her thumbs, so she took two aspirins just
intimefor the morning rush. Occasionally, between cus-
tomers, she would sit in her cushions piled on the old
wicker arm chair and stare out the tiny sales window at
her three scenes. If sheleaned forward and | ooked to the
right, and the slow moving traffic didnt’ hide it, she saw
the dumpster; if shelooked to the left she saw the small
park at the intersection. It was winter so she pretended
the park’s trees were dormant rather than dying. At least
the snow covered thetrash, and for afew hoursthefresh
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Kiosk

William Dekle

snow would stay white. Her third scene was what she
watched most when leaning back in her chair. Directly
infront of her hung the center of the gaudy electric clock
that always ran late in the window of Wexler’'s Delica-
tessen. Itsred second hand clicked from number to num-
ber, never quite aiming properly.

At eleven — Wexler's said ten fifty-three — the
morning rush was over, and Mrs. Cohen stopped by for
her paper.

“| refuse to move!” declared Mrs. Cohen. “I got to
Jamaica Plain first. If the thugs want to movein, I'll
fight ‘em.” Mrs. Cohan was four years younger than Anna
Maria and although she hadn’t known Mrs. Cohen in
her youth, AnnaMariaadmired her still soft looking skin
and sparkling blue eyes.

“Do you have agun, Mrs. Cohen?’

Mrs. Cohen ignored the question. “To think! Only
half ablock from my house. And the poor girl was beaten
for no reason. She'slucky shewasn't raped.” Mrs. Cohen
frowned ironically. “Maybe the hoodlum liked men. Hal”

AnnaMaria smiled back. “Maybe the teppistawasa
woman. |’ ve been reading about that.” She gestered over

her shoulder.

“What' s ateppista?’

“A hoodlum. Maybe either the robber was a woman,
or themanwasa....”

AnnaMaria s take on the subject either dampened
Mrs. Cohen’ s enthusiasm for unconventional men or left
her confused. She didn’t know which, but she changed
direction.

“Of course,” she continued, “it would be pleasant to
move somewhere safer like the North End. But then I'm
not Italian. They might not accept me. Besides, the next
time | move, it’ll be either Miami or Heaven.” She
laughed. “I haven't decided yet.”

nna Maria laughed too and hung a new maga

A zine by the window with a clothespin as the

phonerang. “Good day, Mrs. Cohen,” she called

while lifting the phone; and her eyes followed Mrs.

Cohen’ s thin form waddle and crunch across the glare
of the still fresh snow till she stepped out of view.

“Hello.” She answered the phone and listened a

moment. “Yes, Buddy, | love you, too, and no | won't
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William Dekle

retireand move. Yes, dear. Thanksfor calling. Goodbye”

Anna Maria hung up and again wished her son,
Buddy Burnstein, wouldn't call once amonth at the same
hour on the second Friday. That was too mechanical to
suitAnnaMaria. But sheforgave Buddy; he had his prob-
lems. And one was he aways bugged Anna Maria to
move from Jamaica Plain. For another, AnnaMariahad
spent so long being married to Irv that she felt part Jew-
ish. Her thoughts, her vocabulary, even her accent had
changed. It would be too long a shot trying to become
totally Italian again.

“Field and Stream,” alow voice croaked.

“It’sto your left, bottom row,” she reacted automati-
cally, without seeing the man. “ Two twenty-five.”

He put down the right change and left, and Anna
Maria thought she might order more Field and Stream
next month. The current one with the specia hunting
section was selling well.

Shethought about the North End. No hunting there;
it was Boston'’s safest neighborhood because everybody
there was somebody’s mother; so if thugs found them-
selves in the North End, they left their crimes at home,
No guns, N0 muggings, no problems.

Like Mrs. Cohen, the North End might not accept
her. And even if they would, the insecurity of believing
they might not, compelled Anna Maria to avoid taking
the gamble. And as for moving to Florida...it was hard
enough remembering which of her unigue slang vocabu-
lary was Italian and which was Yiddish. She thought
about Miami, threw up her handsand wailed to the Kiosk,
“Oy vay, Ma Donna! At my age, | should learn Span-
ish?”

Anna Maria's dead husband, Irv — may he rest in
peace — had never figured out that by yieldingto Irv —
as she had about everything— and giving their son three
Hebrew names, she’'d sneaked a Catholic reference past
him; so in her mind, Buddy would always be ST Paul
Bernstein. It was comforting. She’d never dared men-
tion this coincidence to Irv because Irv believed, as did
Anna Maria’'s long dead papa, Guiseppi Osvaldo
Palazzolo Castellamare Baldaracci — may he rest in
peace — that awoman’s place was in the home, prefer-
ably in the basement or the bedroom and after seventy-
four years, it was impossible for Anna Maria to think
any other way. A lifetime of conditioning is not can-
celed in aday, or adecade.
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AnnaMariahad forgot all about the big black pistal,
and as was her habit, had coffee, soft pretzels and plain
yogurt for lunch; after which, she brushed her teeth at
thesink, flicked her tonguein the gap between her teeth,
and recombed her untameable gray hair. Then she re-
laxed, glanced at the customers pushing in and out of
Wexler’'s, and picked up aweek-old magazine to finish
reading an article she'd started earlier. Before she could
get situated, a customer crossed from the deli, knocked
on the counter at the window and asked for directionsto
Dorchester Heights. She sold him a map and relaxed
again.

AnnaMaria had read her kiosk magazines on many
subjects and she was not so stupid she didn’t know that
ever since lrv died, she'd supported herself. But, despite
this knowledge, Anna Maria was afraid: afraid to try
something different; afraid she wasn't mentally tough
enough. Times had changed radically in her lifetime, but
her thinking patterns were formed two generations back.
Anna Maria was...farmisht Irv had called it, a state of
conflicting emotions. Her only salvation, the element
that protected her, saved her from this confusing quan-
dary wasthat she knew her opinion didn’t matter to any-

body anyway.

Anna Maria's only conscious political doctrine —
and it had died out of society over her lifetime — was
the ancient rule that said criminals who robbed kiosks
should be punished, an eye for an eye — she remem-
bered the gun; then put it out of her mind — and atooth
for a tooth and maybe occasionally an eye for a maga
zine or atooth for cash snatched before she could get it
to the bank.

But, kindness had been forced upon Anna Maria by
her father, Guiseppi, then Irv, and finaly by habit. In
fact, just about everything in her life had been forced on
her. Irv left the kiosk to her; she ran it because it was
forced upon her and because it had become her tradi-
tion. It was comfortable. Warm coffee and Danish every
morning, plenty to read, enough money, smple book-
keeping, customers to chat with.

Anna Maria cut the string off the stack of new
Playgirl, stacked them in their proper place and hung
one on a clothesline behind her so customers could see
it. She too two more aspirin and settled on the cushions,
worn flat, in her wicker chair, and glanced back at the
Playgirl. Had she ever looked like that? Mrs. Cohen
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probably had, but never such outfits. Shelooked around
at her wares, cigarettes, X -rated magazines, news maga-
zines, Field And Stream with the shotgun on the cover.

Anna Maria had never thought of it, but she was
gentle. It was not in her to harm others; thus her con-
science was not offended because athough cigarettes
killed and X -ratings probably hurt some peopl e, thenews
magazines were the most dangerous and even the Presi-
dent read those. He'd said so. And besides...she slapped
her forehead with her left hand and automatically
chopped the air with her right, symbolically cutting avay
all her problems...what was a woman to do? Oy, Mama
Mial

Nothing had goneright, even though she'd loved Irv.
Hewasloud and gruff and entertained her. But she never
should have married a Jew. Nothing against another tribe,
but it left Buddy confused. At one young age Buddy
wanted to be adoctor, which pleased Irv’'smother. Later
Buddy wanted to join the mob, which infuriated Anna
Maria, but pleased her younger brother, L eonardo, known
around the North End as Lennie Hotdog, till he
reappropriated “Leonardo,” joined the Navy, and found
areal career. Now Buddy sold rea estate in afalling

market, and eveninahot market, it wasn't Buddy’sforte.
She often joked to herself that Buddy could have pleased
both sides of the family by becoming a plastic surgeon
specializing in fingerprint replacement.

“Got a Time Magazine?’ The gravely voice jolted
her from her reverie. She looked out the window and
froze at the wide black, mustached face filling the win-
dow. Inamoment, and automatically, her tongue flicked
the gap in her teeth. Then, from habit but not so auto-
matically, shebit lightly on the first knuckle of her right
index finger. If she'd heard the hard snow crunch, which
she usualy did, she wouldn’'t have been so surprised,
but the Time customer walked quietly.

Sherecovered. “Yes, sir,” she said. She sold the man
a Time and sighed with relief as he stepped out of the
tiny frame of the world the kiosk window allowed her.

She'd been robbed seven times, three in the last six
months and always by black men. She'd considered
thinking of them as African-Americans, but decided
“black” was shorter and more convenient for thinking
purposes. If | gotta fear somebody, I'll fear somebody
with the easiest name to remember. Her reasoning was
that by the time she could remember African-American,
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she’'d have forgot the thug's description.

She'd feared blacks ever since the murders in the
early 70s when whites who stopped for traffic lightsin
Roxbury were sometimes dragged from their cars and
beaten to death with bricks. Inthose days, she’'d felt safe
in Jamaica Plain. Now....

Sheremembered the pleasant Mr. Crawford who ran
the al-night grocery on the next corner. Out of respect,
she’d wanted to go to hisfuneral, but she couldn’t go all
the way to Medfield. She'd seen Mrs. Crawford who
had seemed to be in shock, not quite believing that on
that Monday morning she’d had a husband and on that
M onday afternoon, she’d become awidow who couldn’t
sell her husband’s store because nobody wanted to buy
a place where the owner had been shot over a few dol-
lars, or shot at all.

Anna Maria didn’t want to be shot. The thought of
dying didn’'t bother her; but pain she didn’t need. Why
couldn’t she be held up by an Italian? She could throw a
few paisano phrases at him; maybe he'd go away. Or a
Jew? Her married name might carry weight, soften his
heart. But no, it was always black men, mostly young;
and she had no experience in keeping them under con-

trol. In fact, it was only since Irv died that Anna Maria
had any experiencein handling men, that is, in not sub-
mitting to men. Her father, Guiseppi, never allowed her
tothink. Irv’s Jewish tradition of intelligent, heroic, Bib-
lical women had been sidetracked by several centuries
of Danziger patriarichal firmness. AnnaMarie had loved
Irv, and had feared him. Even now, she loved Irv; and
now shefeared everybody, but |ately it was young thugs
who looked illiterate, but sometimes asked for The New
Yorker, before drawing their weapons.

AnnaMaria solder brother, Joe, Jr., had been reared
to be fearless, aggressive and not a bad guy in Anna
Maria's eyes. She continued to be fond of Joe; and the
fact that he didn’t follow in their father’s footsteps as a
sign painter, a profession requiring atalent Joe lacked,
didn’t lower him in her esteem. Joe painted houses, but
that was not the point. He was reared to be fearless, and
he was. AnnaMariawas reared to be timid and submis-
sive, and she was. She was reared to be the perfect Vic-
torian wife one generation late. She had tried to fight
fear and timidity and had succeeded to a small degree,
but not enough to suit herself, and nowhere near her
potential. Ironically, by working most of her adult life,

Kudzu 95/4 « Autumn 1995  page 19



Kiosk

William Dekle

Anna Maria was independent, but she didn’t know it
because she had always been told she needed to be
helped. In ten years of running her own kiosk business
in adeclining city neighborhood, she had grown braver
than she knew. She was tough, and certain of her fragil-

ity.

appeared. He couldn’'t have been more than thirty

but he was already balding and trying to disguise it
with thin blond bangs growing in knots from the edges
of his head. He had no overcoat and his blue work shirt
hung loosely beneath scratches on hisface and neck that
looked like he'd just lost a street brawl. The sewn-on
name tag read Albert. A schtoonk, she thought right off.

“Give me your money,” he said, gravely, amost in
pain. “I know you have some.” He stuck the little pistol
through her window and rested his forearm on the
counter.

Not a schtoonk, a goniff teppista. His whiteness had
thrown her off guard.

“Albert,” shesaid. Thebandit didn’t respond, so he'd

I t was about three thirty when the bland white face

stolen the shirt; and yet she'd always think of him as
Albert. At the same moment, she knew she must take
control of her life; this might be her last chance...not
just to live, but to show she mattered.

“ Facacta teppista,” she muttered.

“What?”

“What kind of arobber asks what?You' re supposed
to give the orders, not ask.”

“Hurry up, lady.” Albert’s pupilswerewide and they
cut back and forth like they werewatching atennismatch,
only faster. “1 ain't got all day.”

AsAnnaMariawas invoking filthy, Yiddish-Italian
wormsin Albert’s stomach, the phone rang. She looked
at the phone beside her and mumbled caca maggoti tu
stémaco. She smiled inside, looked at Albert and said,
“You expected acall?’

“Lady, I'm...l”

He shut up as Anna Maria said “hello” into the re-
ceiver. It was Buddy. Two timesin one month. He forgot
already. She considered handing the phonetoAlbert just
to see what he'd do, but changed her mind. Instead she
said, “Oh, hello, Ethel. I’'m tied up right now.” Her
thumbs hurt as she shrugged her shoulders at the thug,
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indicating she had no choice but to speak to Ethel, an
S.0.S. to Buddy.

She heard Buddy mumble, “Uh, what? |s that you,
mom?’

“Yes, Ethel. That's right, Ethel,” Anna Maria said,
smiling agrimace at Albert, trying not to cry and afraid
shemight laugh. Shelooked at hislittle gun and gripped
the phonetighter. “ That’sright, Ethel,” sherepeated with
more urgency. “And Albert’shere. You remember Albert.”

She feigned concern, stared directly into the thug's
unfocused eyes. “What was your last name, Albert?’

“Hawkins, and it ain't Albert?” The thug'sbrain re-
acted automatically to the question; then with his last
ration of reason realized that nothing was making sense.
“Lady!” hethreatened.

“Remember now, Ethel. Hawkins, blond hair....” and
Buddy interrupted his mother with a muttered, “Oh,
wrong number. Um.” And the phone clicked to a dia
tone.

“I'll have to check,” she said to the dia tone, hung
up and looked at Albert who was starting to sweat in the
cold winter air of Jamaica Plain.

“Now, wait a minute, Albert. There's some change

here,” she pointed under the counter, “but the main re-
ceiptsareaready bagged. You'll haveto let me step over
there” She pointed to the back of the kiosk. “Don’t hurt
me. I’ m cooperating.”

Albert nodded.

It usually took Anna Maria four steps to reach the
cash deposit envel opes, but today she used seven to give
herself time to think. She already hated Albert; and she
knew his eyeslooked drugged out, so hedidn’t hate. He
didn’t anything, so he might shoot her for no reason. As
shemoved, exaggerating her normal shuffleto elicit sym-
pathy from a pickled brain, she murmured soothing
wordstoAlbert. “Bruto senza gulo, gay cock in der yom.”
She halted, cut an eye back, and sensed her tranquiliz-
ing tone was working. Albert’s eyes continued to flit
around the kiosk’s interior; but he seemed calmer, the
way a wild dog might after his teeth sever his prey’s
throat and he waits for its breathing to cease.

She started to pick up both cash packets, then de-
cided Uncle Sam’s could go, but why give away her rainy
day reserve? She carried the gross cash deposit enve-
lope back and set it in front of Albert, who tore it open
and pawed through it.
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“You got more, old lady.” He shook the little pistol.
“I"ll kill you.”

She bit her finger and whispered buttamangial-
osangre; and her world changed. She’d never know if it
was because of asort of aprayer or because for thefirst
time, after al her confrontations with thugs, someone
had threatened to end her life, not kill in general — asin
her news magazines — but murder her, Anna Maria
Constanza Burnstein.

“Wait,” said AnnaMaria, softly. “Maybel find some
more.” She shuffled back to the second envel ope, lifted
it, and remembered her cannon was bigger than Albert’s.
But she’d never fired a gun and besides, Albert’'s was
aimed. Without pondering, she bent forward again,
picked up the pistol with her right hand, covered it with
her rainy day container and started back. She took nine
steps, al the way straining to cock the grotesque black
brute, but her thumb was too weak and every time she
stretched the muscles arthritis pain shot through her hand
and up her arm. It would take two hands, maybe three.

She thrust the dark monster under the counter, out
of Albert’s sight, and handed him the second envelope
as she sat down. With her left hand she patted his fore-

arm. “You can relax, Albert. Everything's gonna be all
right.”

With her right she strained to cock the pistal. If Albert
could have noticed, he’'d have spotted the strugglein her
eyes. Her thumb ached; her hand ached; her head ached.
She amost overpowered the spring but before the ham-
mer cocked it slipped back, making a clicking sound.

“What was that?!”

“Nothing, young man. The phone aways clicks a
minute after I’ve hung up.” AnnaMariawatched Albert’s
stoned face that failed to register the skepticism such an
absurd remarked deserved. And while Albert’s brain re-
posed, AnnaMaria's raced. For thefirst time, she knew
ultimate farmisht; but she refused to alow her face to
show her soul, which was at that moment hurling around
inside her like a hurricane, torn between mercy and
murder.

AsAlbert scooped up the cash and disappered, Anna
Maria, with both hands now, forced the hammer back
and lifted the unwieldy pistol into the window.

“Young man,” she said quickly, and rattled the pages
of the nearest magazine. She heard his shoescrunchto a
stop on the snow’s crust. She grabbed the pistol again
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with both hands and aimed at the center of the kiosk
window. Her hands were killing her; pain wracked her
wrists. The heavy barrel weaved apattern across the red
second-hand of Wexler’s deli clock, still running slow.

“Young man,” she tried to tantalize. “| found some
more.”

Anna Maria Constanza Burnstein heard the snow
crunch. Her tongue flicked the gap in her teeth. &
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toVan Morrison, when | cameinthrough the back

door, to“Tir-Na-Nog,” the string section of which
madethe flesh on my arms pricklefuriously. Twice each
week for the past five months, | would awaken just be-
fore 9:00 am., tear along ribbon of cheap paper from
the printer that had been chattering most of the night
next to my bed, and run out the front door of the housel
rented with two young men | had seen lessthan adozen
times combined, to scal e the narrow-gauge incline that
crested Santa Barbara' s Rivierabefore it dropped down
nearly into the surf.
If | felt | had the extrathirty seconds, | would skid into
the parking lot of the Sea Cove, an outdoor restaurant
with adecent abalone sandwich and alarge, non-paying
clientele of Californiagulls, slap adollar on the counter
and drive away straddling ahugeiced-tea, which | some-

T he old man was propped up on the sofa, listening

Todd Brendan Fahey

how managed never to spill over myself.

| have always landed on my feet in Santa Barbara;
what happenswhen | stay isanother matter entirely. But
on these sober drives to a noisy house on the beach, |
had been a resident of the Gold Coast for less than two
months, albeit for the third time.

The second began two years earlier, as aflight from
abrutal Phoenix summer, my heart pal pitations vanish-
ing as soon as | saw the beach, then returning predict-
ably and with a giddy vengeance as | awoke early one
foggy, June morning and untwisted the top from a bottle
of Coors, inwhat would be my first inagoverning stream
for something like the two- thousandth straight day. |
kept my promise to Marcus that | would return to Ari-
zona as soon as the summer session at UC Santa Bar-
bara had ended but we both knew 1’d be back.

Thefirst time, Marcus and | had fled Santa Barbara
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together, not long after the death of hisgirlfriend, estab-
lishing a pattern of retreat that haunts him even today,
wherever heis I've heard rumors of some cannery rig
almost to the Aleutian Islands, where the money is so
good, even he could pay off hisMastercard balancein a
year of double-shifts. | have ahard timeimagining those
flaccid-white hands dlitting endless bellies of Alaskan
king salmon in the ecliptic blackness to pay off some
banker in New York he's never before met, even if heis
aslave to his primitive Calvinist instincts; but penance
is afearful motivator, and | have never been privy to its
persuasion.

John Patrick “Paddy” O'Hearn understood, in a
nervel ess way. “Agoraphobia,” he nodded, reaching for
the CD’s remote-changer that seemed to function as
something of amorphine pump: click (changing histastes
dlightly to . Dominic’s Preview): another shot into the
audio lobe. “The perfect environment. Pitch-black
twenty-two hours aday; sleep through the daylight, then
back into the cannery. Your friend is very clever. What
brought it on?’ he wondered, looking more than alittle
like Howard Hughes before the Old Aviator fixed the
lever on hisfinal descent. He sat up dightly on the musty

sofato peel open atin of smoked oysters that lay on a
folding card table.

| recoiled dlightly at the scent, and wondered if |
really wanted to get into it again. For more than four
years, Marcus and | had been sparring partnersin some
strange shadowbox, feigning and fending, and hurting
from imagined blows. The last time | saw him, after |
got out of rehab, he was holed up in acondo his parents
had bought for him in Phoenix: a two- bedroom, two-
bath villaat Squaw Peak, with aswimming pool perched
atop a promontory—a salve for the blistering summer,
though | doubt he ever used it: He would have had to
walk outside.

Paddy nodded, a thin stream of oyster-juice trick-
ling into agrizzled, gun-metal beard. “Do you think you
could bring me some coffee on Wednesday?’ he asked.
“About half a pound of that Irish Creme we both like.
I’ll grind it myself.” Then he reached for his wallet and
handed me a twenty-dollar bill. “And some clam chow-
der. If you remember,” he said casually.

| nodded and tucked the bill into my wallet. As |
stood up to leave, | handed the old man a mass of com-
puter paper, still perforated at the seams. “L et me know
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what you think,” | said. | asked him if he wanted the
curtai ns opened, but he seemed not to hear me, and so |
left the house, the fog hanging over Santa Barbara as it
alwaysdid in June, festering like adamp, dirty gauze. It
was the kind of day that made me fedl like drinking.

shop called Grandma Gertie's, where | had once

spent ayear’s-worth of Thursday evenings challeng-
ing a drunk driving violation. When | finaly went into
rehab a couple years later, | was proud to say that | had
beaten aHouse where, at ninety-nine centsapitcher when
a man spends ten dollars, stays for three hours, and
doesn’'t eat the odds are not long in his favor.

| was drinking nothing stronger than Pepsi thistime
just staring into atelevision perched high on a shelf in
one corner of the shop, at the finely-oiled hitting ma-
chinethat appeared to be Hector Camacho beating away
on a hapless Bobby Chacon when a black man limped
into the shop, causing the owner to make amovefor the
low, swinging door behind the counter. “Getouttahere,

I drove into Isla Vista, to a wood-paneled sandwich

Preston!” he sputtered.

Preston backed up a few steps and tipped his knit
beret. “Man, iss okay. I's jess comin’ to see m’'friend.”
The Jamaican turned to me, lowering hishead in ashort
nod.

| had met Preston in adjacent Dogshit Park several
years earlier, after the drugs had run dry in the dorms,
and the brave and desperate were forced to take aWalk
on theWild Side, asit were. For histroubles, | remem-
ber giving him a $5 “finder’'s fee,” and walked back to
Francisco Torres dormitory with a small bag of magic
mushrooms. While most of my classmates were content
to wallow with the worm on the bottom of a flask of
mescal, | found it increasingly necessary to grapplewith
the Philosophies—to unravel thekink in my frontal lobe,
which compelled ayoung man with presumably Every-
thing Going for Him to spend a lazy Sunday afternoon
with known degenerates. Preston and | had asked very
few questions of each other that day, and still | felt |
knew everything about him | needed to know.

Eight yearslater, | found Preston |eading me out onto
the same sidewalk, talking his same low, Caribbean
rumble. “ Johnny walkin’ ‘round. Hetakin’ it slow, back
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over dehr,” he motioned over his shoulder.

| slid ahand into my front pocket and scrunched up
a five-dollar bill, casualy flicking it into the dirt as |
walked away, and which I’m sure Preston just as casu-
aly reached down and palmed as soon as | had made
sufficient distance. After fifteen yearson the streets, with
only arecent few incarcerations for public drunkenness
as his liver slowly gave out with age, Preston had be-
come as discrete as a country doctor with a taste for
smack. At forty-three, he lived by sweeping out shops,
returning scrounged bottles, peddling hereand there, and
picked up afew extradollarsfrom studentslike me. His
only fear was the soulless prep, who would give him up
in a hot second to keep from getting buggered in the
County Jail. Unfortunately for Preston, such anincidence
of betrayal incarnate had come in the form of the only
scion of the Grandma Gertie's empire, alacrosse player
a year younger than me, and whose name | recal as
Mickey. Mickey’s father (the man behind the counter) a
proud and scrupulous man of Greek Orthodox extrac-
tion, refused to put up bail for his prodigal son, whose
jail experiences, | am told, led him to the Lord in the
form of a Pentecostal ministry.

| could walk through Dogshit Park in 80 years and
still see the same faces: Clustered around abench on the
northeast corner, four or five Navgjo Indians held a de-
based pow-wow, passing abottle of Pisco and a pack of
filterless Camels amongst themsel ves, atubercular trib-
uteto ayoung, smirking Sun God in the marketing divi-
sion of Phillip Morris; agroup of toothless old darkies
sat huddled near a garbage can next to the swing-set,
shuckin’ that slow shuck, all orangelivered eyes,
wetnursing their jones for Jm Beam; the skaters, the
hackey-sackers, the prowlers.

Johnny was, by my estimation, a Casualty, though a
functional one. He walked everywhere, and everywhere
he walked, a bright, pleasant grin stretched his facia
muscles, and he looked like a carpenter who had plied
histrade well. His faded jeans and T-shirts were always
clean, his sun-yellowed hair combed forward in a Cae-
sar cut, the only blemish on his person the weather-
chapped lipswhich spoke calmly, peacefully. A Casualty.

| wish to this day that | had asked Johnny to lunch,
but the trust was hard-won and, to my mind, random
and purely accidental, like a hunter of yage coming up
on some young, abandoned puma, whom the beast rec-
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ognizes as scared as she. So when | passed Johnny on
the streets of IslaVista, it was aways the same scene: a
vague, slowly-remembering dawn of recognition, fol-
lowed by a thoughtful pause. Then we would walk to-
ward the storage shed he kept in such astrip along aside
aley near Dogshit Park. A quick whisk of the combina-
tion lock, door opens, Johnny pops in and out, while |
stand, heart palpitating, spared but for the grace of God
by the fast-rushing surveillance team that reportedly had
been closing in on him in recent weeks, just a click of
the cuffs, the world as one knows it, savagely altered.
Once, afew yearsearlier, | had felt such heat prickle
the back of my neck, and probably | should have been
taken off the road anyway—just another Thursday night
at Grandma Gertie's. But somehow | had pointed the
one-eyed compass toward the beach and got asfar asthe
tony Rivierabeforelosing my bearingsin adecrepit Ford
Fiestarag-top convertible. Thefear of God becomesresal
intimes like these, palpable, acleansing sort of fear that
makes one promise outrageous lies, a nerve tonic that
comes on like a veritable Beacon of Light, rinsing the
pitchers from the dross, a grounding magnet to lead the
rag-top slowly, carefully away from the marked patrol

car following so intolerably close behind, those sixty
hits of Woodstock acid in the wallet suddenly feeling
rather superfluous.

As soon as | had entered the fringes of a less-afflu-
ent neighborhood, the patrol car hit its lights once and
veered off onto aside street. And as soon as | had hit the
neon pulse of State Street, | parked at the Bank of
America and took in a clammy, late-night movie and
prayed.

But | had no such fear this night; | was sober like a
Baptist at Easter and took the freeway straight home.
When | returned after midnight, thewood-shingled house
| rented near the beach was almost dark, only the soft-
orange glow from a Chinese lantern in an upstairs win-
dow telling me that Scott was still up. And | knew we
would talk that night, because we had not yet, and things
would explodeif wedidn't. | had been livinginthe house
for nearly three months, and my bizarre hours kept the
roommates guessing.

As Scott was sole signatory on the lease, and as |
paid rent to Scott, al doubts as to the democracy of the
household had been erased during the pre-screening
phone interview. A subsequent personal interview re-
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veal ed Scott, in my cheapest armchair analysis, asahar-
ried draftsman by day, abrilliant, frustrated, unconfident
artist by night, themiddlechild of a coholic parentssince
divorced, at just over five-foot five, suffering Little-Man's
syndrome, a compulsive cleaner who, though aware of
hiscompulsion, recognized it asmerely thetip of alarger,
more formidable neuroses to which he felt powerless
and resigned. In short, a perfect candidate for some of
the acid | had been allowed by the kind Fates to escape
with late that afternoon.

| took a seat at my computer in the downstairs bed-
room, tapping out one of my unnatural storiesfor Paddy,
Peter Gabriel-era Genesis hissing perpetually through
the speakers, until | heard the sound of the microwave.
Then | unlocked the door and readied myself for a cer-
tain psychic hell that never came. Instead, Scott shrugged
and turned his palmstoward the ceiling, smiling in some
resigned way.

“What’sgoing on?’ he grinned, not looking past me
and into my painfully lighted room with the faux-vaulted
ceiling, not looking overly concerned withwhat it was|
was doing at nearly one in the morning, not even look-
ing much like the same fussy landlord with whom | had

withstood such agrueling interview weeksearlier...just
aman in hisearly primewanting to know what lay at the
heart of the strange goddamned animal who lived in the
bedroom underneath him. | exchanged the smile, grabbed
one of themugs of herbal teafrom hisfist, and motioned
toward the weatherbeaten orange-and-rust colored
sleeper-sofathat sat in my bedroom, and on which | had
slept lately, when | slept at all.

“So what do you want to know?’ | wondered, sip-
ping the tea.

“l guess you've found ajob by now,” he said, grop-
ing. “None of your checks have bounced.” He stared si-
lently into his cup.

“Do you have plansfor the next eight or nine hours?’
| said suddenly, feeling that if | weren’t going to eat some
of thisacid, | would have to go immediately to sleep.

He raised an eyebrow. “1 don’t know?’ Those eyes
continued to watch in stunned fascination as | emptied
my wallet of several thin strips of brightly-stamped pa-
per. “No wonder you're up al thetime,” he muttered.

“I’m going to eat two of these,” | told him, “and
you're welcome to join me. | think we'll have a good
time. But you' |l have to eat them if you want to stay.”
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He nodded blankly, then recovered to inspect the
pattern on the paper, which appeared to be the feet of a
Goony Bird; but | would have needed the rest of the
sheet to really be sure. “ Jesus, where' d you get so much
of it?’

“IslaVista,” | shrugged. After | had told him about
Johnny, | handed him two squares. “Here. Just put it in
your lower lip, like Copenhagen, and forget it’s even
there. In about forty-five minutes, you'll feel like you
need to laugh. Then youwon’'t beableto helpit. Neither
of uswill.”

Hedid as| said, histonguefiddling along the buccal
membrane every so often as we talked about his dead-
end draftsman’s job with a local interior design firm,
and how he would never see a promotion for lack of a
college degree, of which hefound himself shy by at least
eighty units.

“That’s atough spot,” | admitted, searching myself
for the drug's first telltale clues, but finding none.

“So| keep thinking about my art,” hesaid. “You prob-
ably haven't seen any of it yet.”

| shook my head, suddenly feeling a strange new
relationship with this wood-shingled house near the

beach, and especially withitslessee. “I’d like to, though.
| redly would. | love art.”

He nodded, settling down into the cushions of the
sofa, and | could see it as some kind of physical mani-
festation of the acid, ahunkering down before the hurri-
cane.

“Is this music okay?’ | wondered, trying to make
his journey on the Lysergic Express a pleasant one.

“It's redlly twisted,” he said, and he seemed to be
genuinely involved in the way Peter Gabriel had coiled
himself around my speakers like the original King Co-
bra. He leaned forward and picked up the dust-jacket of
Selling England by the Pound. “God, these guys were
pioneers,” he said, and it was then that | knew he had
been bitten. “They make Led Zeppelin sound likeabunch
of horny boys.” He began slicking a thin lock of blond
hair back over his forehead, which revealed a marked
destiny toward male-pattern baldness. Then he sucked
in his breath.

“You want to take awalk?’ | asked him.

“Uhhm...” and hewasforced to think about thisone,
“maybe soon. | think | should see where this goes.”

The phone rang in my room, and we both looked at
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it like a diseased thing.

“I"mnot home,” hesaid, shaking hishead. “No way.”

| picked up the receiver. It was Paddy. | looked at
my watch, and saw that it was 2:08 am. “Everything
aright?’ | wondered.

“Oh, sure,” the old man chuckled. | could hear the
ever-present music pulsing through his Nakamichi sys-
tem. It sounded like the Allman Brothers at one of their
early-70s Fillmore gigs. “| hope | didn’t wake you,” he
said.

“No. I’'m just up talking to my roommate. Do you
need something? Do you need me to come over?’

“No, no,” he laughed brittly. “It’s...I was just won-
dering...,” he said, taking his time with what it was he
wanted to ask. “ Just something that stuck in my mind. |
was just wondering what might have set your friend off.
The one on the cannery rig: Marcus, was it, right?’

“Yeah,” | said, getting edgy, because | knew Paddy
would forget Marcus's name no sooner than he would
forget his own: the old man had a mind like flypaper. It
caught everything, some of it useful, most of it shit; but
he kept it all stored upstairs to use someday, when he
felt likewriting again. Ashetold it, what motivation the

Hodgkin's hadn’t stolen, the chemotherapy took care of
nicely. He hadn’t written a story for nearly two years,
and had been placed on an extended medical leave of
absence by USC, his salary halved, but his job guaran-
teed until hefelt ableto returnto full-timeteaching. Until
then, he conval esced beside the beach, taking on a few
especially promising graduate students, whose writing
he coached and guided and polished for inclusion into
the literary magazines, the “littles” asthey arecalled by
those who find homesin them. | wasnot among the lucky.

Promising as my work appeared to the English de-
partment faculty, | owned enough rejection letters to
spark a truly heinous fire at the houses of any of the
individual editors of the hundred-odd “littles’” on which
| had wasted $.74 a pop over the course of more than a
year. “Hang on aminute, Paddy,” | told him.

I cupped the mouthpiece and looked over at Scott,
who was now the proud owner of a seam-splitting grin.
“Canyou makeit another couple minutes?’ | wondered.
“It's my writing teacher. | can’t tell what he wants.”

Scott nodded squarely, succumbing to the recesses
of the sofa. “No problem. Take aslong asyou need. I'm
not going anywhere.”
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| nodded, releasing my hold on the receiver. “What
happened to Marcus?’ | repeated finally.

“Uh-huh,” Paddy answered breathlessly.

“Our freshman year in the dorms, he decided he
wanted to date other girls—Iegitimately—without hav-
ing to sneak around. He had been dating his high school
sweetheart for along time, but her parents sent her off to
a Catholic college in Nebraska. So he wrote her a let-
ter—at least he told me that's what he had planned on
doing. He wanted to tell her in person, but Christmas
break was four months away, and he just didn’t want to
string her along. He loved her, but it was over,” | said,
dredging up the putrefied foot-locker. “The girl took it
really hard, and then she stopped writing. A few weeks
later, Marcus smom called him at school. We were play-
ing backgammon and drinking Scotch in his room, and
I’ll never forget it. His face aged ten years. He didn’t
say aword, he just hung up. Then he put the cork back
in the Scotch and we finished playing backgammon un-
til the sun came up. Hewouldn’t let meleave. After that,
he would stay in his dorm room for days. | brought him
food from the cafeteria, and we drank and played games
and got to be redly close friends. But | was the only

one. He was shattered.”

“What did she do?’ Paddy said. The music in his
living room had gone off.

“She cut her wristsover the kitchen sink in her apart-
ment,” | said. | was shaking uncontrollably; it aways
happened when | talked about Marcus, which | hadn’t,
to anyone, in a very long time. “She locked the door
from the inside. They found her the next day. They had
to use the master key to get in, and they found her lying
onthekitchen floor. A waste-paper basket wasfilled with
used Kleenexes.”

“Any note?’ Paddy wondered.

| shook my head and breathed deliberately, trying to
regain my composure in front of Scott. “No note. She
burned aletter in an ashtray, but they couldn’t tell who it
was from. The envel ope was on the table, though. It was
still intact.”

“Whowasitfrom?’ hesaid, but actually it was more
of ademand.

“Marcus said he didn’t know. He changed the sub-
ject when | asked him, and I’ve never had the heart to
ask again,” | said. “But | think it's fairly obvious.”

There was along silence on the other end, then the
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musi ¢ came beating back through hissystem, aBig Band
sound, or maybe Broadway show tunes—I couldn’t be
sure. “1’ll see you Tuesday morning, won't |7’

“Seeyou then,” | told him, and hung up. | could tell
just by looking that Scott had been adopted into the Tribe
inmy absence, christened by St. Leary himself. “How’re
you doing, pro?’

“Screaming down the vortex!” was his thunderous
reply. His eyes were moist, like he was bearing witness
to something beautiful, and hisnatural wonderment made
meforget all about the phonecall. For the next two hours,
he sat on the couch, saying very little, hisface contorted
by agrin that appeared to be permanently sculpted into
his facial elastin, as | sat in my reclining writer’s chair
with the scuffed wooden arms, about five feet away,
combing the grey fissures of my addled brain for any
number of weird anecdotes that | knew would make us
howl like a pair of jackals until sunrise ushered in its
own harsh redlities.

At four-thirty, hebegantolevel out, displaying signs
of confidence. “Let’sgo upstairsand look at my art now,”
he said, his eyes glittering like aneon sign.

| was only too happy to get up and unlock the atro-

phied facet joints in my back, and so we walked up to
Scott’s bedroom, which was heavily decorated in a sort
of Hindi-Japanese—a lot of bamboo and pots and wo-
ven textiles, which trapped the lingering scent of incense
that he explained he burned ritually each morning be-
fore leaving the house. His artwork, mostly airbrush
portraits of women, reminded me of Nagel, only less
deliberate. They were exquisitely good, and | told him
So.

“Why don’t you show these things?’

He shrugged and kicked at the ground with a socked
foot. “I tried once,” he complained, “but my art teacher
in junior college hated them. | think she was alesbian.
She just couldn’t stand anything | did. That's why |
dropped out of school. That's why I'll never get pro-
moted,” he said, and | caught him before he wound him-
self into an irrescuable loop.

“I’ve got a friend whose parents own two galleries
in Scottsdale. | guarantee you can unload five of these a
week. This stuff’s great,” | said, admiring the aien co-
balt-and-rose of one of the pieces.

We sat upstairs, listening to Kate Bush for the rest of
the night, talking about Scott’s sometime-girlfriend who
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used to share this very bedroom, but who was now suf-
fering from candida, a bizarre aversion to yeast that he
claimed transformed her over aperiod of monthsfrom a
mild, sex-crazed thing of utter perfection into ascreech-
ing nut. He showed me a couple topless photos he had
taken of her with aPolaroid the previous summer, and |

had to agree that she looked like an angel.

At 5:45, the door of the other bedroom opened qui-
etly and a bearded man in his earlythirties popped out,
clad inleather riding gear. “ Seeya,” hesaid in aclipped
Welsh accent, and walked down the stairs and out the
front door. Out in the carport, we heard the sound of a
motorcycle sputter to a start, then roar away.

“We don’'t see much of Jeremy,” Scott shrugged. “I
moved in five years ago, and he's been here about three-
and-a-half. He's kind of like you were. Are... | guess,”’
Scott muttered, realizing that before midnight, he had
never spoken ten wordsto me, aside from theinterview,
and at nearly dawn, we had become brothers in some
strange way. “Were you ever going to get to know me?’
he wondered.

| shook my head. I took aweird job last month asa
technical writer for an aircraft company that does work

with the Defense department. It's a ten-hour shift, and
we're not allowed to |eave the hangar. Everyone eats at
the cafeteria. But it really works out to about three hours
of work and six hours of writing time. | come back here
and stay up al night typing those yellow pads into the
hard drive,” | said, pointing downstairs where a pile of
handwritten yellow paper sat next to my computer. “But
then you came downstairs tonight and fucked everything

up.”

We both laughed, but mine was more from nervous
exhaustion. | hadn’'t slept in over thirty-six hours, and
my heart was starting to palpitate. “I’ve got to crash.” |
saw the pained look on Scott’s face, but there was no
other way. “You' [l makeit. It'sbeen fun,” | said. “We'll
haveto do it again soon.” Then | walked downstairs and
dismantled the sofa and went comatose on the flimsy

mattress.

did, he told me that he had seen me that night, after
the LSD had taken hold, as some kind of triba fig-
ure that he called King Storyteller, and that the perfect

I didn’t see Scott for the next few days, but when |
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spectrum of colors had trailed out of my hands when |
spoke, and that it had been one of the most entertaining
nightsof hislife. Healso said that he had worked through
all of his problems with his family after | had gone to
bed, and had even forgiven his father for molesting his
younger sister—something he thought he would never
be able to do.

That Tuesday, Paddy said he had discovered what
was wrong with my fiction; it was something | said on
the phone the night he had called so late. “ The kitchen
sink,” he chuckled. “Throw it in. You're too spare. Add
the goddamn kitchen sink. If that won't doiit, | giveup.”

It turned out he was right: a mass-mailing of stories
tothirty “littles” netted three | etters of acceptance—two
from fairly new publications out of Illinois, the other
from avenerable rag in Tennessee.

Scott met the news indifferently. We had gone on a
couple more Tours of Duty together, including a disas-
trous morning drive to Malibu, after | convinced him to
call in sick from work. | had been operating on nearly
two days worth of adrenaline, and wasn’t feeling real
sharp to begin with, but Scott insisted that | stay up all
night with him anyway. And by the time the sun had

come up, | caught a second wind and felt the need for
the breezein my hair. We sailed down to Malibu, listen-
ing to Steely Dan, and somehow found ourselves at the
breakfast table of aroadside cafe near Pepperdine cam-
pus, seated next to Rod Steiger, who looked like he
weighed in at least threehundred pounds and who reso-
nating a palpably heavier vibe. Steiger was eating
oatmeal and pitted prunes, talking about investment strat-
egies with a pony-tailed freak, whose hair was as long
and gray as his own.

Scott kept his sunglasses on, fruitlessly trying to
avoid eye contact with Steiger’s breakfast companion,
who had caught onto our conspiracy and was smiling
and nodding at us in an animated sort of way. At one
point, Steiger became irritated by his friend’s inatten-
tion, and turned around stiffly and bellowed, “Well, why
don’t you just fucking ask them to eat with us?” It was
then that Scott fled, walking out to his convertible Alfa
Romeo Spider, on which he still owed over ten grand,
leaving me behind to pay the check. We said nothing to
each other on the drive home.

| worked the swing shift that evening, riding the rail
of chemical insomnia for over fifty hours before the
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switchmaster sought mercy on my soul. After that, | saw
Scott less and less. But one night, he came thundering
downstairsto tell me never to adjust thethermostat again,
that he“felt like abaked turkey,” and that he would con-
trol it for the household from there on out. Sometime
the next week, heleft abitter note on the breakfast table,
telling me to clean up the crumbs around the sink the
next time | decided to make toast.

| saw him only once more—after discovering his
airbrush and his canvasses carelessly packed in abox in
the rafters of the carport—and | remember the time and
place well, because it was aso the last time | have ever
walked through Dogshit Park. On atip-off from Preston,
| headed over to the storage sheds, then watched a sa
cred ritual turn sour as Scott shook hands with Johnny.

After that, | moved down to Los Angeles and got
married, finishing my Master’s degree at USC, where |
learned that Paddy O'Hearn had been fully recovered
from Hodgkin's disease for at least two years, but that
his agoraphobiawas so acute, the school didn’t know if
he would ever be back full-time. &

Todd Brendan Fahey <fahey@ud .edu> isadoctoral-level
Teaching Fellow in the Creative Writing Program at Uni-
versity of Southwestern Louisiana. He is currently
plumbing the depths of man’s potential for a collection
of short fiction, entitled Black Light.
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Paling Grass

| stand, with the shovel in my hand,
blood draining down my neck.

The ache lowers my head,

turning the grass pale:

athousand sharps (Whitman in negative).
Looking up

would send me to the ground.

The heavy Sun is pleasurable surprise
when oneis sick,

when everything is so light,

and immaterial.

Even the sinking of my head
from that throbbing ache isfine.
My heart, so quick and lithe,

| stop and listen, bending

at the knees and waist,

the salty face,

the fly orbiting my head—

like the thought that | am weak.

| don't faint; it passes-

though I loose my thoughts:

they fly away like big black crows
harried by cheap specks.

A sting, ayoung thistle

growing flat to the ground,

| don’t mind them.

They are part of the digging

| must do...

to escape the sheets:

| was digging the rose-bed

with a catheter dangling from my chest;
vitality grows in dangerous westher.

(I was planting twenty-one.)

Yes, | was foolhardy,
but now,

| have something

to give away.
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| try not to be afraid on wash days,

but the first time | smelled that antiseptic clean
| sensed something perverted, obsessive

about it.

How they wheel the load down thosetiled halls,
| knew what was coming:

who can stand up to such bright lights, the so
very

whites?

| open the dryer door,

and the bright, warm colors

spill out onto the floor.

They will fold them all (I hope),

and put each back

into its god-given place.

But then,

please,
sew the drawer shut again.
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Like abawling child,

towards a gravid womb,

| will curl into my glistening tomb,
listen to mother murmuring fat.
Wet void upon a hospital sheet,
agrown man’s rotten egg:

my twenty-first birthday.

Self-indulgence is now my medicine,
the invalid's anesthetic and prop.

Pain spreads a peacock tail,

My peccadillo: to seek meaning

in this body’s subtle dances.

A needle,

my butt assumes a deeper shade of blue.
Pain submerges,

my strength hides with it:

“go”

| lean onto the toilet
prophesying my ignorance,
the simple gravity

of my life,

and its dwindling stink.
Where an education?
Where ajob,

where awife,

even children?

Should I not interrupt my fate

with the blue tasting scattergun?
Because | will again be standing

with awoman lithe and curly?
Because someone will call at midnight,
needing talk?

Because after these things-

| will still not know

yes or no about whether or not

| should have saved myself.
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Looking lowers my eyes—
we all know

Mr. Butler is dying.

Once articulate and clean,
(the nurses say)

in middle age,

he soils himself.

(A stroke.)

On the next chair

in the line of machines,
simpering, gesticulating,

clearing a speechless throat,
amost asif to prepare... but no.
Hardened, shrunken tendons,
have curled him into a hard fetus,
asif becoming

a stone (insensate?) moaning.

It isfor the family
that he remains with us,
though there islittle recognition or remembrance.
If | could (possibly) say what | wished,
| would say:
Those screams that do not part lips
arelikeinsatiable larvae
inside their paralytic caterpillar host.

John Terry Cooper is a native of New Orleans, where
he has lived most of hislife. He attends Tulane Univer-
sity and works in an antique shop in the Vieux Carre.
Hiswork has been published in the Serra-Nevada Re-
view, Louisiana Literature, The Tulane Literary Maga-
zine and others.
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was now gone, drowned like an unwanted Kitten

by the L och. She was eighty-nine years old, and
no more a part of anywhere than a breeze blowing
through a window.

Miss Elaine lived by hersdlf in a small house that
had been her daughter’s before the daughter, Abby, had
died of cancer at age thirty-nine. Miss Elaine was short
and wizened, like a doll made from a shrunken apple,
but had a steady, hustling gait like a wind-up toy. Dur-
ing the spring and summer, she tended her vegetable
garden behind the white cottage.

When she needed anything else, she walked two
blocks down the empty road by the river to the general
store, where she quietly filled her rope bag with milk
and butter, chocolate and lunch meat, eggs and dried
noodles. The Masons, who ran the store, bid her hello

THE SMALL TOWN SHE HAD COME FROM

Grace Willetts

and goodbye with waves of their hands, but didn’t say
much el se because they somehow assumed she was deaf.
The small, firm figure never did anything to condradict
that belief. She hustled back down the road in silence,
awaysontheside oppositetheriver asif the water were
an enemy, her flowered dress, one of a dozen, barely
moving against her body.

She had lived in the town for twenty years, yet she
was not a part of it. She was recognzed, but not em-
braced or even named, like a gift sent by an acquain-
tance that is kept, but left in its box. Miss Elaine was
indifferent to most things including the town, the land
she tended, including the clothes on her back and the
bills she paid. She had learned long ago to treat her sur-
roundings as a vision, neither more nor less frightening
or redl.

“Makefriends,” Abby had said. “ Then youwon't be
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alone herewhen I’'m gone.”

“Friends, pah!” Miss Elaine had replied. “1’ve had
enough friends in my day. I’'m just as happy with my
own company.” She could never explain to Abby that
the only real friends are those who saw you grow up.
They werethe oneswho knew you through and through.
Her girlfriends from Cartersville, Emily and Alice, sat
beside her playing in the mud when they were five, and
sat in her livingroom when she and Colin announced
their engagement. When her family had goneto church,
she had walked in straight and proper in afresh dress,
proud to say she knew everyone there, and that they
could all be asked for help if neccessary. But that had
been before the men came.

oing alittle cooking to last the next couple of
ays. Shelistened to Sunday services, hoping to
keep in her bid for heaven. Always she was ahead of
herself, freezing casseroles cooked meats and gravies
for her big white freezer. To her way of thinking, if she
dropped dead, whoever found her would have plenty to

ge spent her afternoons listening to the radio and

eat for histrouble.

Her eyes were not as good as they used to be, even
with her glasses, and she sometimes had troublereading
her own labels. Instead of spaghetti, she would thaw out
strawberry jam, and instead of gravy, shewould find she
had cooked chocolate sauce. Every thing began to look
like water to her. The air was water, and so were the
things she touched. It's come back for me, she thought,
and sighed. Three years ago, she had given up reading
her magazinesand even the Bible, yet her eyesight wors-
ened. She could never tell how high the river was get-
ting any more, and suspected one day it would begin to
lap at the front door. It all comes around, she thought.

When she thought of Abby, it was in an immediate
yet far-off way. She knew and yet she didn’'t always re-
member. Abby had come into the world a baby and mi-
raculously left one, baldheaded and mewling and sweset.
The day Abby had died, Miss Elaine had changed her
diapers as she had Abby’s first day on earth, after Miss
Elaine had birthed her in the Towson Hospital. Oh, how
it had hurt! Sometimes it seemed to Miss Elaine Abby
had never grown at al that she had been a bald-headed
infant all those years.
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Miss Elaine moved through the white cottage with
reverance. Thefurniturewasold and made from acheap
mahogany, and the floors were covered with rag rugs.
Almost everything in the house was Abby’s, and many
of her papers still lay in stacks around the house, her
clothes in the closets. There were times when Abby’s
possessions made her seem very close by, and Miss
Elainewould speak to her asif shewereinthe next room.
“Cartersvillewasagood town,” shetold her. “Therewas
no reason to take it away. They could have put the Loch
somewhere else, but they didn't.”

Miss Elaine would never have dreamed of leaving
Maryland before Abby became sick, but now she was
old and had learned the secret. The secret was that she
carried her lost onesinside her, soit didn’t matter where
shelaid her head. Her husband, who had died forty years
back in an automobile accident, was there too as she
went through her day in the town, in the back of her
mind, even when she got caught up in the visions of
ordinary life. What a handsome man he had been when
they first met! He had fine red hair and a big mustache
liketwo licks of flame. Colin strong, from his construc-
tion work, with a big chest. She had loved to lay her

head onit, and felt likeawarm piece of steel. Married at
sixteen, widowed at thirty-six. “I was so proud when he
asked me to the movies,” she told Abby, “he and his
brothers had chipped in and bought anew Ford. | was so
proud to be seeninthat car.” Yet she had rued that vanity
the day he had run into a truck and been decapitated.
For many years she had been sure she brought the sad-
ness on them all.

than pull up her dress and kneel in the earth of

her garden. Sherose at fivein the spring and sum-
mer, and prepared herself a cup of tea. After afew sips,
shewent outside and got to work, weeding, digging, wa-
tering, feeling the dirt. She did the entire garden herself,
beginning in April, and needed no one's help. She had
had her own plot sinceshewasagirl in Cartersville. Her
Daddy had given it to her, and marked it off with sticks
and twine. She had raised tomatoes and cucumbers. Af-
ter they al had to leave, she had had nightmares of her
plot slowly being flooded with water. She could feel it
on her feet and legs. Thereweretimeswhen MissElaine

There was nothing Miss Elaine loved to do better
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looked down and realized she had wet herself. A first
she was ashamed, but she soon forgot.

Miss Elaine liked to stew her tomatoes and freeze
them, and make pickles from the cucumbers. Her cu-
cumbersfromthe past few yearshadn't tasted right. They
weretoo bitter. Last month, a batch had made her vomit.
“I’ve never been one to be sick,” she told Abby. “The
only time | went to the hospital was to have you, but |
cried so much when we were told to leave town, Mama
thought | would die”

Who was it who had broken the newsto her? Had it
been Daddy or Colin? They had found out and from then
had ayear and ahalf to get out. Had she been old enough
to date Colin? She couldn’t remember. Sheremembered
a deep voice, male and steady saying, “ They are going
to use the land for a resevoir. We al must find some-
where else to live” She had asked if they couldn’'t use
just part of the town, and leave them aone. “No,” she
had been told. “We al must go.” Had her mother said
one of these things, or had she been dead? Miss Elaine
had begun crying and had cried every day until Colin
asked her to marry him, and they got married and moved
to Towson.

Miss Elaine sighed. He had been such a handsome
man, carrying her from the dead town like an avenging
prince. He father had slapped Colin on the back at their
wedding and told him, “If you can make Elaine smile,
you must beall right.” There had been many jokes about
getting wet. Miss Elaine frowned at the thought of the
wedding. She couldn’t remember if she had had any
bridesmaids. She had worn alace and white linen dress
her mother had made. Did she have any sisters?No, Colin
had had a sister.

headscarf and cleaned the house. After she

cleaned the house, she loaded the laundry into
the light blue machines by the back door and, when ev-
erything was dry, folded it and tucked the clothes into
drawers and closets. After al of this, she alowed her-
self one cigarette and a piece of chocolate. Thank good-
ness I'm still on my own, she sometimes thought to
herself as she lit her cigarette. If it's one thing | can't
stand, it's being told what to do. Colin had learned this
early on. He would show up at her parents’ house and

Every Saturday morning Miss Elaine put on a
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tell her they were going to the movies, and she would
slam the door in hisface. She did this four times before
he figured out he should ask her what she would like to
do. He hadn’t known that she had burst into tears every
time he had left, afraid he would never return. There
wasn’t too much to do in Cartersville at night, besides
park or meet up with other young people at church or on
the steps of Saunder’s store, but with Colin’s car they
could go the moviesin Towson, or go to concerts nearby,
or even to Baltimore if they left early in the day. She
would have been glad to go anywhere with him, but she
had taught him to ask her first.

f silt. Miss Elaine’s house was right across the

street from the river, and the hoopaa made her
crazy. She put her handsover her ears, and went to check
on her vegetables, as if they might wilt from the noise
and movement of the machines. When shewalked to the
Mason’s store, she peered at the invaders curiously.
“Serves them right!” she sometimes shouted. “ Serves
them right!” There had been rumours for years that one

Pom time to time, they dredged the river because

could see the reflection of the town in the Loch water.
They were obviously digging for it, trying to capture the
ghost so they could berid of it forever. They weretrying
to find the church steeple, which was also said to be
visible when the water was low.

But was the water low? Or was it high? She thought
she saw it on her front lawn the other day. Miss Elaine
crossed the road and crossed a little footbridge to the
other side of the river. A young man in an orange vest
stood in her way. She asked him, “How high is the wa
ter?”’

“It's fine,”He answered. He took her by the elbow
and steered her back to thefootbridge. “ Be careful around
here, okay?”’

Miss Elaine stood very straight and crossed the
bridge. The insolence. These men knew nothing about
what they were taking. There were only four families
left intown, including hers. Colin had goneto find work
and an apartment for them in Towson, but she wouldn’t
leave until she had to. There were only three children at
the school, and the water level kept rising every day.
The Saunder’s store was gone, an empty shell about to
burn, and much of Main Street was under water. The
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school yard was starting to fill up with water, inch by
inch. They had no good furniture left at the house, and
only afew boxes of possessions. Daddy said they had to
wait for their new housein Ridgely to befixed up, which
would be any day now. Mamawastired and lay down a
lot on awalnut bed they wouldn’t take with them. S he
tried to talk about Elaine’s wedding, which would bein
a month. “I promise I'll sew your dress for you,” she
kept saying. “Just as soon aswe get out of here. I'll doiit
at Daddy’s office if | haveto.”

Most of the buildings that were on Main Street had
been knocked down by the men. They wouldn't listen to
her. Now the ones that stood would be burned, and the
ones that hadn’t burned stood there like hulking tomb-
stones. The men were making the way for the water,
then letting the water come in and take over. The whole
town smelled like a swamp. Miss Elaine looked at the
men working across the river and yelled, “You're mak-
ing aterrible mistake! Put the resevoir somewhere el se!
You don't need to kill the town!”

The men looked up at her. Finally, they werelisten-
ing. Was that Colin? Was he helping them too? She
looked across the flooded main street and began to cry.

Thiswas all that was left.

Miss Elaine returned to her cottage. She was
exhaused, and lay her rope shopping bag on the floor.
What day was it? She hadn’t smoked for quite awhile;
she found a match in the kitchen drawer and lit it. She
usually kept her cigarettes on the shelf above the stove,
but they did not seem to be there. The match burned her
fingers, and she dropped it on the ground.

Shewas so very tired from her day’s journey. It was
early, but she knew she should go to bed. “Good night,
Abby,” she called out. She pulled on awhite nightgown.
Her mother had madeit for her, along with her wedding
gown.

She waited for Colin to come to bed. He came in,
and started to take off his shirt. His pants were caked
with dried mud. The red hairs on his chest shonein the
lamp light. “Are you happy?’ he asked.

“With you, always,” she said. Then she became very
sad when she remembered Main Street, al of its build-
ings reduced to graves. “Why did they have to take the
town away?’ she cried.

Suddenly she was younger and asking her father the
same question. “Progress,” he replied.
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The Loch Grace Willetts

She smiled. She knew he was wrong. The town had
never gone away after al. “Don’t worry, for heaven's
sake,” shetold all of them.

Miss Elaine laid her head down for the last time. &

GraceWllettslivesin Cdifornia, hastwo cats, andisin
search of the ugliest object in the world.
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