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THE DRUM
LOLLIPOP

The
argument had been going on for an hour. It ebbed, rushed forward, then ebbed
again—a steady calculated rhythm. The flow began for the last time; it carried
an echo, as if it were being mouthed in a whisper somewhere else.

Frank Harris remained a little
ball while the rest of him screamed at his wife. “I can’t love you like that. I
just don’t have it. It isn’t there.” His voice became strident. “You want
something I just can’t give you. And I won’t.” A wand lifted him from his seat
and pushed him toward the door, into the hall, past the sunken dining room, and
through the pantry.

His wife rushed after him,
calling, crying, pleading. She overtook him as he fumbled with the screen-door
latch. Slipping her arms around his stomach, she dropped to her knees, her
fingers wrapped around his belt for support. It would be useless for him to
pull himself out the door; she would hang on, crying, and he might hurt her
trying to wrench free. It was an old ploy; it had worked before. The argument
was over. Whimpering, she would follow him into the den and tell him that she
loved him more than anything in the world.

Upstairs, Maureen put her pick-up
sticks away in her toy chest, deep inside, past the toys she did not care
about, but she could not find space for the drum. The wands were safe, but the
drum, she thought, the drum. Hide it in the closet, in the hamper, under the
bed.

“Maureen,” her mother called from
the foot of the stairs. “Dinner will be ready soon. Clean up your room and come
down. Everything’s all right now, baby. So come downstairs.”

It’s broken. A rivulet bubbled
under the skin, cracking the taut drumhead. Leave it on the bed. It’s broken.
She centered it on the pillow, controlled her tears, and calmly went downstairs
to eat.

They ate quietly. Maureen played
with her food, drawing circles in the corn, and thought about her drum. It
would be better to leave it there and make something else. She would never
touch it again; she would curl around it when she slept and protect, it.

She looked at her father, who was
ponderously eating a muffin. She never protected him. She wasn’t supposed to.
He was supposed to protect her. I want you to love me the way I love you.
“What’s that mean, mommy?” The wands sang in the toy chest.

“What’s what mean, honey?” she
asked as she stacked the plates. “Give me your plate.”

She’s cold. She’s like that dead
lizard. The drum on the bed. The drum is on the bed. “Nothing. Can I go back to
my room and play?”

“No, dear. You’ve been in your
room too long today. You should go out for a little while, at least. It won’t
be dark for another two hours yet.”

Her father left the table.

“Okay.” Maureen left everything
as it was before. The drum was heavy on the bed. The pick-up sticks hovered in
their nook. The dolls were faceless, carelessly thrown about the room. They
would be all right. But the drum was cracked. The air pushed inside it.

She could leave the house, but
this time she would not build a bridge as she left. She reconsidered: a very
small one without spoke, or beams, or spongy girders.

She could feel the tension grow
behind her. She sat down under a tall oak in the back yard and stared at the
white stucco house. Dumbly, it stared back at her through its second-story
windows.

But I love you. In my own way. I
have always thought of our relationship as something beautiful, something
sacred. But I can’t love you that way. You’re like a daughter to me.

Start with a fence, a white
picket fence. Draw a fence around the house. No, that isn’t any good. Okay.
Eight dogs in the driveway with pointed teeth to protect the house. She
laughed: she could not visualize a dog. They looked like horned doughnuts.
Pointed teeth, not square teeth.

Closing her eyes, she let her
thoughts form around the drum, puffing air each time she slapped it. She
shuddered. It was not the drum. It was not a wand. She had drawn something she
had never seen. It escaped from her. It settled in the living room, hiding
behind transparent walls. The fence collapsed and she stood up. She could not
see it; she did not want to see it. She took a step toward the house. And then
another: it was fun to be scared.

It was not in the pantry. She
passed the washing machine and opened the door into the kitchen. The kitchen
was empty. The hall, to the right, down three stairs, there it was. A half
image of its substance was concentrated in a tiny puddle. It oozed and grew and
contracted. It tossed stimuli of coagulation, vomit, and infection at her as it
settled into a scarred asterisk. It was brown, then ocher flecked with black.
It grew tentacles and digested itself.

Maureen turned away from it. It
pulled her back, enticing her, flooding her. She hated it; it grew fangs.

She could not hear anyone in the
house. They were probably upstairs. But why didn’t she know? The puddle turned
her around and began to disappear, leaving only an aura of warmth. It expanded,
engulfing Maureen in a thousand pinpoints of heat. She was free; it did not
hold her. But she did not want to go. There was no need. She could stay. She
was in love. It had changed; it smelled pretty.

She felt warm and concealed. The
aura was a fire to protect her and color the room. It followed her, tracing
patterns in the air, up to her room. There, it spun a web from the walls and
cradled the bed, careful not to touch the drum.

She heard a creak from the next
room. It was the bed. She visualized her parents clutching each other and
jarring the springs. She had never heard that before. They had not done it
since she was born.

She listened and fell asleep. The
web thickened, then turned into a cocoon.

   

She
was up early the next morning. Her room smelled musty, as if the warmth pouring
through the open window had not yet evaporated the dampness. The toy chest was
hidden under the bed, its stuffed sunflower head ripped off and lying upside
down beside the torso.

Holding her breath, she tiptoed
down the stairs and jumped three steps into the living room. She could not make
out the image of movement that had held her last night. She concentrated on the
wavering lines; they became more distinct. She closed her eyes, allowing it to
sketch its form on her dark retinal field.

It was a drum. Opening her eyes,
she glimpsed the dank puddle decaying in the rug. It changed shape, became a
bubbling star. It vibrated and emitted a thin glint of warmth. It was a drum
pounding. She reached out and caught it with her finger, pressed it into her
palm, and imbibed it slowly. She was happy. But it passed quickly.

She waited. Ordering it into being
was futile; begging, coaxing, singing did not work either. She took a few steps
toward it; it dimmed into an outline. She imagined it had grown another
tentacle. It had.

The drum, get the drum and cover
the pick-up sticks. The drum was on her bed, but she could not touch it. She
had promised. It is not a drum anymore. She ran out of the living room and up
the stairs. Secure in her room, she picked up the drum and examined the torn
head. It could not be fixed. She slapped it angrily. A flood of revulsion
cascaded up the stairs and into her room. She threw the drum on the bed and
held her palms tightly against her eyes. The smell dissipated.

Tapping the drum carefully, she
listened for a pop of air. It was not an old drum. It should not have ripped. A
glimmer sneaked into the room, a very tiny ray of warmth. She could not see it,
but she knew it was close to her. Tapping her drum, she watched the door; she
concentrated; she giggled; she tried not to urinate in her pajamas. She had not
made the drum and she could not fix it. Another drum would not be the same; she
could never make another one like it.

Another glint. But softer, a bit
wider. She shuddered as it passed through her.

They were awake. She sensed her
parents’ blurred awareness. The sensation dissolved. She put the drum on top of
her toy chest and stared out the window as they quietly got dressed. The
sunlight splashed on the floor, then escaped into the suspended stiffness of
the house. She breathed mass around the dust motes that floated in the yellow
liquid. Invisibly, they dropped into the cracks in the floor.

Her mother was downstairs first.
The smell of margarine, a whiff of ozone, then eggs, toast, the clatter of the
icebox door, the gurgle of water in the pipes. Maureen could not see any of
this, but she was happy.

It was dead. Her drum was on the
chest. The puddle in the living room couldn’t work without the drum. The drum
couldn’t work without her. She heard her father swear in the bathroom and a
slight odor of nausea swept the room. If you cry it will get worse; it will
turn black and gore into the rug. She combed her hair back into a ponytail and
admired herself in the mirror. The odor thickened. She leaned out the window to
feel the warm air, to see the bright morning. Don’t think about the drum. Leave
it on the chest. Torn. Leave it alone. It’s not there.

She could not smell the cooking
odors—they were lost in the heavy waves of nausea rolling into the room.
Thicker. Pulling her into the room, stabbing into her mouth and nose, plucking
her insides until they strained to vomit But she could not vomit. She could not
take her eyes from the drum, now wavering in sympathy. She could rake the drum,
pull its head off, tear the wood into splinters, crack the plastic shoulder
strap into red squares.

She lunged toward the toy chest,
but found she was still by the window. She was crying, then laughing, then
clenching her teeth, dreaming of fangs, and hating everything in the room,
especially the drum. She felt her mother forced into her. She could not close
her pores; they were gaping holes. She was naked. Her mother, A swill of anger
and screaming, a flattened mask of tenderness. A doll yellowed with years,
cracking, pulling taut. She screamed at everything that had been taken away.
Inside, her mother swelled, tantalizing with promises of depth, promises of
emotions yet unfelt, thoughts to tingle her spine, sensations greater than
herself. But they were only surface reflections.

Forcing her mother out, she
reached for her father. She shrank back and he did not embrace her. He was
heavy; he would have smothered her. She snatched at his face, clawing off a
piece of withered skin. She gouged at him, concentrating her hatred into her
fingers. Stop it. Go away. She looked at the clawed image of her father and
began to cry. Go away. She concentrated on the drum; it reflected the puddle
downstairs. Change into something else. She visualized animals,
trees, designs on bedspreads, dolls’ faces, colored pictures. The clot of
substance in the living room remained unaffected. You can’t change it; you didn’t
make it. The clot wavered and distorted the wall behind it. I did, she thought,
I made it, I made it. She grabbed the drum and ran out of the room. I didn’t
make the drum; I don’t care about it.

She stood on the stairs, her drum
nestled in her arm. She could not make the puddle disappear. Concentrating on
its imagined shape, she destroyed it in her mind. It remained unaffected. Have
to make it go away. She wanted to scream, cry, run to her mother basking in the
smells of the kitchen.

She looked at the drum. She was
calm, suddenly very old. It bubbled; she snatched at it and it popped. She was
very warm and sad. She sat down on the stairs, her legs extended. A golden
thread crawled up the stairs and she caught it between her fingers and imbibed
it with a pop.

Thoughts of crying and shouting
became remote. It was a game. It was fun to be scared. She was flooded with
warmth. Loving threads crawled up the stairs, flashing, protecting her,
laughing with her, suddenly sad, but pleasantly sad.

“Call your father; breakfast is
ready.” Her mother stood in the hall below. She looked relaxed; a slight smile
twitched at the corners of her lips and then dissolved. “When did you break
your drum? It’s almost brand-new, and you’ve already broken it. Were you
banging it with a stick? It’s made to be hit only with your fingers, not a
stick. Well, it’s not any good now. Take it downstairs and throw it away.”

“Okay. But do I have to do it
now?”

“Now. This minute. Throw it in
the wastebasket in the kitchen.”

She could not throw it away yet.
It would start all over again: the vomit, the smell, teeth, claws, kicking,
pulling, hitting, crying, punching, hating. No, I won’t throw it away.

She threw it away, her mother
before her, her father behind her. And in a rush.

Nothing happened. She ate
breakfast and went out to play under a tree, ate her lunch, studied the puddle
in the living room—now a tan stain in the rug—played under the tree for a few
more hours, tried to draw things in her mind, thought about the drum and the
protean stain. The stain was still there, bubbling unnoticed, but the drum—that
was hidden in the garbage.

Maureen waited for something to
happen. She spent each day under the tree and watched the house. The stain
remained in the living room, unobserved by the rest of the family, including
Uncle Milton who dropped over at least once a week. She did not think about the
drum anymore; she had not made it.

She forgot about being scared. It
was a game, like the others, and she had used it up. But she could not make
anything, not even a bridge or a fence. The smear in the living room had taken
everything from her. Now she could only work with tangibles. It muffled
everything around her; she could not sense words or people.

Slowly things began to change.
There were no more marital clashes; her mother and father were falling in love.
They held hands, whispered in the bedroom, bounced on the springs, and went out
on Saturday night. Even Uncle Milton began dropping in more often; he claimed
it was the only place where he could relax.

The laundryman came twice that
week, he said he had forgotten that he already collected the laundry.

And the telephone man repaired
the wires twice.

And the stain assumed an honest
shape. Maureen had been outside when it became active. She had learned to use
her hands, but it was not the same. The drum was lost: She had relinquished all
control. She was making mud pies in the rain. This would be her last mud
batter: she was getting too old for mud pies.

Shouting, “Mother, come and see,”
she ran into the house, her hands and lacquered boots covered with mud. Through
the pantry, kitchen, dead-end in the den, up three stairs into the hall, and
there they were in the living room. Why hadn’t she looked there first? Because
it’s there now. It’s working. She shrugged off a familiar sensation; everything
seemed clearer.

The room was red—she had not
noticed that for a long time. A fake stone fireplace was propped against the
far wall for decoration. A large mirror hung directly above it, reflecting a
fat velvet sofa and an oil painting of the family. A glass table, chairs, a few
pieces of crystal, maroon curtains, and a red plush carpet completed the scene.

The tentacled asterisk was
visible. It palpitated in front of the fireplace. It had grown four more
tentacles, and its black speckles had turned to crusted sores oozing goo into
the air. It was radiating long thin yellow spokes of love all over the room. It
threw a few wisps at Maureen, but she stepped aside, only to see her mother and
father sitting sleepily on the companion rocking chairs near the entrance to
the dining room. Bathing in love, they held hands across the doorway.

A wisp of yellow settled on
Maureen’s braid, hung loose, dropped to her shoulder, and disappeared into her
crinoline dress. She felt a burst of security, a cushion of warmth. As she
stepped into the living room, the doorbell rang.

“Darling,” her mother said, “would
you get the door?”

Maureen opened the door for Uncle
Milton. He marched into the house, beads of sweat gleaming on his bald pate.
Skimming a line of perspiration from his barely visible mustache, he said, “How’s
my Maureen? Jesus, what the hell happened to you? Fall into a hole? You’ve
ruined that pretty dress. Better go tell your mother. Wait a minute. You’re
getting tall, almost as tall as me.” He puffed his stomach out. “Where’s Mom
and Dad? In the den?”

She shook her head and pointed
toward the living room. She stood in the hall; she did not want to go into the
room just yet. And the mud was sticky.

“Maureen,” her mother said, “go
upstairs and take a bath. And leave that dress in the bathroom. You can put
your pajamas on when you’re done. Then you can come down and join us.”

Yes, Mommy, I’m covered with
fuzz, closed in the room, I don’t care. Into the bath, peel off the mudskin, no
bra yet, red dress in the hamper. A few threads wiggled under the door to keep
her company and burst in her hair.

She washed quickly, jumped into
her pajamas, and tiptoed into the living room. No one noticed her entrance. The
room had turned grey, but it was gradually building-up strength. She breathed
strength into it. She could feel, taste, hear.

“You know,” Uncle Milton said, “I
don’t know what it is, but I feel so comfortable here lately.”

“Sure you do,” her mother said,
her smile drawing back her thin lips.

“Well, there were a few times
when I thought I would have to let you sign those separation papers.”

Everyone laughed. It did not have
to be funny: it felt good. Maureen sat on the rug, her blond hair untied,
enjoying the feel of everything and everyone.

Outside, the noises trickled in.
Maureen heard them first. Leggo, oh, here, eat it then. Too warm tonight,
doesn’t matter—feels good. I don’t know why, just felt like coming over. Relax.
Get dark in a while. Put that dirty handkerchief away.

“Mommy, hear the people outside
the house? They’re on our lawn. Sounds funny. Hey, Johnny Eaton’s mother’s out
there. Johnny’s coming too.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Uncle
Milton said, staring at the new tentacles growing out of the asterisk. It
readied itself for another burst of energy, its suckers grasping for support.
It emitted a gurgling noise, but no one seemed to notice. Contracting, it threw
off a puddle of phlegm and radiated full force. The yellow bars passed through
the soft walls and wallowed in the grass and people outside. Uncle Milton
poured himself another drink, spilling a jigger as a strong wisp passed into
his throat.

“Four more people, Mommy. Mr.
Richardson and his kid Wally and Mr. and Mrs. Allen from Snow Street. Remember
them? They gave us all those vegetables last summer.”

It grew, then fell back on
itself, preparing for another surge through friendly streets and houses.

Maureen closed her eyes and drew
pictures. She could see the lines clearly, only a little fuzz where she could
not remember a color. Johnny, look in your pocket, fingers around it, matches
there too, don’t worry how, let it go, under the tree, there. The colors were
darker than she imagined. It’s getting late.

“That sounded like a firecracker,
didn’t it?” her father said. “Sounded like a pretty big one too.”

“Could have been a backfire,”
Uncle Milton said. He leaned back into the couch, hands folded, eyes closed. He
inhaled a flood of love, soft clouds perspired by the asterisk. He giggled with
contentment.

“No,” her mother said, standing
inside the curtains and peering out the jalousied window into the front yard. “Why,
it’s that Johnny Whatshisname. He’s playing with firecrackers. And no one’s
even paying attention to it.”

“Johnny Eaton,” Maureen said.

“Yes, Maureen’s right; there are
over twenty people on our lawn. Look, Mr. Logos is waving at me. It’s a regular
picnic. They’ve even got blankets and radios.”

Maureen watched the slick
tentacles growing out of the asterisk. Better not wait, do it now. Be too late
soon. Where’s the drum?

The room turned yellow with love,
thick strong rays that rolled over the carpet, too heavy to float. And out through
the walls. Uncle Milton was asleep. He turned over, burying his face in the
soft velvet of the sofa.

“Strange we’re in the living
room,” her father said. “Usually I prefer the den.”

Sandra Harris sat down on the
floor beside her husband’s chair, rested her head on his knee and said, “I guess
it doesn’t matter if they stay on the lawn. I’m too lazy to bother. Frank, I’m
glad everything’s settled. Better than before. Frank. Do you see something on
the rug? There, in the middle of the room, in front of the fireplace. Jesus, it’s
ugly Frank. Frank. I think I can smell it. Can you smell it?”

Maureen faced the wall and stared
through minute cracks into other cracks that led outside. Don’t look or it’ll
happen. Can’t happen behind me, isn’t there. Can’t see it.

It equalized the pressure in the
room and bathed Sandra Harris. She rested her head on her husband’s lap and
said, “I love you.”

He didn’t flinch. Stroking her
face, he said, “I know you do. And I love you too.” He yawned and fell asleep.
It was dark outside. A few candles flickered in the yard and the street light
glowed dimly.

Uncle Milton stayed the night. He
slept on the sofa, clutching a pillow. He said he felt so good he would stay
another day. And another night. Until it turned into a week. And the front yard
population grew until it covered the back yard. They brought pup tents, Coleman
stoves, guitars, a green water hose, and more relatives and friends. They
packed themselves into the yard until everyone was in some sort of physical
contact with the others. No one minded. It was good. It was pure. It was in
friendship and love.

Maureen’s mother and father
tacitly agreed not to talk about the neighbors that had suddenly moved in. The
neighbors pressed their faces against the windows and smiled. Uncle Milton periodically
yelled at them in good humor.

Maureen did not like it. She knew
the ending, only she did not realize it.

Until the next day. It was early
in the morning; breakfast was bubbling in a greased frying pan, sunlight was
streaming in the kitchen windows, and Maureen was catnapping in the living
room. Uncle Milton had been ordered to sleep in her room, cutting off access to
the pickup sticks and drum, almost grown.

Her mother stepped into the
living room as she untied her red apron. The asterisk became active; it
stretched its tentacles across the carpet. “Come on, honey. Help Mommy get the
food on.”

“Do I have to do it now?” she
asked. Don’t let her look at it. It wants her to see it. Protect her. But she
moves, she walks, she say things. Something’s burned out or burned in. Not real
enough.

“Is that a stain on the rug over
there? What is it?”

Maureen was locked into the room.
The asterisk bubbled, smiled at her by raising its tentacles, passed a beam
into her, a shaft of glass connecting her to it. She loved her mother now, very
clearly. All the fond remembrances became real; they flowed through the beam. A
reassuring drum thumped upstairs. Her mother was beautiful. All her age lines
were lifted; her hair faded into grey.

“It’s ugly.” Her mother watched
it spellbound. “I seem to remember seeing it last night. Like a dream. Fell
asleep with your father. I can’t think.” She stepped backward and screamed. It
drew itself into a ball, squelched half its substance to the side, stank,
decayed a bit, and shot a beam of love right into her heart. It thickened and
held her by the liver and collarbone.

“Mother, don’t touch it. Leave it
alone.” She changed the picture. Nothing happened. She could not move. Mother
is beautiful, she thought. Long beautiful hair. “Mother, you are beautiful. I
have long hair just like yours. Yours is prettier. Daddy loves your hair. I
know he loves your hair.”

Her mother’s hand sank into the
porous putrescent mass, into the heart of it. She looked at her daughter, her
face a landscape of disgust and fear. She smiled her special loving smile and
retched as it took her arm with its tentacles.

“Mother, I love you,” Maureen
cried. She felt too content to move. Her mother smiled at her again, overcome
with love and revulsion. She was halfway into it: half mother, half blob. She
became a distorted Greek legend squirming with love. Her face snapped in
rictus, a mask of fright and love. Maureen could only watch. She loved her
mother. “You are beautiful, Mother.”

It belched and flattened itself
on the rug. She could not smell it.

She finished the picture. Father
came downstairs and tripped over a tentacle, waving bye-bye. She drew it
quickly. It was easier that way. She could construct the memory later. She
wanted the full bloom of love now.

Uncle Milton departed with a
loving frown. She did not say good-bye. He had never really been.

The asterisk was perfect, fully
grown, carefully tended by its retinue of self. It spurted pus into the air. It
was a cereal-box sun radiating cereal-box love.

The drum was upstairs. She ran
into her room, found the drum on her toy chest, and carried it downstairs.
Before she could reach the living room, it disappeared.

It was late. She had to get on
with it. Now. For Mother. And Father. And maybe Uncle Milton.

Outstretching her palms, she
walked toward the trembling star, measuring her steps with, its palpitations.
Sliding her hands under it, she lifted it into the air. It hung between her
fingers.

She took it inside her; she ate
it, she osmosed it; she transformed it. She felt it in her eyes, a heaviness, a
largeness that could span anything, envision everything—with love.

Dream the dream, paint the
picture. It’s all in the cereal box ready to eat. Can’t be changed now. The
drum’s disappeared again. You had the chance. She opened the door carefully,
squinting her oval eyes at the morning sun.

And everyone was there. Standing.
Smiling. Laughing.

