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Graceland

WILLIAM ROUTHIER

Those who accuse the music industry
of deifying its stars have no idea.

0 go with her to church. She says it'll cement thgpset a lot of Fundamentalists and other Christians as
relationship. Now these are two words | don't like tvell. Some called it a fake, some tried to adapt their
hear when it comes to women—cement and relationstdpgma, but then scientific proof came in showing how
See, | see love as more a fluid kind of thing. eternal life and reincarnation were real. So the abortion
| tell her | wouldn’t mind going once, but don’t gaargument lost its zing, not to mention the heaven idea.
thinking I’'m going to join. I like the music all right, | tell The walls came tumbling down.
her, but the preachers ruin it for me, with their the gold The mass recognition, Harvard Guy goes onto say, led
belts, white jump suits, mutton chop sideburns, wrai@ Him replacing Jesus as Christ figure easier than any-
arounds. “They look so cheap and old,” | say. body could have guessed. What with the tragic death, the
Jasmine gets a hurt look on her face but in a blink sl@merous sightings and visitations, the spontaneous pil-
segues into her conversion mode. “That’s just false pgrimages to Graceland on Death Night which started up
ception,” she says. “You can'’t judge by the superficia,few years after He died and turned into what's now the
you gotta take a leap of faith, then everything that seent@dyest annual gathering in the whole damn world. Not
superficial before shines in glory and you're rocking ajuite so spontaneous anymore, of course. August 15th,
real gone holy ground.” Death Night, day before the tragedy—ijust like Holy
“Yeah, yeah, easy to say,” | say, “but once | leafphursday and Good Friday. It all fell right into place,
there’s noway | can know what ground I'm landing on tillarvard says.

I land.” That's why the churches go with the Vegas guy.
“Exactly,” she says, then shakes her head. “Don’t yélistorical continuity of myth. Hot buttons. Works the
trust me?” she says, and | don’tanswer. She casts her eyesd better. It's true, people love atragic story best. The

downward and quietly tells me | might just be the tygéng’s tragedy turns into our salvation, just like with
who’ll never love someone tender, who'll never take caia
of business. Then she looks up and says “TLC,” wavi -

her hand in the air like a benediction. “You may nev They had a vote on which guy bac  k
know burning love,” she says. Unless of course | go w when, before the turn of the century.

JSMINE’SBEENAFTERME FORABOUTAMONTHNOW nixed the resurrection, this Harvard guy says, which
t

her to a service. . . Post office asked people to decide who
I could show you a thing or two about burning love

I'm thinking. they wanted on the stamp, young or old.
After our dramatic little scenario, though, Jasmine ct People picked young. People had a

me a beautiful, forgiving grin, says, “You're so squar '

but baby | don’t care.” It's my greased black hair, | knov better sense of style then.

She can't resist. There’s something about religious zeai-

ots that's so sexy to me. Everything so clear cut. Jesus. Makes them forget about themselves. Shakespeare
| looked into it, for the sake of keeping her. I'm ndtnew it, littered the stage with bodies. And costumes

against the whole idea. | just liked the young guy bettemake the show. Give 'em enough for their dollar, people’ll

Even though most churches admit to two distinct periodiglieve what you want 'em to believe. Colonel Tom

they all seem to settle on the Vegas one, the overweidtdrker used to say that, but they don’t talk about him.

glitzy one. The “Peace inthe Valley” one. | hate that song.So with all this myth and spectacle, why would any-

I read an article in a magazine once that some Ph.Dbadly want to believe in the rockin’ song of holding onto
Harvard wrote. Said the Church of the King—Jasminegverlasting youth, like the young guy tried to do? He sure
particular church is the First Church of Grace of Hsouldn't, anyhow. Hard to live that way, Daddy-O. |
Trembling Lip—was a natural step in religious develophnow.
ment, came at the right time to snatch up millions of They had a vote on which guy back when, before the
disillusioned Catholics after the gay Pope scandal. turn of the century. Post Office asked people to decide

Then when they found those scrolls, archeologioaho they wanted on the stamp, young or old. People
evidence recounting Jesus’ actual death, how he gotpitked young.
burial, was left for the dogs after they took him down, that People had a better sense of style then.
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| play His music all the time. | never bought aning for the first time church bells chiming “Love Me
official church holy discs. All that sanctified crap theyender.”
give you along with it always creeped me weird. | got the Wow, | thought. The whole thing started to blossom
old RCA ones. Songs sound good still. The man couwdtter that, till pretty soon you couldn’t find Jesus any-
sing. where for looking. My folks still went to one of the last

Jesus churches, a small one in Pompano, blue hair coun-

JASMINE TELLS ME AS WE'RE DRIVING DOWN A1A try. Mom said the Elvis stuff signalled the coming of the
toward Miami, palm trees swaying in the warm springpocalypse, butthe century had passed a little while back,
breeze coming off the ocean, that Elvis—all the preachégsrist didn’t return, so the wind was gone out of those
call themselves Elvis—that her church’s Elvis, Elvisails too.
told her she was a real Priscilla. Jasmine’s squealingA few years later | remember getting a historical
practically creaming her gold silk pants and she rundiagraphy of Him out of the library, a real book from the
pink lacquered fingernail to her mascaraed eye and brusteésrence section, with paper pages and black and white
away the touch of a tear, she’s so happy because he gh@ographs and everything, the kind the church doesn’t
she was a real Priscilla. | think maybe I'm wasting nlike to acknowledge or talk about, the kind they call
time on this whole thing with her. Then she throws bosiecondhand tales told out of turn, falsifications and lies,
hands into the air, squeals again and shakes her glorimlasphemous trash. The librarian looked at me like | was
mane of black lacquered hair, as much as she can, lesome kind of devil.
over with her silky white blouse all billowing in the wind, Book said He wasn’t so holy after all, He wasn’t any
puts her arms around my neck and lunges in, kisses sajnt. He had sex with hundreds of women when He was
cheek, and the thick whiff of her perfume drowns out ah the road, wasn'’t particularly faithful to anyone. He
my doubts as her heavy breasts rub through my blaeks a young guy full of the juice of life. Later on, He took
cotton t-shirt onto my chest and it makes me believe, gatrdigs by the fistful to dull the pain of seeing His juice

lord, yes. Love me tender, love me true. slipping away.
I sing the songto herinmy... Hisvoice. She’s nuzzling
my ear, melting like a chocolate bar left in the sun. NEXT SUNDAY I'M SITTING IN CHURCH BESIDE

Jasmine. Jasmine’s beaming with the victory of me being

PERSONALLY, I'D LOVE TO HAVE SOMETHING TO there. She’slooking so good, her hairin a high tease, tight
believe in like Jasmine does, something to console mygeittk angora sweater and black capri pants, doused in
with. My parents were traditional Christians back wheyerfume, that gold bracelet | just gave her for her birthday
preachers were still guys with white hair sprayed intgangling on her thin, pale wrist, I'm thinking |1 might
stiff pomp talking Jesus on Sunday TV. Florida was tleenvert, just for today, just to have a night of pure bliss
main place for television church back then, and unlikeeling it all off of her back at her place. The deal is she
many, my folks went out to worship and watch in persevon’t go past kiss and touch without me first “joining in
every Sunday. Part faith and praying, part the kick thfe oneness of the King'’s holy rocking soul.” Right now
being on television. | liked it too. We always videotapedhe’s got my soul rocking and my rocks aching, jumpy to
and that afternoon before Sunday dinner, we’'d sit thgoé in that oneness, and she knows it.
and watched what we’d just sat through, pointing andAll along the circular walls between each stained glass
cheering from our living room couch when we’d spatindow are these big black velvet paintings of the King.
ourselves in the crowd, among the faithful. Weird ho@ne’s a warm, compassionate face. One’s a serious face
something as strange as that can be a sweet memory.iifipeofile, contemplating a light from above. One’s a full
clear-cut simplicity of it, | guess. figure of him performing in the white suit, microphone in

Took quite a while for the whole Jesus thing to dieand. One’s him in the same suit standing sideways,
They held out, even with the growing popularity of Elvidoing a karate chop. One’s him with arms outstretched,
churches encroaching and eventually taking oveyes heavenward, half circle of white cape under the
established Christian church buildings, like when tle@ms. One’s him in a dark suit, strumming a guitar on a
Crystal Cathedral went belly up after the big scandal witgopard skin couch, wearing the shades. On and on, the
Preacher Morris Delbert and the four choirgirls. Thatieany aspects of the King. Jasmine told me on the drive
pretty well forgotten now, but it was plastered all over tloer it's considered sacrilegious to refer to him as Elvis.
tabloids back then for months. It's always the King. The preachers, though, they get

The day | realized it had really changed, | was abaalled Elvis.
fifteen. | remember it clear, this one Sunday morning, Up on the big altar stage, there’s a choir of women
driving down Federal Highway with my folks and hearsingers in white robes, swaying and clapping, singing—
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“See, with your eyes now, see, what the King has done, all kinds of little stories and adventures about where
0-000 see, with your eyes now, what the King has dotiggy were going, what they were going to find.
Lord...” I turn and look at Jasmine. Her blue eyes float dazed in
The choir’s wailing this to the old tune “C. C. Rider.the black circles of her mascara and they're coming
The band is hot, tight as Jasmine’s pants, slick as herckxber.
lipstick. They got these beautiful old vintage guitars, “You're real gone now,” she says, and kisses my
authentic brass horns, real drums, no programmed staffeek.
everybody’s playing for real, working up a sweat and I look at the velvet paintings along the wall. They look
damn if it isn’t starting to get under my skin, down intbke they got lights behind them shining through. | stare.
my twitchy zone. My leg is bouncing, Jasmine’s noticing, Then | look around at the people, and their faces are
wearing her cat just ate the bird grin, but | don’t give hbeaming and | think | never saw anything as beautiful.
the satisfaction of even a hint of a smile. The band all of a sudden finishes and the music stops.
The congregation is weaving, clapping, singing. Ahe crowd hushes and the lights go down. Even though
little boy in front of me is kneeling on his seat, bobbindpere’s some light coming in the stained glass windows,
his head to the music, staring at me. Black boy about fiit&s fairly dim. One spotlight hits the microphone and an
cute, goton alittle beige suit, daffodil yellow shirt and remfchestra is coming over the speakers, a recording of the
bow tie. I wink at him and he grins and starts gyrating tieeme from the classic movie “2001.”
the music as best he can from his knees, two little hand®ah—dah—dah! Last note, lights go up, he comes
holding the back of the seat. His whole family, sisters aaa
brothers of various ages on either side of Mom and C ' -
are all bobbing their heads and clapping in a groovir He knows he’s makmg t_he women
rhythmic oneness, like some kind of human caterpill go crazy and he’s loving it and that
undulatiqg along the branch of a tree. Except, of cour transfers to me somehow, this sexual
they don’t slide sideways. _ _ _
| been used to seeing blacks and whites together all  feeling, that it's something | can do too.
life, in school and work and the market, but never =
church. It was always black church and white church.whirling out in his white caped suit, its golf ball sized
few spill-overs either way, but here I'm looking aroundpangles shooting off lines of light, he’s twirling the cape
seeing how it’s all real intermingled—Dblack, white, Hisand holding his hand out in the air to the congregation,
panic, Asian, and there’s no big pockets of any one kimtho are standing now and going nuts. He’s not as fat like
though the congregation either, it's cozy and mixed nide¢hought he’d be, and he’s pretty good looking. The hair
mostly couples and families. The other odd thing | notiggjet black, he’s got the big weird mutton chop sideburns.
is I've seen about a dozen dwarfs. No shades. The band is ripping into something | can’'t
The band kicks into “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” theplace. He stands in front of the microphone, raises his
choir changing it slightly and singing “Have you heararms three-quarters up and the cape falls out full bloomed.
the news, there’s good rocking today!” The little kith a flick, he whips his arms down, karate chops the air
throws both hands up in the air and is bending his bodyice. I'm hearing a few screams and he grins. The lip curls.
swaying side to side at the waist. I'm hoping he doesn'tl feel this pure sexual thrill of identification with him,
fall over in his seat. With the entire congregation goinglaw he knows he’s making the women go crazy and he’s
it like this, I'm feeling it too though, and that's what I'moving it and that transfers to me somehow, this sexual
beginning to concentrate on, how | feel good. | grooYeeling, that it's something | can do too.
along for a while until | get this calm inside, like | used to | look over at Jasmine, and she doesn’t know I'm there
feelwhen | was aboutten years old and itwas early spriagymore. Her mascara’s running a little, a tear out of the
not hot yet, just before summer hit and I'd go outside $ide of one eye and she’s breathing too hard.
the morning on Saturday early before the day had started:Ivis grabs the mike and starts in singing.
everything quiet except the occasional whoosh of a cal‘Train | ride, takes me to the King
going down the highway or the buzz of a lawn mower far Train | ride, takes me to the Lord
off. Balmy air cushioning me like soft white cotton. I'd If you wanna go there with me,
pick some green palm leaves off a small tree next to alust gotta hop on board.”
hotel pool and go around to the back of the Wal-Mart The congregation’s right there with him, singing and
parking lot, sneak down to the edge of the intercoastédpping. He goes along, singing new words to “It's Now
canal and float the leaves out into the water and watatNever,” “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” and “Suspicious
until they sailed out past the docked boats. Then I'd maWdénds.”
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As the last song’s about to end he holds his hand uplasmine’s head’s bent forward, lines of black snaking
behind him to the band and wiggles it, bringing it dowdpwn her soft cheeks. She’s shaking all over.
signalling for quiet. Dead silence. Then he points at theBoth hands are up into the air like possession blew into
choir, notlooking back, and their voices start up glorioulser and she’s shouting “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!”

ly in a capellaooo’s. I look to the stage. Elvis’ casting a strong look her way.
Elvis sings, to “Are You Lonesome Tonight,” “Who feels holy enough today to pledge their burning
“Are you holy today, love?” he shouts into the mike. “Any first timers out there,
Are you going his way, new to the King? Who wants to pledge a new found
Are you free from the doubt and the pain?” burning love?”

Everyone is swaying, some got their arms in the air,Now, part of the reason for what | did next was
some are shouting “Amen! Yes, King! I'm free!” Elvisdefinitely because of Jasmine and the look | see Elvis give
signals the choir and it drops down to a bare hushhar, but part was maybe because | really did feel some-
0000'’s cooing softin the background. He points out at ttheng.

congregation. | hear myself shout “I want to pledge my burning
“You feeling holy today?” He’s got the voice, thdove!”

deep, mumbly honey-throated Southern drawl. Amen’s come up all around. Jasmine turns, shocked,
The place shakes from shouts. shapping out of a trance. She’s beaming, squealing,
“Are you going my way?” kissing me on the lips.
A joyous babble of Amen’s agreeing. Hands guide me out the aisle then I'm bounding onto
“Are you free from your doubt and your pain?” the stage.
Yes, King! I'm free! A hush comes over. I'm wearing my blue sharkskin

“Listento me, then,” he says, the choir still cooing so&uit, my hair’s slicked on the sides like usual, pomped a
“We allwant a burning love, don'twe? We all want a loviétle on top, jet black as Elvis’ and from a distance, you'd
that'll free us, purify us, make us clean, holy and wholeight say | had more than a passing resemblance to the
Well, the King can give you that love!” King. People have remarked. So standing beside Elvis

Amen, King! Gimme that love! we’'re the two Elvises, young and old. He puts his arm on

“But the mistake churches always used to make wasng shoulder, leans in.
try to confine that love, stop up that love, connn-troooolll “Any chance you can really sing, son?”

that love.” I nod. “Bet on it.”
Everybody goes quiet. | realize it’s basically the samel look in his eyes. Steely brown, no wavering in them.

performance every week and this is a cue. Grins. He’s got deep lines on his face you can’t see from
“Did the King control his swiveling hips?” stage hidden under a heavy foundation of make-up,
No! crusted at the edges around his sideburns. All his magne-
“Did the King control his wiggling leg?” tism disappears as | stand there beside him. He pats my
No! back, says, “Then you just jump right in wherever you
“Did the King control his burning love?” can,” flicks his hand behind him and the band breaks into
No! “Burning Love.”

“Why not? Because you cannot control love, that why He’s good, | admit. After he sings the first verse, we do
not! You gotta give love, take love, shake with love, lowbe chorus together, then | stay on the mike and take the
with love! next verse myself, Elvis beside me clapping. We're both

“All love is good in the spirit of the holy rockingon the mike atthe end, side by side singing, “l got a hunka-
oneness of the King. But of course, we can’t be wantbanka burning love, gotta hunka-hunka burning love.”
and unfaithful. As man and woman, we must care for oneThe place is going nuts. Jasmine is looking at us in
another. How? How does the King instruct us, what agestasy, doing spasmodic little half crouches, pressing
the two special rules we must follow to keep it aller knees together and going into squeals and | know
together, keep it from going astray? One! TCB. Takinghat that means.
care of business. Responsibility. Faithfulness. Hard work.Song finishes. He pats me on the back, gauging crowd
The men especially need to pay attention to TCB. Tw&action.

TLC. Tender loving care. Nurturing. Comfort. A kind “I might just bring you back another time, son,” he
word. Specialties of the female. These dictates wesays. Then he looks down at Jasmine and leans over,
handed down directly from the King to his personaitimate, confidential Elvis-to-Elvis arm and says, away
entourage. If we follow them, we can’t go wrong. from the mike, “Sweet little piece you got there. Real
“Can we follow the King?” he shouts. choice A-1 Priscilla. Best keep your eye on that though,
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‘cause I've had mine eye on it a while. | might just steal | sense waves of tension in some of the older folks,
it if you don’t pay attention.” though. The challenge in the song. Young against old.

Then he laughs, big white teeth, slaps my back. | cast a quick glance back. Pastor Elvis isn’t clapping

“That so.” | slap his back a little too hard, wink andnymore. He’s studying them, squinty-eyed, waiting for
grab hold of the mike. the time to move.

“Pastor here just graciously asked me,” | shout out toThe song’s ending; I'm on the last line—"But lay off
the congregation, “to do a couple more on my own. Wratmy blue suede shoes—" | snap around, point at the
you think of that?” Applause comes strong up over. guitarist, then turn sideways and face the Pastor.

| see him go white under the make up. Then grits his“You ain’t huh-na-thin-buh-da—Hound dog! Crying
teeth to a tight smile and waves out, turns, glaring angdlrthe time. Y’ain’t nothing but a hound dog, crying all
and unease as he walks past to side stage. the time. You ain’t never caught a rabbit and you ain’t no

The band is looking this way and that. Confusion fliend of mine!”
step back to the guitarist and ask if they do “All Shook Drum beat goes rat-a-ta-tat-a-ta-tat-a-ta-tat-a-ta-tat!

Up.” Swiveling front | point down to Jasmine.
“Course,” he says. “Well she said you wdsigh class, but that was just a
“Then make it really rock, man.” liel”
He nods. The congregation’s barely clapping now. They're

I hold the mike out shoulder level, do a couple higtunned, exceptthe little boy in the beige suit, yellow shirt
swivels. Screams. | count it off—One, two, three, fou=
They hit the first chord like thunder. It slides up nic Pastor Elvis isn't clapping anymore.

and slow. The drummer’s got the in between beats cra , . :

ing. He’s studying them, squinty-eyed,
Dah dum! Dah dum! _ _ waiting for the time to move.
| point my finger at the middle of the congregatior

slow glide it until it's right on Jasmine. Give her a wickednd red bow tie, who's standing on his seat gyrating,

grin. Hell, my lip curls. I turn and wink at Pastor E., thegoing crazy still till his sister slaps him on the shoulder.

I’'m singing to Jasmine. It's like he’s waking up. He looks around and starts
“I'm proud to say that your my buttercup, I'm inbawling.

love... unh—I'm All Shook Up! Umm, umm, umm— [finish the song. Dead silence. A few boos. The Pastor

ummm, yeah, yeah!” strides over to the mike.

The place is crazyland now. Chaos. They're rockin’, When he’s close enough | put a hand out to hold him
on their feet, some are standing on the chairs, young gatbay.
are making unrestrained noises. | look over to Pastor, se# just insulted this here man, pastor of your church,”
him bravely clapping along, smile plastered ten timésay. “Why? Why would | insult a man | just met? And
tighter. I'm thinking he looks like what he is, cheap oldshy would | insult you in your church? Am | crazy, a
car salesman in a loud suit waiting to get back and makbble rouser?”
his tired tried and true. Song’s ending, | point at him, Silence.
shout, “I'd like to sing this next one for that man there, “No, ladies and gentlemen.”

your Elvis!” There’s murmuring, unquiet shifting. Pastor stands
Crowd roars. He waves to them then gives me twack, watching close.

fingers off his eyebrow for show. “Ladies and gentlemen, | have to tell the truth, and the
I run back, quick consult with the guitar player, whotruth isn’t always nice, but see, this old man here, he said

can tell likes me now, then back to the mike. something to me, disturbing.”
“Welllllll...” Band finds the key. Guitarist nods. Pastor Elvis pushes in to grab the mike from me. |

“It's... a one for the money - two for the show - threshove him away. A shocked inhale out there an audible
to get ready - now go cat go! But don't you, step on mM@oohhh.” One sound. Pastor yells to the crowd without
blue suede shoes...” the mike.

My antennae are up, nerve ends tingly. I'm rock solid “This disrupter... he’s obviously disturbed. Please
on the beat, in the middle of the music, hearing eatbat him with care—TCB—TLC—but please—come
instrument clear, separate, rocking on real gone groung, somebody help me... get him off the stage...”
just like Jasmine said. I'm cueing the band with my body Several burly guys are heading down the aisle now.
to where the emphasis is, like a conductor. Like the King.“Wait a minute,” | say. “That beautiful young woman

| feel the crowd and I'm right there with them. there, see her? When | came to the stage to receive
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salvation from this Pastor, well, he winked, whispered “He told me | was his Priscilla too!” she says, up close
she was one sweet piece.” to the stage, pointing a long red fingernail. Then she faces

Congregation hushes, the big guys slow down.  the congregation.

“Said she’s areal Priscilla he had his eye on awhile andWhen | was fresh, he loved me. Then | wasn’t
if I didn’t watch myself he'd steal her when | wasn’anymore, my sinwas | got older, so he dumped me. That's
looking. Guess he thinks he can, because he’s Pasmr TCB. | don’t know why | keep coming here, | still
Elvis.” have some TLC for him in my heart | guess. But I'm just

The big guys stop. Someone shouts “No!” a fool, ‘cause his love wasn’t tender and it sure wasn’t

“Yes! What reason do | have to lie?! I'm standing heteue.”

‘cause of a leap of good faith. Don’t know a thing about Poor old Elvis is frozen. Drops of sweat are falling off
this Elvis but what Jasmine told me—she said she was sideburns.
happy because he told her she was a real Priscilla.”  Out of the crowd pop two more teased hair brunettes,

There’s general hubbub, babble. Jasmine’s noddiggunger than the first, older than Jasmine, shimmying
big. down the aisle.

“That innocent girl,” | say, “didn’t know what was In the front row a woman who looks like the oldest of
waiting. Now | don’t know how you people run thingsthe Priscillas gets up, hurries off to the side and pushes
but that don’'t sound like TCB to me. Personally I'rherself through the emergency exit door.
offended, as you might figure.” Pastor’s wife, | figure.

Pastor Elvis is square-jawed, shaking his head in thePastor Elvis’ looking at me. Hard. Then he suddenly
negative, making broad gestures as if pushing me avgayings around flourishing his cape and disappears.
with his hands, playing like what I'm saying’s hogwash. | wait a beat. Don’t know if it might be blasphemy, but

“Well, then, you all tell me,” | say, “if I'm lying. | say it anyway, can't resist.

‘Cause if I'm not, | just bet Jasmine’s not the only one, | “Ladies and gentlemen, Elvis has left the building.”
bet there’s another woman out there done to the samelhere’s a pause, then they start to laugh and clap.
someone who maybe didn’t want to say so publicly One eternal minute goes by as | stand there at the mike,
before, or someone who knows about such a thiniginking, Maybe got what | wanted. The young one. Only
Anyone confirm what I’'m saying? Pastor made someoit's me.

else his Priscilla too?” Destiny breathing down my neck hot and heavy. Clap-

Dead silence. | got a strong feeling my instincts aping’s louder. Deafening. | can’t help...
good but at the same time I'm not sure if | just hung I feel my lip curl, looking at all of them looking at me.
myself. A half minute goes by. People are looking up atShouting “Sing!”
me, over to Pastor. “But | ain’t Elvis,” | shout back. “l ain’t the King.”

Out of the back a woman’s voice yells “Yes! It's true!” “Sing!”

Down the aisle she comes, big teased hair, blue eydasmine is gazing up glassy-eyed, they all are, like I'm
shadow and thick mascara, gold lame jacket, tight blazkelvet painting. | want to run but my leg’s twitching.
pants packing sagging weight, pushing I’'m guessingShouts grow louder, trying to drown it out of my head,
forty. A flash hits me. Looks just like what Jasmine’soice in there telling me over and over, “You ain’t the
gonna. King. You ain’t the King.”

WILLIAM ROUTHIER

Lives in Boston and is currently working on a novel. He has written for The Boston Book
Review, Stuff Magazine, and The Improper Bostonian; his fiction has appeared in Happy,
atelier, and Dream Forge.
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The Lady of Situations

MADELINE BROWN

“Under the firelight, under the brush, her hair
Spread out into fiery points

Glowed into words, then would be savagely still.”
— T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land

took me to the best place | have ever been. It wasEvery night | climb into the bath whose water | have
on a summer evening and | had on a new yellsgented with the spices that remind me of her and |
dress that she had sewn for me and that matched onessherge recreated from those waters. When | dream at
had made for herself. | woke up the morning of that daight | am back in her arms.
and went into her workroom and saw it there hanging up,
newly done; she had promised me it would be ready andT PLEASESME SOMETIMESTO BE THOUGHT, TO ACT
itwas, and it was the most beautiful dress | had ever sd@i.part of femme fatale. It is so far from what | actually
And that summer evening in the flower-laden air waam that the imposture makes me feel safe, perfectly
walked down the dusty path from our doorstep past tiisguised. | watch myself smile, walk, flirt with infinites-
farthest spot I'd ever been before, which was the villageal motions of eyelash and fingertip (so subtly accom-
church, and it seemed to me as we went that we wplished am I), and | wonder: Where did | learn this? how
making up the world as we went along, or at least that stié | become so skilled? | think | must be a natural actress,
was; that past the church, which | knew was real, evenyat least have found a perfect part to play.
bush, every squawking mockingbird, every leaf stirring But | am also capable of judging my behavior. What a
in every breeze was a moment’s imagining for her, ahiich, | think sometimes. | am a bitch, for instance, to my
that what she was showing me, what she was teachinglmegr’s former concubine. But | don’t know how else to
was how to build a magic world and people it. express my desire for her. Forisn’tthe jealousy | show her
And so when | think of that place—Summer, The Pa=
Araby, Oz, Xanadu—and the festival we went to th It was the last time as a child | felt her
night, where the ice cream truck’s tinny music mingle .
with the haunting silver notes of flutes, and youths a power so palpable, the last time | felt
maidens in bright colors danced all night long, and whe initi i
my best friend found us and grabbed my hands and kis myself protected, Initiated by,the magic
my lips; that place—I think of it as my mother’s inven of my mother’s company.
tion, the sign of her consummate artistry.
It was the last time as a child | felt her power saform of flattery? And flattery a form of flirtation? She
palpable, the last time | felt myself protected, initiated iy a shell-pink creature, and the sweat-damp, dark gold
the magic of her company. It was not so much that | felirls that cling to the back of her neck in the heat of the
her power weaken and die as that | slowly discovered ttay move me unspeakably. But she will never see me;
power did not exist, and never had. After my fathenghen her glance hits my body it cuts through me—the
death, or in the year or two right before it, when | had $hape | have for her is that of the woman who stole her
watch her smoke straight through a pack of Vicerolmser, and who now gives her orders besides. But if |
every afternoon, leafing through magazines since hkdn't have this power over her, to so command her
soaps had gone off the air, until she’d dulled her sensedistress, I'd be nothing to her.
sharpened her desperation to the point where she coultidesire her for her innocence. It pleases me at times to
bear to do what she had to do, which was to stay aliviaatasize about corrupting her innocence; at other times,
little longer—then | thought the cruel thing. Not, how atb fantasize being redeemed by it. Pleasant reveries, an
the mighty fallen; nothing so kind as that. But rather, haafternoon’s pastime, such rumination.
could | have ever so mistaken who she was.
Now | know better than that disenchanted child-self. MY LOVER VISITS ME EVERY NIGHT, EXCEPTWHEN |
Now once again | believe in magic. Sitting here in thell him not to come. When | have lived the long weary
afternoons, when | have tired of working at my loom, afternoon through, and made my state appearance in the
| look at the green flag flying from the tower across thmnquet hall on my husband’s arm, | retire once again to
courtyard, | think of her and how, were she still alivéhis chamber and wait, but in the evenings there’s a
she’d fly through this window and carry me away, cargirection, a focus to my waiting. Inside my clothes my

O NCE WHEN | WAS A LITTLE GIRL MY MOTHER me away from all this.
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body feels different to me then, exotic and exciting, agist, setting out for a seaside pleasure jaunt with a map
the imminent prospect of its being seized by other haradsl a picnic basket. But it took us over an hour to even
has somehow estranged me from it, made me abldinal the bridge across the river—a mountain of crumbled
desire myself. And | do. I look at myself in the mirror, lipsement had fallen over the exit ramp—and the ruined
parted, eyes wide, my dark hair loose around my pateds depressed me, with their decade-old litter of broken
face, while at my back I hear my lover’s spurs jangling drottles and hubcaps and cigarette butts, paper bags and
the stone as he mounts the stairs, and | reach the pinnagps emblazoned with the logos of defunct fast-food
of ecstasy. | feel as if | am about to ravish myself. Theestaurant chains. And the motel we stayed at, the only
there is the denouement of his entrance, the entangiee we found between the bridge and the outermost Cape,
ments of clothing—which once | enjoyed so much, tlveas a cheap cinderblock kept in business by teen-agers
abrasion of wool and hard buttons on my skin (andahd extramarital affairs, for of course there were rarely
remember the time he fucked me with his boots and spany tourists anymore. We must have been the first any of
still on, the pleasure and the danger of it)—but whic¢he residents had seen in years. And though some of them
repetition has dulled the piquancy of. No, it is the intemust have seen us on television—they still ran occasional
vals in our affair that now most arouse me, the fact ohiéws programs at that time, seven years ago now—or at
and notthe acts—I have alover, | am someone’s mistrdesist our pictures in the papers, you wouldn’'t have known
And | delightin it. they knew who we were from how they treated us, with

But sometimes that delight seems so strange, so odd tond of brusque indifference. In the morning after our
me. Because | am a Queen, because all eyes are traindugimight there 1 took my husband to the beach and even
me, everything | do has a consequence, a political sigtife ocean looked different from what | remembered,
icance; in short, it matters. And if what | did didn’t mattefapping at the shore in scant ripples like thin-lipped
would | want to do anything at all? Isn’t my desire for mgmiles.
lover, my joy in being his mistress, in part the result of this My husband knew by that morning what | had known
sense of our being watched? And if thatis so, can it be thabner, that | felt no desire for him. But he was kind to me.
these things | call “feelings,” that | think of as part of mé\fter the beach we sat at the motel’s outdoor cafe, by the
don’t come from inside me at all but from outside me, aeenpty swimming pool, in the pale February light, and we
scripted somehow by the expectations of others? And gedered drinks and my husband read me poetry. “Summer
they feel like they come from inside me. surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee/With a

| don't like to think very long along these lines. It'shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,/And went
funny—in college | could go on for hours, spinningn in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,/And drank coffee, and
theories and discussing them. That seems so fruitlessatlked for an hour.”
me now.

| KNEW THE POEM, HAD HEARD IT READ ALOUD ONCE

| GRIEVE MY HUSBAND. HIS GRIEF BEGAN BEFORE| before. I'd had a professor in college who'd read it to me,
cuckolded him; he married me so that | should grieve hiadlpng with many other poems. My mother was dead by
| think. If | didn’t understand this at the very outset, then, had been for some years. I'd been adopted by a kind
wasn'’t long before | did—no later than our honeymoaider childless couple, my guardians—they’d been col-
trip, certainly. He had left the planning of that to méeagues of my father’s before his fall but had survived the
giving me carte blanche to choose where we would gqdlitical vagaries of ensuing years and were doing well,
wanted the Cape, though ours was a late-winter weddargl could afford to give me the best of everything. They
and the marshlands would be soggy with snow, the shagd me | had a fine mind, and should have an education;
and pleasure-places boarded up. But | had gone theré¢ could be whatever | wanted, they said, but | knew they
holiday once before, as a child with my mother—it waganted me to be a theorist. So when they sent me to
after my father’s troubles began, in fact they were wicpllege | studied theory. First one kind, then another, each
my mother took me there, to protect me from full knowterribly important to me at the time. And then in my senior
edge of them—and it was a happy month | had spegegr | found my professor, whether by accident or as part
there, dutifully ignorant. The idea of going there agaof some design, | don’t know. In the beginning of the fall
seemed exotic to me as a new bride—the ferries of cousemester | was browsing through the course catalog when
have long since ceased to run and we had to get a spédaiv a listing that intrigued me: “Readings in Counter-
dispensation to drive on the scarred and pitted highwaydicated Complexity,” it was called. The professor’s
but | thrilled at my husband’s power to command suciame was not one | had heard before: some junior person,
privilege. | didn’t want a police escort and so we were avith no reputation yet, it seemed. But | had taken all the
our own, like any young married couple from a fairy-talecommended seminars taught by well-known faculty
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already, so | went to the first class meeting. that the sad parentless maiden he had married to share his
He was young then, just barely into his thirties. Bmournfulness was no longer me. That | would not make
even then he had the solemnity of a cleric about himy home in loss, orif I did | would call it by another name
When all the students had entered the room and taked so transform it. And that in living thus | would bring
seats, he closed the door, opened a book, and begarinopain after pain, and that it would be this pain that
read poems to us. It had been years since |, or any ofvtloeild keep him alive. So we forged our contract.
others in that room | would warrant, had heard a word of
poetry. We students sat there transfixed, and | remembeWHEN | WAS A GIRL AND MY HUSBAND THE CROWN
the way the late afternoon fall sunlight slanted throudhince, | was in love with him, as young girls often were.
the windows into the room, made and held a kind of spd®et | didn’t actually meet him until | was grown and had
for the syllables to unfold in time like music. We wergraduated college. | had returned from the university only
waiting, of course: waiting for the poetry to end and feveeks previously, and was living with my guardians,
him to begin to theorize about it, for surely that was tiwying to decide what | should do next. My guardians,
point of it all, that was what we were there for, but whillough kind as ever, were growing a little impatient with
we were waiting we held our breath, and tears formednre, with my persistent ennui and sudden irritable bursts,
the corners of our eyes. And that expected theoriziwhich | sometimes directed at them; impatient and a little
never happened. From that first day until the end of tiwerried—they thought | had suffered a disappointmentin
semester, all he ever did was read aloud to us, poem dttee while | was away, and they tried to get me to talk to
poem, sonnet and free verse and narrative epic. He neéllem about it. But | couldn’t explain what had happened
asked us to write for him, never even learned our nam

but sometimes he would gaze at one or another of us a “Here s Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks,
read certain lines, as if he were speaking them to

individually, and whenever he looked at me | felt he w The lady of situations,”
looking into my soul. “Here is Belladonna, the Lady ¢ he read once, from a poem called
the Rocks,/The lady of situations,” he read once, fron

poem called The Waste Land, and he looked at me a: The Waste Land, and he looked
read it. at me as he read it.

It made me shiver to hear my husband read the se
poem to me, on our honeymoon, as we sat on the conctet®e. It didn’t occur to me that the kinds of things | was
terrace with our drinks tasting like rust in our mouthfgeling could have names put to them and be translated
tasting like metal and blood and vitamins. (As | write thigto an awareness, an understanding in someone else’s
I am looking out my window at the tower across thmind. What would | have said? That | had sat in a room
courtyard, and the green flag flying from it. It means ttesd a man had read poems aloud to me, and that because
Minister is in his study there, or so I've been told.) | fetif that experience nothing else, not my degree in theory,
a sense of threat and excitement both, the way | feel wineh my promising future, seemed to matter anymore?
there’s going to be a thunderstorm. It seemed to me mystill, it mattered to me more than | realized not to
vision of things changed then, or completed an actdiappoint this kind couple, and so when my guardians
change that had begun that semester in college. Tiade requests of me | complied when | had spirit at all to
barren landscape all at once ceased to depress nus-so. It was at their request that | accompanied them to
looking past the chainlink fence, | saw the sparkle tfe debutante party of the daughter of friends of theirs, a
broken glass in the tough tall marsh-grass and thouglgritat decadent display of fabric and food and furniture
pretty, and | saw the brown water lying in the lowlandaich as was popular at that time, in the first flush of the
and thought it scary and interesting. And far away, oveestoration. | accompanied them, but in my sullen pride
the edge of the horizon, | half-expected to see a horserharouldn’t dress for the occasion—I wore instead my
come riding toward us bearing portentous news. Thealege uniform, the plain blue smock that was the habit
was a kind of shouting inside my head, a shouting that vedisny order, and | didn’t dress my hair or put makeup on.
like a silence too, and | knew myself a part of this pladg@ut because it was a party for the very best people, no one
its beauty and its danger. raised an eyebrow at my austerity; the men all kissed my

Across from me at the table my husband went diand and the women my cheek with perfect aplomb, and
reading, his voice dry and sad. He looked small to nidelt foolish, childish in my petulant withholding from
smaller than he had been before. As if he could feel pigasure.
gaze on him he broke off reading and looked up, and ouilt was the feeling foolish, | think, that made me want
two glances met, and | knew he knew what | knew taw: behave really badly. | had drunk too much wine too
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quickly besides, and felt overheated in the crowd. Sontaeted and even feigned illness or hysteria at points in that
one, a youngish man, a graduate of my own universtyess-game courtship, it seems to me now that nothing
who had a Cabinet post, was saying something abowtas ever in any real doubt: there was never any question
new post that was soon to be created, a Ministry tbat | would marry him, for the plot had been set in
Culture, and in a voice that sounded thin and reedy to mgtion, and I’'m a sucker for a plot: on and on it draws me,
own ears | heard myself say, “My father wanted tager as | am to discover what's going to happen next.
establish such a post fifteen years ago, and they destroyed
him for it.” There was a pause after | spoke for just a BEFORETHE PURGESBEGAN, BEFORETHE CIVIL WAR,
heartbeat's length before the smooth momentum of thefore the restoration and the truce—for so people of my
conversation around me resumed, and in my memorgage count time—but after my father had begun to be
seemed that that pause in time opened up a physical spadaithful to my mother, for so my own sense of history
too— the crowd around me parted for a moment addtes it—there was a story that came on television in the
through the gap I looked down the room and saw the Kiafiernoons that my mother and | watched everyday. All
nearby, in just the next knot of people, saw him hear mmy friends at school watched the program too, and we
words and turn to see who'd spoken them, saw somethiialfged about it at recess, and acted out our favorite parts
register in his eyes when he saw me. | felt a momerdisd made up new scenes, but there was something about
shock as | recognized him—I hadn’t known it would bie show that was intensely private to me all the same—
quite so grand a party—but | was compelled by soritavas like it was my secret dream, this television show,
other directive to look past him, further down the lengttespite its widespread broadcast. It was about a fairy-
of the room, to the great gilt mirror that hung on the farincess whose name was Laura. Her face was like a
wall, and in that distant glass | thought (and even nowadinting, quiet the way the faces in paintings are. |
am not sure) | saw my professor, he who had read remmember | didn’t think her pretty, the firsttime | saw her,
poems, his face half-turned from me. because | didn’t think she was fancy enough. Then after
When | turned around the wall of people behind nzeweek or so | understood how beautiful she was, and it
had closed again, and someone was calling us to dinmexs as if my eyes had grown new wisdom. She had wavy
And at dinner there was no sign of my professor, if indebdir that was the color of wheat with the sunin it, and eyes
he had ever been there. But the King was there. like the ocean, sometimes green, sometimes gray, some-
What did my husband think of me that night, at his firitnes blue. She was ageless and young at the same time.
sight of me? What was it in me that drew him to m&he story she was in had many sub-plots and many
Curiosity, a kind of prurient interest, because of my beiaracters, but the single central strand was the mystery
my father’'s daughter? Perhaps that was part of it, busifrrounding Laura and her great, secret lost love. Every
couldn’t have been all—there were other victims of tlepisode ended with a vision of her face at a window,
purge, after all, and many of them had daughters. | trygazing out, speaking in voice-over to someone in low,
see myselfthrough his eyes, as | must have appeared thgimate tones: “And so another day ends, my love.
a pale, eager creature, awkward in her schoolgirl d&aother day without you near me...”
guise, thinking she was burning with strength and arro-I remember how | used to sometimes whisper those
gance when all she was showing was a shame and feavemrdls to myself as | lay in bed at night, and try to imagine
rage so deep it was like a request to be preyed on. Didit® that person could be, the person to whom those
want to prey on it? Or did he want to protect me fromords were addressed. Thinking about that story now,
being preyed on by others? Or some combination of gigout its sweet continuance, | know that it wasn't the
two? promise of revelation that kept me enthralled with it day
But no, this is just me speculating—it is what | nowy day, but the certainty that there was always something
think of my younger self, what | wish someone had be#rat would never be revealed.
able to think about me then. Who knows what my hus-The story was on for years before it was finally
band thought, strange man? cancelled, one of the last of the television shows to go off
The next day my guardian brought up to me in niie air. After the first year or so, the actress who played
room the fateful calling card as heavy (or as light) &aura didn’t want to be in the story anymore, and so they
beaten gold, with the famous monogram scrawled acrosglaced her with a different actress. | remember the
it in fountain ink, and that series of interviews began, irarsh jarring sensation, the outraged betrayal, | felt the
the private sitting-room at the palace where the spaniéist time | watched the story with the new Laura. But after
lay on the rug and the timed intrusions of tea and saadew weeks | got used to her, and a few weeks after that
wiches or scotch and sodas punctuated the formal cdwtopped thinking about the previous Laura. Sometimes,
tesies of our exchanges. And though | delayed and hésemember, | felt a vague kind of loss, a longing for
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something out of reach, that now | associate with loyaltyng, and it frightened many people. Not all the old

to the first Laura—but then again, wasn’t the loss atéditions are best reinstated, some said.)

longing there even when the first Laura was in the story?On the festival day my husband had the avenue thatled

They had five or six Lauras over the span of time the stdrgm the palace to the tower strewn with flowers, and

was on, | think. musicians, jugglers, actors, painters thronged the square,
As | sit here in my tower room, working my tapestryplying their trades. Makeshift bookstalls displayed dusty

| get a feeling that takes me back to that time, that quielumes for sale, dug out of obscure storage in recent

afternoon time when my mother and | curled up togethapnths. And | was there, on my husband’s arm, dressed

and lost ourselves in that story, each losing our sepatatey regal robes, in my powdered hair. | was there when

selves but staying connected by the contact of our phise closed litter (for as of times of old her face was never

ical bodies, each to each. It is a feeling of quivering be seen) carrying the Priestess went in procession

expectation that fills me now, a thing | almost want to calbwn the avenue, and | saw the Minister riding behind her

joy—it makes me want to run down these stairs and aut his white horse.

onto the green and up the bell-tower, and set all the bell$die had changed. Once, in that distant classroom, he

a-swinging. read to us as Satan, speaking to the sun, and he had said:
But at that thought | always stop, and my joy ia

strangled in my throat. For the Minister’s study is in tt

bell-tower, and the green flag flying tells me he is thei

There was a brightness there.
| moved toward it. When | reached
IT IS TIME TO SPEAKOFHIM. | HAVE PUT IT OFFLONG

enough. | have tried to wade in slowly, referring to hi him he Wa_s naked. It was. his
here and there, trying to prepare. But | can't. He’s skin that was glowing.
jarring note, someone | can’t make sense of. Someorc
can’'t work into the tapestry without tearing the threatiyie miserable! which way shall I fly/Infinite wrath, and
warping the woof. But | can’tignore him either. (Write itinfinite despair?/Which way | fly is Hell; myself am
Terah, | tell myself, and even as | do so | hear the echdH&il;/And in the lowest deep alower deep/Still threat’ning
a poem, read by his voice.) to devour me opens wide,/To which the Hell | suffer
I will, 1 will write it. | will tell you. seems a Heav’'n.” And | thought how like a fallen angel
indeed he looked as he read those lines, his florid face
HE FIRST CAME, OH WHEN WAS IT? SX YEARS AGO? twisted into passion and his short yellow hair standing on
Though | knew before then that he was coming. Whend, and the sensuality of the mouth with the clarity of the
was it | knew for sure that it was he who would comeffay-blue eyes ...
Coming to know that | knew was gradual, the way getting But he had changed. His face was a stately mask that
to know you're in love can be gradual, the recognition festival day, immovable, it seemed.
one’s state trailing so far behind the important event thatlit made me want to make it move.
the event itselfi—the moment of falling, the Great Mo-
ment—is located in an unlocatable past (does the theoreWRITE IT, TERAH. SAY: IT WAS ALL MY OWN DOING.
tician in me show?). He never once gave me any sign, of recognition or of
There was talk even before my marriage about the nimerest. Unmoved mover, he greeted me in the formal
Minister of Culture, how the King had surprised everyomeanner on state occasions, making me the low bow,
by choosing someone young and unknown, and surekidsing my brow with cold lips. But a fire had flared into
must have at least suspected then? (For | thought | bathg somehow (As kingfishers catch fire, so dragonflies
seen his face in the mirror, the night | met my husbandrpw flame —). Itraged in my blood and would not let me
(But why does it seem important to try to puzzle this ous®ep, let me eat, or let me work at my loom. (What | do
Because somehow | think of my knowledge as guilt, argdme; for that | came.)
my ignorance as innocence. Was | ever ignorant? Was And so one night, | followed him after vespers. It was
ever innocent?) still and dark on the stairs to the tower. He preceded me,
Certainly by the day of the culture festival, held teeemingly unaware of my presence, his robes a faint glow
honor his arrival in the capital city, | had long sincep ahead. But when he reached that round chamber at the
known that the new Minister was my professor. | knetop of the stairs, he turned and stretched out his hand to
too, by then, that his wife came to the city with him, fone. There was a brightness there. | moved toward it.
she had been appointed Priestess of the Chapel. (It shotkbaen | reached him he was naked. It was his skin that was
me to hear that archaic title brought forth again after glmwing. His naked sex, erect, curved, pure white. My
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own skin, when | removed my robe, looked gray next tmrthern regions where they had put down the recent
the whiteness of his. His hands on my shoulders, | weebellion. One of his guards seized me as | fled the tower,
on my knees, the bones of my knees on the cold flagstameked as | still was, and bound me and brought me to him.
and then his cold sex in my mouth. How could it haveaw from his shocked eyes that he knew who | was, had
been cold? There must have been some heat there. #ewh my photograph, or me myself in some state proces-
then the sudden force of his ejaculation, the jolt of thaion.

With that unholy milk still on my lips he lifted me up, And he was kind to me. He said, Bring her a cloak, it
led me to a curtain at the back of the chamber, swepsia holy madness that is upon her, for such things afflict
aside, and there she was, as if entombed. The Priestasg/dl folk sometimes, 'tis said. | grasped those words and
had never seen her face before that | could remember, laeld them, hold them still. Perhaps they are true.
yet she looked familiar to me. She was younger than | hadHis simple lust restored me. His concubine, the pink
thought, but her face was like a death-mask, white aawatd gold girl, lying nextto him on her divan as he received
still. There was a blue cloth covering her, but there wama from the night, | thought not of then. Later though,
rentin that fabric over the rentin her, her vagina open lig#ter | had crept to him from the separate bed where he had
a sea creature lifting itself to the air, a pink stain likeouched me (for he thought not to return me to my
spring blossoms in bare woods. His hand on my hair, ingsband that night,) | heard her weeping. But | did not
put my mouth to her bleeding gash, and his milk on rsjop. | needed him, needed his clumsy surprised passion.
lips staining her was like the breeding of maggots in h&fterwards | slept, as | had thought | never would again.
flesh, and | gagged and struggled free and fled. Out infound refuge in the passion and the pain of this simple
the night. To the Knight, who became my lover. couple, from the unholy holiness of that other pair.

For the Knight, my lover, was encamped on the greenWho yet are always with me, even as | write this,
between the tower and the palace, sleeping his trobpsathing on my shoulder, the troubling sun and moon of
there for the night, just returned as they were from they nights and days.

MADELINE BROWN

Lives in Somerville, Massachusetts. She is at work on a series of interrelated fictions, of which
“The Lady of Situations” is one.

Missionary

GARY PERCESEPE

“So they drew near to the village to which they were going.

He appeared to be going further, but they constrained him, saying,
‘Stay with us, for it is toward evening and the day is now far spent.””
—Luke 24:28-29

IGHT AFTER HIGH SCHOOL, | SPENTALMOST A thought | wanted it at the time. Just check out, like arehab
Ryear at a fundamentalist Christian college igone bad. Failed fundamentalist. Don’t look back. Lead
upstate New York, where | seduced my Englidiim not into temptation. Deliver him from evil.
professor and got C’s in all the courses not in my major,| know what people think when they hear all this, and
which was psychology. My papers in John’s classes wéfe OK—maybe | think some of that too. But the thing is,
all weeks late, which explains the C’s, if you believe itis been six years since | left, and | still don’t know what
explanations. any of it means, or even how to make this sentence keep
| wasn't dumb. | left before we were caught. Thegoing until it made sense to anyone who wasn’t there. Or
didn’t have anything on me, or on him, but they were ¢m anyone who was.
the scent. | could tell. John was hopeless in the area of
deception, and they had ways of finding things out, a Like Garbo
whole legal machinery of sin detection, complete with WINTERISMY FAVORITESEASON |’ VE ALWAYS KNOWN
informants. Leaving was something | could do for him, #itis. It seems wrong to speak of other seasons, as though
least. | never got to say goodbye, which was the wathey exist. | liked it there in winter. The sky was low like
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a snowy roof and in the brilliant woods adjoining campus It's possible that the single men, however, were worse.
a furious wind was blowing, always. The lake was frozédnce, in sixth grade, a man named John Darcy stayed a
three straight months. Sometimes John would walk mveek with us, and I never saw him come out of hisroom—
acrossit, laughing and moving in a half-skate. We danc#wdt is to say, my room; | had to stay with my sister—until
a kind of tortured mock tango there on the lake, remethe last night, just before dinner, when he appeared before
bering bits from old movies that John had seen in videng and Cassie and our girlfriends and started doing
that he rented and played late at night in his cabin, wheadisthenics with an unholy enthusiasm. Amazed, we
I'd go late at night, breaking curfew with the help of mwatched as he stood on his head in the living room, his
roommate Kit, another fugitive from fundamentalisnglasses awry, his spastic mouth twitching with exertion.
who’d let me in the locked dormitory door at six the nekxtvas twelve, and horrified. | wondered what he had done
morning. all that time alone in my room. | grew up deathly afraid
When we stumbled and fell we’d lie in a heap on thkat | would become a single missionary and do calisthen-
ice, kissing. After, I'd pull away and stare at him, my fadges in the houses of strangers.
lit by moonlight, immobile, like Garbo. Like that, yes. |
knew what he saw when he looked at me, his conflicted Class Notes
desire. WHAT | REMEMBER COMESIN PIECES LIKE THE SOFT
It hurt to look at him then, seeing the shape of his cateughy squares of bread my father served at communion
reflected in his cloudy eyes. Poor boy. It was then thahlthe Baptist church, the crust carefully cut away by
knew he was as lost as me. At these times and no otlie@conesses. | reach inside and seem to pick up a piece of
I'd let myselfthink, “he loves me,” but then I'd remembewWonder Bread memorirhis do. In remembrance of me.
that to him, as a fundamentalist Christian, love and resdues is my body. Broken for you.
meant the same thing. He’s big on salvation, | would | remember John lecturing on the history of romance.
think. Then: It's not his fault; it's all he knows.

John John did his best to impersonate

JOHN DID HIS BEST TO IMPERSONATE A NORMAL a normal fundamentalist College
fundamentalist college professor, but it was an uncc .
professor, but it was an

vincing performance to me. He’d tell me that he didr
belong there at Redeemer College, that he took the unconvincing performance to me.
only because he was desperate for work in his field, tl
he got the job because the Dean knew his father (a pastonjas a morning in early January, missions week at
that he’'d leave when he finished his dissertation, ttiR¢deemer. Slouched in my seat against the pale green
something better would come along. And I'd say “Whatayall, notebook in my lap, | sleepily took notes. Tall titled
sweeping my hand in a dramatic gesture that took in t@umns of them. But when | look, my notebook now
eight-by-eight square of his office with the droopy tilloks like the haphazard ramblings of a bright but disor-
overhead and the blinking fluorescent lights. “And leamnized deity:
all this?” happy love has no history

John believed that leaving would be the best thing, Tristan lands in Ireland
after what had happened between us, but | observed thdseult the Fair love has always been nourished by
belief was precisely his problem, that he was excessivebstacles
his need for belief. Besides, I'd tell him, you're needed romance only comes into existence

here. You're a missionary. when love is fatal, frowned upon doomed by life.
what draws us is the story?
Mr. Darcy It surprised me that a fundamentalist college would

WHEN| WASSMALL, THE SINGLEMISSIONARIESWOULD  offer courses on Shakespeare and the age of Romanti-
stay with us at the parsonage, and my sister and | alweigsn, lots of Keats, Byron, Shelley, but I've learned that
dreaded it. The women, with faint moustaches and ifmhdamentalists are very big onlove and romance. They're
peccable grammar in their fund-raising newsletters, alickers for tales of conquest and heroism, evil dragons
ways seemed to have the mostterrible physical problesiajn, fair damsels rescued from distress. They don't
they limped, they gave off a vague medicinal smell, thegally believe in happy endings, at least not in this life.
used no makeup, they wore K-Mart shoes and hose withey want to believe that all are sinners, all are lost
seams. | changed the sheets when they left, holding th#mey’re right, there!), that everyone and everything can
at arm’s length as | threw them into the washer. be saved through a personal relationship with Jesus.

INTERTEXT «» VOLUME 7 NUMBER 3 « MAY-JUNE 1997 « PAGE 15



MISSIONARY « GARY PERCESEPE

I'd say: Jesus saves. Moses invests. Lead us not ithiey had there, who carried gargantuan designer Bibles

Penn Station. Deliver us from Evel Knieval. with their names printed in gold block letters on the cover.
This was not what John wanted to hear. (They prayed over ice cream cones when they’'d venture
out on dates, which was rare.)
Mother, Milky One night | asked to look at one of these Bibles. A nerd

| HAD SEXFORTHE FIRSTTIME AT FOURTEEN AND BY boy had come in late and had to sit in The Zoo, so |
the time | was sixteen | had had four lovers, a drinkimgached over and openeditto the inside cover, looking for
problem, and an abortion. My parents were oblivious tioe inscription Kit said was always there, in the five line
what was going on in the house. They were never horspace Zondervan made for this purpose. Sure enough,
always at church, organizing, or practicing the cure thfere it was: “To Travis, in the hope that this book will
souls, and Cassie and | quietly became famous in Kezp you from sin. Remember, son, This book will keep
Grand Rapids underground, a loosely knit criminal neteu from sin, or sin will keep you from this book. For
work of mostly pastor’s kids. It was fun, until Cassie fefirayerful study at Redeemer, where we trust you will get
off the back of a motorcycle, and my parents remembegedafe education, by the grace of God. Your loving
me, and started to use my name in sentences in a wayphatnts.” | gave the Bible back to Travis and squeezed his
seemed to me excessive, and began asking to spend swaty hand, dragging itinto my lap. | pecked him on the
with me, their cadaverous eyes haunted, their skin stretcbbdek. | put my tongue in his left ear and smiled sweetly.

tightly over remaining flesh. I did not ask him how safe his education felt then.
Late one night | got up for some milk. My mother,
drawn like a moth to the light of the refrigerator, silently Sex

sat down in the middle of the kitchen floor, naked. | | DIDN'T TELL ANYONE ABOUT US, EXCEPTFOR KIT,
dropped the milk. I laid down next to her, my head in hbut | knew that we were being watched. At Redeemer
lap, and kicked the carton away, then drew my milky legsints could be scored for bringing someone down; a
up until they were under my chin. sexual fall was a biggie. Sex was preached against on a
There was no money for college, but Redeemer dfily basis in chapel, but the really funny thing is, all that
fered free tuition the first year for the children of pastordid was call attention to it, heightening anxiety and, of
so there | was. | figured I'd do one year, then transfevurse, curiosity. Lust was everywhere. The place was a
some place. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was whahbothouse of love, love, love; everyone was a possible
could manage at the time. My parents said they’d findrigtim, anyone could fall. It was the most sexually dem-
way to help pay for a secular school later if | gave theworatic place on earth. I'm saying there was an obsession
that one year at Redeemer. They'd say it just that wéyere about sex. Even Hugh Hefner got tired of it, for

like a prayer: “Give us this year.” Christ's sake, but at Redeemer they just didn’t know
Like it was a gift. when to stop.
To them, | guess it was.
To me it was a life. Or half a life. A half-life. John, Il
| was eighteen years old. SOMEWHERE IN HERE | CONCLUDED THAT JOHN
belonged there. | say this because | watched him pray
Chapel (while safely disguised as a good-attitude coed in a navy

THE FIRSTWEEK OF WINTER QUARTERWAS MISSION-  blazer and plaid skirt). John sat up front on the right side
ary week at Redeemer. Did | say this? We were requiddhe College Chapel, with the other faculty. His head
to attend chapel twice a day during missionary week,aradled in his beautiful hands, the long slim fingers
the morning and again at night. The missionaries tliateaded through his wavy hair, when he prayed he
came to the conference were the real item, all the wssemed to be lifting off the pew, as if elevated by an
from Chad and Brazil, Zaire, Mexico, the Philippinesnvisible wire. Afterwards, students and colleagues would
Japan, England, France, you name it. And “Home Migather around him to ask what he thought of the sermon.
sions” people too, from Grand Rapids and Atlanta. Evenifitwas a disaster— say the preacher had gotten off

| found it odd that they would have missionaries in a lohe-liners on abortion, the ACLU, how God made Adam
of these places, especially England and France and Gramdl Eve not Adam and Steve, liberal apostate theolo-
Rapids, where there’s a church on every corner. Kit sgidns, all in a commentary on the first chapter of Paul's
the evening sessions were a great time to catch up on yepistle to the Romans— John would look each of these
homework. We’d sit in the back of the chapel in the pareétitioners in the eye and speak carefully, without conde-
we called “The Zoo.” We’d pass notes, giggle, set off tiseension, giving his careful critique. Evenhanded. He
occasional alarm clock, and make fun of the nerd baysist have known that it was killing him to be there, that
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he should leave, but | began to feel that this was becausHis anxiety in the face of money was almost the same
of me, not because he had outgrown the place. How coaschis anxiety over women. Or his fear of things official.
| take him away from all this when | didn’t even knovDnce | called his office in the morning, begging him to
what it was, the life he had there? take me away from there that day. | was beside myself, |
I'd think: If anyone finds out about me and John, we'reeeded to get away, just for half a day, somewhere,
fucked. | felt bad about this, because as | said, John wagwhere. | cursed him when he said he couldn’t. After-
so hopeless in the area of deception. He wanted to tward, he didn’t sleep for nights, he tormented himself,
himself in. He was unprepared to live in the world, thatrote me letters full of self-destruction and despair. Why
was pretty clear. didn’the come? He couldn’t ask for leave. He was unable
One day we went to the post office in Albany. H® bring himself to ask the Department chair for release
wanted to mail a package to his grandparents. We wer&am his one remaining class that day, the same Depart-
the downtown office, it was crowded, and he drifted froment Chair he admired in the depths of his soul—I'm not
counter to counter, unable to settle anywhere, until finakidding—because of the Chair’s skill with computers.
he found the right one. But then he realized he didn't hadew could he lie? he'd say. To the Chair? Impossible.
the right zip code. He stood there, turned to stone. He wakying is possible for most of us because it gives us a
ashen. | asked what was wrong and he said it vsde place, at least momentarily, a refuge from some
impossible, we'd have to return home and look up t:

address. | told him that was ridiculous, it was a thir Lying is possible for most of us
minute drive back, and besides, one of the clerks at L

window could look up the zip code. He stared at me because it gives us a safe place,
though | were a Martian, as though this were news frc at least momentarily, a refuge
another planet. Finally, he gotin line, the clerk address . . :
the package complete with zip code, and John paid h from some situation which
But when he counted the change, he saw that he had would otherwise be intolerable.

dollar too many, so he gave it back to the clerk. Then

walked away slowly, counting again, and in the middle situation which would otherwise be intolerable. At one

the staircase he realized that the missing dollar belongiete or another all of us have taken refuge in a lie, in

to him after all. blindness, in confusion, in enthusiasm or despair, or
I stood nextto him, ataloss, while he shifted his weigbtmething.

from one foot to the other, wondering what to do. Going But John had no refuge, nothing at all. He was abso-

back would be difficult; a crowd upstairs was pushing ahgely incapable of lying, just as he was incapable of

shoving in line. getting drunk or high. He lacked even the smallest refuge;
“Just let it go,” | said. He looked at me, baffled.  he had no shelter in the world. He was exposed to
“How can | let it go?” he said. everything that most people are protected from. He was

Not that he’s sorry about the dollar, money in itself I&e a naked man in a world where everyone is clothed.
of no consequence to him. Butitis the fact that there is on& his is why he could not continue seeing me, and also
dollar missing. How can he just forget about somethimghy he could not continue teaching there. He knew this,
like that? He spoke about it for a long time, and was vdyyt was unable to leave either me or Redeemer. Like atthe
unhappy with me. And this repeated itself with differefost Office, | thought: He will move from counter to
variations, in every shop and restaurant. Once he gawanter, trying to find a space to work it out, a place from
homeless person a five dollar bill. The man had stoppg&dere he can see through to tomorrow. He couldn’t leave
him and asked for a dollar so he could eat. Five was alldexause of me, but he couldn’t stay either. But what
had, so John asked the man to change the five, but the manld be his reasons for leaving? He loved what he did
claimed he had no change. We stood there for a full tihere; he felt he was needed by his students. And of course
minutes trying to decide what to do. Then it occurred e was. If he were to leave, where would they go? Had he
him that he could let the beggar have the five. But Wedt last year, he would have never met me, and then my
hadn’t gone ten steps when he began getting angry. Tduffering would have been greater. | know that he thought
is the same man who would have been eager and extreabbeut this, but for him it was more than a practical
ly happy to give the poor man five hundred dollars witiroblem, it was also a theological issue: How could God
no questions asked. But if he had asked for five hunddmithis to him?
and one we would have spentthe day trying to find a placd told him: lying is inescapable. If he stayed there he
to make change, he would have worried himself over diexl, because he couldn’t remain and be the type of person
dollar. that he was. But if he left that was a lie too, because there
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was part of him that very much belonged there, that wouldWe stayed in that cabin almost a week. John found

be misplaced anywhere else. some coal for the stove, and it was a good thing, because
| told myself: Maybe we are all searching for placem the second day it snowed. The windows frosted over,
where we can stay the longest without lying. and snow blew in through small gaps between the logs in
Later, | thought, who knows? Maybe he reached liree northwest corner. When we talked we could see our
place of optimum truth there. breath. John said it looked like something outDof
Zhivago.l took his word for it.
Cabin Stories We got into a routine: wake up, cook breakfast,

WHEN WE MET FALL QUARTER, JOHN WAS A VIRGIN. back into bed, up for lunch and long walks in the woods,
He told me there was a girl once when he was in hidhive into Albany for dinner at a different restaurant
school, but they broke up before it ever got to that. Oeach night, bed again. There was no talk of Redeemer
had to know how to listen with John. He tended to lea@®llege.
things out. The day before classes resumed we were lying in bed.

One night | followed him home to his house on th&/e talked past noon. | took a deep breath.
north end of College Street. The street was lined with run-“John, how did you get into this whole fundamental-
down shacks, with broken down cars on the dirt drivesm thing? Why are you here? | mean, you can'’t really
ways and little kids playing tackle football in the stredbelieve all this stuff?”

No faculty lived on this side of town. As we walked our “‘Jesus made as though he would go further.””

shoes clacked on the concrete pavement, then afterward®vhat?”

crunched on the long cinder path that led up to his little“That’s it. That's why | believe.”

cabin at the edge of a dark wood. Dry leaves rustled. It‘What are you talking about?”

was Thanksgiving break. I'm sure, to him, | was a waif, “Luke 24. After his resurrection, Jesus is on the road to
lost and errant. It's true that | had nowhere to go. Evefgmmaeus and he meets up with two of his disciples, but
one else had gone home, most to their parents’ houslesy don’t recognize him. They think he’s just another
For many reasons, my parents’ house was out of they and they’re amazed that he hasn’t heard about this
guestion. | called and told them | was staying with Jesus person, so they say, ‘Haven't you heard? You must
friend. They sounded relieved. be the only one in town who hasn’t! He’s risen from the

Over wine at dinner | got the rest of the story out dead!” Then Jesus finally reveals himself to them, going
John. It turns out that he had never even kissed this didck through the Old Testament and showing them how
whom he had met at a dance when he was fifteen. She atbihis was speaking of him, how he really is the messiah.
the greatlove of his life, there had never been another, ahe first time | read this story, Zoe, | thought to myself,
he hadn’t so much as kissed her. this is sad, this is really so sad. | mean, to have to explain

There was a black coal stove in the center of the mgwourself like that. After all the great things he did, all the
room, but the bin next to it was empty. The tiny bedroomiracles and the healings and to top it off Jesus rises from
was in the west corner of the cabin. The bed was covettleeldead, and here these guys that claim to be his follow-
with animal skins. It was funny to see John’s white haness don’'t even recognize him. He was traveling through
shooting out of those dark skins at dawn, like sortiee world incognito. Even the ones who claimed to know
prehistoric creature with good reflexes. We'd laugh amim best didn’t recognize him, or denied him, they all
squirm around to get warm, grinding ourselves into tsemehow missed him, or betrayed him with a kiss. After
cotton sheets while John re-positioned the skins abovethsee years they still didn’t know who he was, they still
I'd ask him to tell me a story, and he’d tell me how he usdiin't get it.”
to tug his little brothers on a sled up a snowy hill in “But what is this, Jesus made-as-if-he-would-go-fur-
Peekskill, or about the time when he was four and hier stuff?”
older brother’s dog bit him, and his parents made Matt“After Jesus goes through this whole routine with
destroy the dog in the back yard, in front of him. them, and now they recognize him, and believe again, it's

Right here was when | told him about Cassie. | medinner time, and the disciples were going to spend the
tioned her wavy dark hair and did her laugh for him amight somewhere. But the text says that Jesus made as
made him get up to get my jacket, which had been hahgugh he was going further, and they had to persuade
for her scent, and we both put our noses into the collar dna to stay with them. | think that's why | love him. I think
rutted around, and when he cried | knew | wantedtlaat's why I'm here. He was just so incredibly polite, he
different story. After that he began telling stories abodidn’t force himself on anybody, he had the most incred-
God and | got less and less interested, and finally | jige manners. He didn’t want to offend. He wanted to help
told him to stop and then there were no more storiesthem to see. Jesus—"
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“Wait a minute. That's why you're here? Because Besides me and Kit, there were our trainees, Alix and
Jesus made as though he was going further, becaus@emaifer and Sara. After the missionary conference ended
had good manners? That's a reason? You're saying te®:30, we’d sit around complaining about how we were
you came to teach at a fundamentalist college with weiregpected to get any work done when they had us going to
rules and a pervert for a President, and you choose to st@gtings all night. We’d trade favorite missionary sto-
here, the whole thing, because Jesus was polite to thése Sara thought she had the best one, about this mis-
bozos?” sionary from Brazil who used to tell repeatedly, every

“Because Jesus goes unrecognized in the world, Ztime he spoke, about how this giant bug was in his skull
Because we've been in the presence of grace andfarethree weeks, how they eventually prayed that bug
didn’t even know it. Because the greatest mysteries in tight into oblivion, and Alix recalled a missionary who
universe have been revealed to us and we’ve forgottes@mehow failed to tie up the livestock on a plane and
overlooked them or somehow screwed things up but he/sund up with goats chewing things up and raising hell
too polite to embarrass us again. Because he trawelhe cockpit, but we all sat there in amazement when Kit
through the world, travels through us, incognito. We ke&gd us about her mother.
pushing him away, out of the world, out of our lives, and “I grew up in West Virginia, right, and down there we
he lets us! Because he’s been right there with us, hell, alee our religion seriously. No room to fuck up, | mean

carried us and we didn’t even notice.” you've got to toe the line, sister, or whump, they’ll toss
He sighed, and looked into his hands. your sorry ass out the church. So my mom tries, right,
Outside, the wind was picking up. Voices of childre
could be heard at play in the street, and farther off, the | “That's why you're here?
rumbling of a train. | watched the grimy curtains mov
toward us, disturbed by the wind, then lie limp against t Because Jesus made as though
window pane, suddenly still. _ he was going further, because
John got up and threw some more coals on the fire, tl
came up behind me and waited. | didn’t say anything he had good manners?
Then he said, “I know I'm not saying this very well That's a reason?”

Zoe. | just think | can help here, that's all.”

really tries, to please my dad—who incidentally is the
Kit pastor of the church—you know, to be the total woman.
ONEDAY DURING MISSIONSWEEK A VICE PRESIDENT She even wears only Saran wrap when he gets home
of one of the big missions boards used maps and charfsdm work, kinky sex to the Song of Solomon, the
share with us missionary possibilities all over the worldthole fundy thing. But she knows that she’s going
particularly in the former Communist bloc, and could itowhere in that small town and she’s itching to get
be that God would like to use us in Russia for His glorg®t and back to school so she can get herself a life
Five hundred students raised their hands and come fwefore she’s too old.”
ward down the aisle to go to Russia. That's one third ofJennifer stopped looking at Kit, and stared at the wall,
the student population. | thought, What are all theaevacant look in her eyes. | put my arm around her.
people going to do in Russia? | felt sorry for the place. 1“So one Sunday night at church my mother shows up
pictured all those Bible thumping classmates tearing with three roses, each in a Dixie cup of dirt. One rose is
the countryside, knocking on doors and handing out tractsnpletely closed, the other is partially open, and the
in poorly translated Russian. | thought, if | were in third is in full bloom.”
Kremlin | would pass laws immediately to stem the tide “What was she doing with three roses?” Alix asked.
of evangelistically minded American students with large “They were her props, see. She was about to give us an
Bibles. The way | looked at it, the country had enougibject lesson, just like she might have done in junior
problems. church or something, but that congregation was about to
But then, Kit and | figured that 498 of them wouldhear something it never heard before, | promise you. Us
change their minds. They'd get married, get a mortgag@ls are sitting quietly in the pew, we’ve got our coloring
have kids. Most of the students | knew would rather deoks, our Barbies, the whole thing, like a normal Sunday
than think of themselves in a country without shoppinmgght. But nothing was normal that night.
malls. And what would these students wear? Kit and [“So now my dad, who remember, is the pastor, saysit's
tried to imagine the Redeemer girls with their blazers ate$timony time, and the minute he says that my mother
pearls, trying to talk to vodka-smirched Russian womstands to her feet and in her hands she’s holding her three
waiting in line for brown bread. We cracked up. roses, and she starts in on her testimony.
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“'My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, | want to —It's wrong to have sex. The Bible says so. Whore-
share my heart with you. You see these three roses? Tineygers and adulterers God will judge.
represent my life. As you can see, the first rose is—That'sridiculous. Sexisthe mostnatural thingin the
unopened. It signifies my life as it has been for the first @®rld. You see a gorgeous guy, you think you're going to
years. All this potential, all of my possibilities, going tdive forever. God gave us sex. He made us this way.
waste. Do you know what it is like to have a good mind, —You must learn to overcome these lustful thoughts.
a sound mind, that the Lord God has given you, but yGod will judge.
are unable to use it? Well, that has been my life. This is—Then God’s judging himself, since he gave us these
the old me, a beautiful rosebud, unopened, yearningbtmlies in the first place.
burst out into bloom. —That’s blasphemy.

“*And this second rose you can see is in bloom. Its —Your God’s perverted. Do you really think he’s
petals have opened, all the world can see its beauty, liriging around the Ramada Inn, checking out what's
it is still a veiled beauty, isn't it?” My mom held thegoing on in Room 208? Shouldn’t he be more interested
second rose aloftin her hands. | could see old Mrs. Barti&orthern Ireland, or Lebanon, Bosnia, something more
sitting on the edge of her seat, following that rose with heorthy of his time?
eyes. ‘But something is stillwrong,” mom said. ‘Thisrose —He’s working on that. Besides, God knows every-
isnotallitcan be. It has yetto become all the rose that Goithg about everybody. He is not only omniscient, He is
intended it to be.” Now she had her head bowed. She wamipresent.
weeping. ‘This is my life now, this rose. I've opened up —So he’s got the Holiday Inn covered too.
to the Lord, I'm willing for the world to see me now, but —You have a bad attitude.
not all of me, just a part. I'm still only half a person. —So what?

“‘But this rose.” She waved the third rose in the air —You're headed for hell.
now, triumphantly. ‘This rose is in all its glory! It is the It's like fundamentalism is a double-voiced sickness,
rose in full bloom. Nothing can be more beautiful thankaut the ones who observe it are themselves observed, so
rose that has completely opened to its possibilities. And one knows how to chart it. It's a standoff.
this rose is what | want to be. What | shall become, by the
grace of God.”” Chapel, Il

“God, Kit, that is so beautiful,” Jennifer said. | DID SOMEMATH: IF YOU STAYED AT REDEEMERFOR

“Yeah, they all thought so. Mrs. Bartle was bawling dour years, and went to chapel and the special bible and
loud you could hear her across town. But what no omessionary conferences at the beginning of the semesters,
knew is that | had heard my parents earlier. They hadrad to church twice on Sunday and Wednesday night
huge fight. They thought | was outside playing with mgrayer meetings you would have heard 255 sermons per
sister. My father was pleading with mom to stop havirygar, for a total of 1,020 in four years.
the affair, to stay with us, and she kept screaming, ovelRedeemer was in session for thirty weeks a year,
and over, ‘Leave me alone, you're smothering me!’ Thifteen weeks per semester. This means that a student
woman was heading for the door long before the trinity oduld hear 255 sermons in 210 days in one year; gradu-
roses speech, I'm telling you. It was a great performaneging seniors will have heard 1,020 sermons in only 840
and it bought her some time and a lot of sympathays. If you want the prayer figure, take the sermon
afterwards, when she left towdlasterpiece Theatre.” number and double it: 2,040 public prayers, minimum,

“God, Kit,” Jennifer says. How did you stand it? Dichot counting required dorm bible studies and prayer

you tell her that you knew?” meetings.
“I've never told anyone,” Kit said, “till now.” Many of these were about sex. Not having it was the
idea. There was no mention of child abuse, homelessness,
On The Ward racism, or sexual harassment. Math was not my strong

KIT WAS THE REBEL. | DIDN’ T HAVE THE ENERGYFOR  point, but | checked my figures three times. | thought
rebellion. For that, you had to care. | was just there filvese figures were not widely known. When I told John he
observation. | told myself constantly, “You're on theuggested | write a letter to the school newspaper. When
ward, pay attention.” But it was weird, since they alltold Jennifer, she said that's not counting the summers,
thought the same thing, they were observing you. Aftwhen you attend church and prayer meeting at home with
all the services at home, all those Redeemer chayalir parents. She went off to calculate the number of
messages, all the Bible classes, | had internalizedinaes that worked out to in terms of hosiery bought and
fundamentalist voice. It talked back to the other voice, muyt on. When | told Kit, she said, “What'd you expect,
voice. | heard these conversations all the time. that they’d leave anything to chance?”
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The President Kit and Me

THE PRESIDENT OF THE COLLEGE FRIGHTENED ME. ONE OF THEWEIRDERRULESAT REDEEMERWAS THAT
His name was Jack Sampson. Since Redeemer wa# @0 girls were on a bed, they both had to have both feet
small, we all got to see him way more than we’d wardn the floor.

When he looked at me it sent shivers down my spine. Oné ask you.

day, waiting for John after Chapel, he looked at me; well,So one night Kit and | were lying in bed in our
not at me, he looked at my body. At my legs and buttuimderwear with the door locked. Kit was admiring my
was a “degree day” today, meaning it was below zero grahties, which were white, with red hearts. My mom sent
the girls got to wear pants. Pants on girls were so unughaim to me for Valentine’s day, but they were too big. |
that when we got to wear them, we’d flaunt it, whatevknew Kit didn’t have much money. After her mom ran off
we had. So | had on Jennifer’s too-tight striped pants amet dad lost his church. He got another one but it was a
he looked at me in this really ugly way, and | knew hamall congregation and couldn’t afford to pay him much.
wanted to undress me. | wanted to take John’s hand &sdid what the hell. | took the panties off and gave them
run out of the building. to her. My bra too.

That night's topic of dorm conversation was President Kit gave her professors fits. That day in New Testa-
Sampson: Was he a pervert? Kit thought so. “Think abanént she had embarrassed her prof by asking him if he
it. This guy comes right out and says he is a friend lvdd sex before marrying his wife. He deserved it, he kept
Jimmy Swaggart, | mean this guy knows that weirdo! s

has Swaggart's home phone number, can you believe She lip synched to the tape:
“Did you see the news when Swaggart asked forgi\ B . : :

ness from his congregation? Wasn't that nauseating? Got it bad, got it bad, got it bad,

poor wife.” _ o _ I'm hot for teacher.” Then she
‘I saw the interview they did with the prostitute . .

Swaggart was with. She has a kid. She said the stuff kissed me on the lips,

asked her to do, it was sick.” and asked me out to dinner.

“I'don’t know, Zoe. | don’t think Sampson’s a pervert
The president asked for prayer for him, is all. Angloing on and on about the biblical view of sexuality and
besides, we're different from Swaggart in doctrine, righKit just couldn’t take it anymore. | had to put my head on
So Swaggart doesn'’t really represent the Christian comy desk to keep from laughing out loud. The prof asked
munity. | mean, Swaggart is a charismatic, right? Wiehe could see her after class. He questioned her attitude.
don’t believe that stuff about tongues and all.” She had an appointment with the Dean the next morning

This was Jennifer. She was somewhat in awe of usit eight.

“Right, Jennifer.” Kit said, “Sampson doesn’t speak in Anyway, we're lying in bed, me naked now, regretting

tongues so he can'’t possibly be a pervert.” my decision to stop seeing John outside of class, when Kit
jumps me. We wrestle till we're panting with exhaustion,
John, 1l our sides splitting with laughter, but she has a good

| WORRIED ABOUT JOHN CONSTANTLY. IT WAS twenty pounds on me, and it's clear I'm going to get
unbearable. He was wracked with guilt. | didn’t belieyginned, so | decide to just lay back and enjoy it. Kit pins
in guilt. I thought it was a false emotion that we manufaie, then counts slowly to three in a referee’s voice, and
tured to torment ourselves. | watched my parents mangadls me a wimp. She lip synched to the illegal tape | had
ulate each other and my sister with guilt. Fundamentaliptaying: “Got it bad, got it bad, got it bad, I'm hot for
are expert at guilt, but this is a cliché. What's not widetgacher.” Then she kissed me on the lips, and asked me
known is how much they suffer. out to dinner.
| looked at it this way: I'd been around fundamental- | got back to the room the next day after classes and
ism enough to have received an inoculation. | think I'found a note on my bed. From Kit. They’d kicked her out.
immune to it now, that enough distance has been createdn down the hall crying. | found the Residence Hall
butit’s stillin my blood, traveling in me, silentand potenAdvisor and asked her what happened to Kit. She looked
at me like I'd dropped in for the day from Jupiter. Then
Saved Sex she said out of the side of her mouth, “Kit had an attitude
JOHN SOMETIMESWONDEREDIF HEWAS STILL SAVED,  problem. As you know. She’s gone.”
what with all that we had done together. I'd tell him we need
saving from something every day, what makes this daylT's BEEN SIX YEARS. | MADE MY ESCAPETHE DAY
any different? And take his hand and place it on my breannifer was kicked out for attitude in The Zoo. | piled all
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my Redeemer clothes in the middle of the floor with a There’s this song playing at work. | hear it all day long.
note saying “Help Yourself!” and caught the next bus olihe one about God on the bus, trying to make his way
of town. | didn’'t say goodbye to anyone. | called mgome.
parents from the bus station and they freaked. But theyl think: What if Godwasone of us?
didn’t ask me to come home, I'll give them that. | don’t know what happened to John. For a while Kit

| stayed with Kit in Ithaca until | got a job cutting haiwas getting Redeemer newsletters at her house but she
and an apartment. | took some night classes and trieddtled and told them to fuck off. | never got any. | guess
getinto a degree program at Cornell, but | couldn’t get tyythem | never existed.
Redeemer credits to transfer. Whenever | said that word] still think about him sometimes, and yeah, about our
Redeemer, I'd get this look, like | was bad meat. Therenversation that last day in his cabin. And | see John’s
were fights with the Registrar, and scenes in the Admpmint in the Luke story. But | think Jesus made as though

sions office. Finally | just gave up. he would go farther because he just wanted to get away
That was years ago. from those two guys. Maybe that's the difference be-
| am twenty-four. tween believers and non-believers when you get right

Last year | got married to this guitarist. We’re on th@gown to it: the believers think it all comes down to this
road a lot. It's OK at night, when there’s so much set-gpe person, and they know how to hang on to what they
work to do and then the band is playing and everythindiave.
moving by so fast, the lights winking at the dancers on theAnd then | remember: We were in bed when he told me
crowded floor and the crashing wall of sound that seethat funny story about Jesus walking on the road. John’s
to flatten the room, picks us up and throws us down agdiands were there on my belly, like mine are now, soft and
But the days are slow. Sometimes, after dinner with thviarm, and he was sobbing, shaking so hard | thought he
guitarist and his friends, | stand up and walk outdookgould fall apart, and he kept saying my name, over and
and keep on walking till I'm in sight of a church. over, Zoe, Zoe, Zoe, Zoe.

| just found out that I'm pregnant. | haven't told the Itell myself | may be remembering this all wrong, that
guitarist. | haven't told anyone, yet. I've given a lot ahings change and your life plays tricks on you, but |
thought to what I'm going to call the baby if it's a girlmean, there we were, in that little cabin at the end of the
Katherine Anne, after Kit and my grandmother. And bad, and | was in his presence and | never knew what it
it's a boy? That's easy. was, what he meant, what was mine.

GARY PERCESEPE

Is a former fiction editor at the Antioch Review. A native New Yorker, he is the author of four
books in philosophy. His fiction, essays, and poems have appeared in the Mississippi Review
Web Edition, Enterzone, and other places. He teaches at Wittenberg University in Springfield,

Ohio.
Paddlefish Sky

HOLLIS DREW

Those who know the most about the people of
the River aren't the ones who pilot the boats.

usually wake early, but today a fat rain sweetemgheelhouse and prays his tow won't bugger some care-

my sleep until afoghorn way off on the Mississipdess fisherman who nods off in his skiff. Even with
River roots through arich, moody clabber to bait me fromillion-dollar radar, the older pilots still only trust their
my dreams. In the early spring the River can be mulislyes.
and unforgiving; its swollen waters pulls along giant The River changed its course long ago, which sup-
trees, loose barges, even dead people, so bloated and pars my daddy’s notion that only three rules in life are
and sexless it takes weeks to identify them, in its hungrgrtain: “Time will tell. Shit will smell. And water will
prowl towards New Orleans. Hundreds of tiny islandseek its own level.” The State of Tennessee claims most
along this stretch of the River clog its waters. Sandbarkthe islands, even though they now snuggle up against
and currents are tricky through here. A tug pilot blinks atir side of the River. My daddy probably heard when it

T HIS IS MY LAST DAY TO DRIVE A SCHOOLBUS. | dark visions from inside the dim, green light of his
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happened, but | didn’t ask him before he died. Even if nwoman, then | have been blessed, but he was still disap-
daddy didn’t know, I'm sure my granddaddy knew thpointed we married as we did. It had nothing to do with
history of the River. Stella—she is humble as a parable and he loved her from
| was young when my granddaddy died. I'm not suithe start—but we were just fifteen. He wanted me to
now if | remember him or just the stories my uncles tefinish school; but | thought | was old enough and smart
His name was Tyrece and his people came from Virginenough | didn’t need his permission. | came in one day to
He was a hostler, a main man. He was also a tiny man, say this is what Stella and me was going to do.
unafraid of the meanest mule inthe lot. He dipped Garr  “Okay, Mister!” he said. “Now, I'll tell you what you
snuff and quoted scriptures from memory all day. Fgon’ do: Come Monday, you gon’ give your books to
played a piano by ear; and if he heard a song played oyour cousin to take back to school. Then you gon’ grab
on his old battery-run radio, he could play it foreve a hoe and join me in the fields.” That was all he ever said
banging proudly upon a tinny-sounding upright, with hiabout it. But he was hurt. None of his children had
fingers hammering it out like little black hammers. Hfinished school. He had it worked out in his mind | would
chopped cotton for more than eighty years and diedbe the first. Even though | finally earned my diploma
one hundred three. He outlived five wives and was burithrough the Army, it wasn’t the same. He lived to be
beside them in a grove of yellow catalpa trees. eighty-two; and he held it against me until Robert, my
He told wonderful stories from his youth: of the tim«firstborn, finished school. Then it was okay between us.
when his mother and two aunts, left alone and huncHis intentions were good, but he just didn’t know Stella.
during a spring flood, paddled out in a boat left tied to tl
second story bedroom window to slit the throat of a di  WE OWN A COUNTRY GROCERYAND BAIT SHOPTHAT
swimming through the tops of a flooded corn field; anStella runs. Nothing fancy. We have a little meat counter
of a black panther that clawed into the attic of their cakin the back of the store where we sell bologna and souse
one night to give birth, safe from the hotly bayiniand slab bacon, sticky meat bought by the slice and
hounds; and of a groggy rattler seeking heat that crawwrapped in white butcher paper. (Poor people can't
into his bed when he was five, which he kicked threafford stuff that's low-fat or organic.) We don't carry
times with a heavy thud out into the floor before hi
puzzled mother came to investigate; and of winter mor
ings so cold his father's moustache was caked with i My grandfather would have known all

from his steamy breath. He rememberedwhenananci  about the River changing its course if

forest covered this land and six men clasping han :
couldn’t reach around its huge hardwood trees. N asked, but a man Only thinks of such

grandfather would have known all about the River chan things when it’s too late.
ing its course if asked, but a man only thinks of sut
things when it’s too late. many fruits or vegetables. Fruits spoil too quickly in this

humidity. And most people around here tend a small

| LIVE NEXT TOA DOGLEGIN THELEVEEJUSTOUTSIDE  garden; squash and tomatoes and okra grow like weeds.
the small town of Lazich, Arkansas, with the same wif So, we don't sell many vegetables anyway. Some folks
and in the same house | did as a kid. | can brag on it scstill make cornbread in black iron skillets. Stella will buy
because | can count on one hand folks who can say a hundred pound sack of potatoes each week off the
same. Stella and me are still here. No doubt, we’ve beproduce truck from Osceola. But now most people seem
pretty lucky. to prefer such stuff in a box.

Stella is spooned around a pillow on her side of tl  Stella sells sack lunches for the cotton choppersf Stuf
bed; her breath hitches upon itself like something fancthat won't spoil; mayonnaise will kill you quicker than a
and | know she will live forever. She cruises through hmoccasin in summer. The farmers pay for the choppers’
dreams. | am comforted by her sighs. She makes lunches and even pay social security on the choppers
laugh and feel cozy. Some mornings she rolls over, oinow. Like the man says on TV, “And so it is...”
partly awake, and mumbles in a deep rubbery whisp A gravel road passes by out front and crosses over the
‘You still lovin® me?’ But this morning the rain also levee onto Island 35. We sell bait and beer to the local
holds her under. She won't wake up for another hour. Ifishermen. And | have a large tank where | sell fresh fish
be gone to the bus garage by then. After a cup of bleand soft-shelled turtles bought off the fishermen on the
coffee, though, she’ll air dry and be good as new.  River. But only the old folks buy turtles from me now;

Stella has made a good wife; if it is true, as my dadithey just scoff at the high-minded talk in the paper about
said, that all good marriages begin and end with a steithe danger of chemicals. They speak, instead, in their
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high feverish voices of haunts and swampdevils antbstly. | have been getting up at four for too many years
croup, which worry them much more than the poisonst to miss it. A man can’'t walk away from forty years of
that rain down from the bellies of those swooping yellogriving a school bus and not feel something. Still, I'll be
planes. seventy-two this fall. It's time.

Children slip inside the store to dangle over the tankin 1952 | walked to the white school in Lazich and
and watch the turtles. They jump and giggle at their femsked the Superintendent if | could have a job driving a
when the turtles scrape their claws against the sides ofgbleool bus, since he was in charge of hiring. That was the
tank. The children are suspicious and hopeful, and | telst year our black children would have their own buses.
them stories from my youth, when giant alligator turtld3efore that, some black children had walked up to five
crunched dainties from the bodies floating down timeiles to the school we had built for them out on the edge
River—before the oily poisons softened their dougbf Lazich.
colored eggs and tainted the turtles’ sweet meat. SomeHis secretary made me wait outside the school under
times one of the brave ones will reach down into the tathle shade of some chinaberry trees. The berries crunched
and poke the soft leathery skin of a turtle with a finger, buetly under my feet. He came out after about two hours
not many do. I admire the brave child who thinks she riséasd hired me on the spot. He also gave me a job as a
a finger. custodian. He was impressed that | had been in the War.

He wasn’t, but he had lost a son in Belgium. Stella had

MISTER FEENY, THE DRUGGIST, COMESIN EACH DAY  said before | left the house that morning, “Don’t you beg
at noon from his shop on the town square to pray insitien for nothin’!” | waved her away. | knew how to handle
the walk-in freezer at the back of our store. Three ye#is.
ago he moved to Lazich to set up business in an emptyAnyhow, that’'s how this school bus driving got start-
clothing store. People say he has a family somewherk
back up north, but they didn’t move down here with him.

Feeny is a short man with thinning hair; he sprays hiSWE ARE STILL A BIG SCHOOLDISTRICT, AND MY BUS
scalp with black dye, so he resembles one of those rouma is sixty-four miles long. So | must get to the bus lot
Russian dolls that looks like a metal bowling pin. And hesarly. I'm always the first bus to leave. | have a key to the
teeth and fingers are bronze from the rolled cigarettesgate and let myself in. Still, | cut it close because | want
smokes. He has a steel plate in his skull, a confusthg bus children to sleep as long as possible. See, | have
reminder of Vietnam, like the yellow crazies that chaserule, “You wait on the bus 'cause the bus don’t wait on
him in his dreams. So, the war, and Lazich, and the jungti.” They know | mean it, too.
prison camps sometime get all tangled up in his mind.

I sometimes spy on him through the small square glas$ RUNINTO PATCHY FOGDOWN ALONG THE BAYOU. IT
window in the freezer door kneeling under the coktretches across the land like an old man’s cataracts.
numbness of the light bulb. It is safe to spy; his eyes &ews me down some this morning. Funny—Ilet two
closed; so he can’'t see me. Feeny often speaks in flakes of snow hit the road and we close school for a week.
known Tongues. | can hear his muffled words through tBet let thick fog slip in off the River and the buses still
thick freezer door. roll.

His skin is blue when he leaves, and his teeth chatterl usually push the bus hard on the straight stretches.
Maybe he purifies the children of Lazich with ice. Whefhe governor is set at sixty-two miles per hour. But not
he leaves, he often mumbles, “No matter what you dotatay, because of the fog and planting. Farmers hog the
ain’t enough!” road and run their equipment blind. | keep my window

Stella shakes her head; he makes her nervous. “Peoplen so | can listen for their equipment on the road.
want what they can’t have,” she says. My first stop is seven miles out of town. Little Doc

But Feeny means no harm. He just don’'t have mu€dom gets on. His daddy is named Doc Odom. When
chrome on him. Little Doc was born, Doc had them put on his certificate,

| don’t know what he does at noon on Sundays; Wdttle Doc.” So it's pretty official. | don’t know what
usually close the store until one. If it is our freezer thedblogne Little Doc wears, but he prefers it to bathing.
moves him, on Sunday he’s out of luck. Must cost one dollar a gallon up at Wal-Mart.

Little Doc seldom speaks. He grunts once in awhile.

| HAVE MIXED FEELINGS ABOUT RETIRING. | JUST He always sits down right behind me. First window seat
heard on the Memphis evening news they have putthe driver’'s side. It's a good place to see everything.
security cameras on school buses over in Tennesse®ne morning we saw a duck divebomb into ditch water
catch kids carrying guns and knives. But I'll miss leside the road. “Mister bus driver,” Little Doc said, his
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voice suddenly tainted by emotion, “That duck just cora-hard gravel road that winds through a freshly plowed
mitted suicide!” That's been his seat for since kindergamtton field toward Polk Island.
ten; he’s been stuck for three years in fifth grade.

Little Doc’s momma died of cancer last year. He THECHILDREN STIRWHENWE TURNONTOTHE ISLAND
climbed on the bus one morning and said, “Momnzd the end of the causeway. Deer, quick as rabbits,
died!” I didn’t even know his momma was sick. She rod®metime sprint from the cover of the hedge and into a
my bus once, too; her name was Judy. We talked abofitild, then spin upon their hind legs, like dancing bears,
some. How he felt. How sadness eats at you when yand dash back into the hedge when they spot our yellow
momma dies. bus. Come summer, Mink and otter will feed on the pale

muscadine grapes draped in the hedges.

| START MY RUN TOWARDS POLK ISLAND AFTER Once we clattered, like a swarm of angry locusts, upon
crossing the railroad tracks. It is a seventeen mile ruratdrowsy alligator sunning in the middle of the causeway;
the far side of Polk Island. Few children live along thig
road now. Used to be a house was perched on every fi : .
acres. So many children lived out here, it took three bu: His momma rode my bus once, too;
to collectthem all. Even then the children who climbed « her name was Judy. We talked about
Itﬁztgr?cclj (t)c; tsrt?sn;jogldt.he aisle. Now then the world stop: it some. How he felt. How sadness

| stop to pick up two brothers who live in a rusty yelloy eats at you when your momma dies.
house trailer beside a shallow ditch. The trailer squats—
heavy weeds under a peeling sycamore tree. Their hiite Fish and Game Commission had brought them up
butted mother stands barefooted in the dusty yard cursiram Louisiana to clean the ditches of beavers. It was
them for some slight, but her angry words bounce off thgbung, about four feet long, and it ran heavily before us,
wide backs like harmless grit. They climb aboard scowhen dove into the scummy water with a loud splash. The
ing darkly, unable to look me in the eye. children were too paralyzed to speak. The Island is

I am most happy on those days when these two stagtahgy and primitive, something untamed and lovely,
home. They are much older than the others, too growratal makes the children solemn, as if we have quietly
be in school. They are also mean and cannot be trusedered an ancient cathedral.

Last year they messed with the young girls in first and Polk Island is a magical place. Osage oranges the size
second grade. Running hands where they shouldn’t. Wiesoftballs grow beside the hard gravel road. Old people
courts putthem on probation and sentenced them to firgsifi call them deer apples, and, in the fall, | stop the bus
school. They don't like me for it, but | make them sit ufp let the children gather one or two for their science
front in the “angel seat” across from Little Doc, wheredlasses.

can watch what they do. Only one family lives out on the Island now. Ever so

My grandchildren once gave me a wooden plaque faiten, in the early spring, after a heavy snowmelt up North
Christmas that reads, “The man with all his problenasnong the spruce, firs, and tall pines, the River crawls out
behind him drives a school bus.” of its bank, and the Martinez family moves over the levee

to safety, or remains on the Island, if the water doesn’trise

THE ENGINE GROANSOR HUMS TO TELL ME WHAT TO  too high. If they can stay, they bring David over to the
do: | down-shift through a curve, then brake to a quitkvee and wait in a fifteen foot aluminum boat for my
stop at three shotgun houses slumped together neacl@ol bus to arrive at 7:05.
tractor shed. Flowers bloom at the edges of their ragged|, don’t envy David. He is a loner, an only child. I've
sloping porches; and in the yards the forsythia’s lomagked him if he likes the Island and he says so; but it has
rooster tails salute us with their bright yellow bells. changed him. Their house is built upon a Nodena ceremo-

Seven panting children climb aboard smelling of sanial mound and rides high-and-dry most years, but it is
sage, jelly, and buttered biscuits; there is somethibgd luck and brings on visions to build on hallowed
healing about fresh hot biscuits. They rush from thground. | believe David has seen their ancient spirits. He
kitchen table when they see my school bus coming. In thears a small dream catcher on multi-colored beads
winter, they smell of clinging wood smoke and Vickaround his neck.
salve. I hunted rabbits out here when | was David’s age: |

A light wind sweeps the fog from the ditches into soétruggled through heavy snow along the River, following
layers that hover some twenty feet above the road whire rabbits’ soft tracks to their tunnels under the thick
I run safely under it. At the end of pavement, | turn ontomy grasses, then broke their necks with a sharp blow
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from a club. Then | ran a wire through the leaders on thewill teach her how to wait patiently on the fish.
back legs and carried so many of them slung across myAnd | will show her the thick pink and white walls of
back the sagging wire cut into the cords on my neckwitld rose mallows growing in soggy places and the
was easy to find them quivering under the snow. cheerful blooms of the buttery tickseed and the bright
Then, when the sun would break through the grayrange trumpet-creepers. Come July we will pick the
rolling clouds to sparkle off the water and snow, I'd be&ild blackberries, as fragrant as new money, from the
snow-blinded by the light—eyes bright red and burningickly vines drooped heavily over the water until our
like rubies, like the rabbits’ eyes—but happy, too, bé&ngers and lips turn purple; and we will suck at their bitter
cause | had enough fresh meat to last my family folsaeds stuck between our teeth and spit our crystal froth
month. like offering upon the water.
We will drift among the dried, cupped leaves and place
AT NIGHT THE TUGSON THE MISSISSIPPSPRAYTHEIR  our trotlines in the winding chutes, then listen to the
searchlights across the sky. The air feels damp then, lieaver slap the water with his tail to ward off our
the wind blowing against a fog. The Island is a spooklgminion, and watch clouds of white egrets as they skim
place, deathly still, with owls mumbling inside the palacross the early, blushing sky.
willow thickets crowding the riverbank. I've fished for When a hot afternoon boils up lazy clouds into yellow,
eel and suckers and drum in the chutes by the achinghen beige, then green and, finally, dark blue demons, we
white light of a gas lantern. At two in the morning, theill tie up to a bank and stretch our tarpaulin over us. We
hissing lantern sucks up bugs and snapping things whiah wait below the fragrant, rustling hedge, and watch
flutter against the tops of the trees, obscure things you finel dainty waterstriders skate across the water, and listen
more than you see, like the restless Indian spirits who visithe distant dogs idly barking at only dogs know what.
David in his dreams. After the rain has passed, we will wait patiently at the
People have been killed out here, falling out ovemaouth of the chutes to snag the giant paddlefish that
round-heeled woman or strong brown whiskey or a dragters the shallows in search of food drug by the strong
debt gone unpaid; at night it is not a good place to geidertow along the slippery bottom. We will slice open
excited or careless. her huge belly and dip up the warm dark eggs with our
fingers. It will feel good out under the cool shade of the
STELLA AND | WILL COME OUT HERE TO FISH NOW giant trees.
that I'm retiring. We will find more time together. We We still have things to learn, just like when we were
will close the store on Mondays. We will buy an alumiroung and couldn’t keep our hands off each other.
num boat and drift down the chutes that hug the islandsBut now we need not hurry.

HOLLIS DREW

Is the pen name of a 53 year old writer and retired school bus driver who lives near the banks
of the Mississippi River. He had been writing unpublished novels and short stories for twenty-
five years when InterText published his short story “Shooting Stars” last year (InterText v6n5).

The flange with the cam goes in the groove with the tube.
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