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The Bridal Hour

Time, usually so insistent in its movement, so
indifferent to the mind’s grasp, must yield, in this hour, to a
conspiracy of powers greater even than season cycles. This time has
its own peculiar weather.

They were stopped at a signal, waiting to
leave the city. Clea thought: bride, wife, mother. Where, in those
small syllables, was there room? The signal changed. Max eyed the
road, beat to the front, to side, to side, to mirror. He wanted to
say now all the reservations he had stumbled through during the
years before this hour, all the convictions and hopes that made the
mind Clea would soon vow to wed.

Clea watched a white yacht, incongruously
elegant against the concrete and metal lined river. She admired
Max’s dexterity, his confident hands insinuating the car onto the
FDR Drive, headed for the Triboro, headed for the Turnpike, for
Westport, for Clea’s childhood home. She wondered at the men who
had carved this highway onto the side of a city. Her mother had
wanted a large church wedding. Clea agreed to a Unitarian preacher
and a party of no more than twenty.

Max let his hand rest high upon Clea’s thigh,
on the naked skin between stocking and garter–belt, wedged beneath
elastic. Clea smiled. Someone over there, they thought, someone
other; both marveling—habitual wonder—at their coupling.

Clea’s earliest memories were of matte–finished,
album–held images of her mother’s wedding. The pages turned, it
seemed, of their own accord, her eyes so intent upon light and
shade that she ignored the bulk holding her close, the
mother–voice, the wife–hands pausing only reverentially at the
album edges. Her own diamond–sized nails itched to test for depth
and hardness.

From the topmost moment of the bridge Clea
looked right toward the row–houses of Queens, left to high–rises.
The Eagle Electric Mfg. Co., looking antique, sat amid several
worn, rarely used baseball diamonds. There were no children.

She remembered hours of anticipation once, in
her teens, waiting for her date to ring, corsage in hand and
overdressed, when all she knew of marriage was the book of
photographs, snatches of anecdote told haltingly by mother and
mother’s mother, hope in their voices, each tale ending in a white
white dress.

“So. You okay?” Max asked, sensing Clea’s mood,
staring into the winding highway.

“Fine. A little nervous. Not exactly what I
expected,” Clea said.

“What did you expect?”

She shrugged. She watched the dense gathering
of Co–op City, the blocks and blocks of families stacked together
in the marsh.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Max said,
smiling.

Clea knew what Max meant by this: after so
many years, finally; or perhaps: I always expected it would be at
City Hall. She knew there was no amazement or fear or reluctance in
his statement. She knew he was hoping she would turn to him and
smile and together they could think of the coming vows. She said
nothing.

Not realizing how heavy, Max let the silence
sit.

The wedding gown: the photo was back before Clea’s
eyes. The bride, a woman who resembled mother, all in layers of
silk and satin, all in white, bouquet balanced in her lap, hands
seeming indifferent in their grasp, posed for an effect of grace.
Whatever could such a costume have to do with the business Clea now
knew made up a life with the strange–odored, heavy–limbed creature
called husband? No amount of cloth could cushion the shock.

Clea would be married in street clothes: a
beautiful enough summer suit of beige linen. Her mother had offered
to alter her own years old, faded gown. Clea had fingered the now
yellowed veil, seeing in its change more humor than was possible to
tell.

They had traveled, just so, just as now, in the
rattling VW, many times before. They had shared habits for three
years. In outward circumstance this trip, this day, obeyed
precedent, was consistent with other such. The landscape was the
same despite its always incremental changes. The Bug made the
expected noises, took the expected turns.

Max first proposed years ago. Clea had said,
“Not yet.” Max never understood her reasons, but acted as if he
did.

Clea thought again of the album; the discreet
tableau: the bride’s hands frozen politely, posed on lace low on a
shapely thigh, folds of velvet and veil framing the brazen
tradition; the groom, kneeling before her, ready to receive the
token, to toss it, in the next photograph, to a crowd of men. Clea
thought of the bride walking down the aisle, led by father,
carrying the fresh flowers, feeling the rustling itch of garter.
The flowers, the surface of the ceremony, like a giggle, she will
toss to the unmarried maids. But the itch, the itch on thigh, the
sexual icon no matter how embroidered, that she gives to the groom
to throw away.

Max tossed a token into the toll machine. He looked
across at Clea, shifted, saw she was alone in her thoughts,
shifted, patted her thigh, felt the slight bulge of garter, smiled,
shifted. He wondered what had changed her mind. He wanted to think
it was a perfecting of their love, the final admission of their
embraced compromise, a recognition of the sacrifice all marriages
mean. That, perhaps, the last traces of their reticence might now
be overcome by the spoken, public vow. But he knew there would
still be secrets, pockets of ambivalence that even a lifetime
together would never close. He knew their love meant a little death
as well. Clea thought of her mother’s wedding cake: the knife held
awkwardly, a darkly handsome man guiding from behind. She thought
of the photographer, the audience to this still–life. Clea
wondered: did her mother finish the cut after the flash faded? Or
did she hand the ritual over to others? Clea wondered what kind of
cake would appear later this day.

They passed the first signs for Darien,
Connecticut.

Actually, Max thought, it wasn’t a proposal.
He didn’t bend a knee, stammer clumsily, plead, eyes filled. He
hadn’t handed her a small velvet box, opening it slowly, revealing
the hard sparkling ring. He hadn’t posed a question to which Clea
might conceivably have said, irrevocably, “No.” There was no
ultimatum. No matter her response, they would continue. Max simply
suggested marriage. No risk proposal. She might have thought him
joking. Clea didn’t smile. She didn’t pause to consider, break into
tears. She only said: “Not yet. We’re doing fine.” And they were.
And they continued so.

Max wondered what it would have been like to
live in a time when once proposed to a woman either became your
wife or was walked away from. When was it marriage became
incidental to love, an ancillary ritual, a signal of defeat?

Wind rushed through the open windows. The
engine strained. Max was comfortable driving the Volkswagen. He
knew its varied coughs and chortles, how it sounded on asphalt,
concrete, ribbed roadway. The glove compartment door rattled open.
Clea tried to jiggle the latch, slammed it several times, gave up.
She pulled her knees up against it, wedged herself at an angle
between dashboard and seat, looked briefly at Max, closed her eyes
as if to sleep.

Last night, lying next to her, looking at her
sleeping face, Max prized Clea. The years before them seemed so
certain. Max wandered into their future, so fast and far that
suddenly, with great force and clarity, he saw her dead, her skull,
tight–skinned, Clea’s corpse. For an instant he was watching her
sick–bed, pondering the many details of her illness, manipulating
medicines, offering only half believed solace, stealing himself
against solitude, comforting Clea with small memories and much
silence. Death had always been a distant truth, easy to ignore. But
suddenly Max understood something of loss and quickly closed his
eyes against it. Clea was still only sleeping. Her fair skin still
blushed with dreams.

Clea rested her arm against the door. Her hand almost
touched her pulled up knees. She felt the vibrating car, her head
buzzing against the seat, a trembling traveling through her body,
her fingertips erratically brushing her stockings. Despite the rude
insistence of the shivering car, there was a tenderness at this
meeting of finger and silk, a gentle, barely physical touch. She
thought of Max. Of his grasp. Of his well–intentioned caresses. Of
how she often flinched, hoping he would not notice, praying for the
moment’s passing. No matter his restraint, there was always the
brute truth of his weight, the seemingly unalterable fact that Max
took no pleasure in only touching. He must test her frail skin,
assure himself of her solidity, of his holding her, must knead,
fondle, push, almost pummel. He must have me, Clea thought, grasp
me like a well balanced weapon.

The car slowed. Clea opened her eyes. Max
aimed for an open toll–booth, down shifted, looked at Clea,
smiled.

“Last exit before Westport, he said, his
voice rising at the sentence end, making it a question.

“Forge on,” Clea said, in mock command,
reaching to lay a hand on Max’s shifting arm.

They had talked about a family. Perhaps, Max
thought, fighting, that’s the reason for this ride. Clea was
feeling her body age, her mother urge, the fierce battle with time.
Perhaps her promise meant only motherhood. Clea had often joked
about God’s inequity: men age, women wither. A part of Max always
cringed at the hardly hidden anger. He wanted to ease her fears, to
deny the truth of their mortality. He wondered would their passion
pass with her body’s changes? Would their love adapt to age’s
compromise. Would he ever leave her?

They turned off the Turnpike, turned North. A
gathering of bicycles wove before the Volkswagen, the shouting
children defiant. Max slowed, watching their busy backs and legs,
remembering his own long ago indifference to adult intrusions. The
children turned into a lane. Clea watched, craning her neck, as
they sped past the cyclists.

She flipped through the album: the costumed couple,
the candle decked altar looming behind them, the priest and
acolytes looking powerful, the maids, grooms flanking, each
pleased, each pleasant; groom, arm up, dodging the rice rain, bride
watching him, her veil awash in grain; in the back of the black and
gray limousine: groom holding a cigarette in one gloved hand, the
other held by the bride, tightly, both daring the camera, both
anxious to sigh, lean back, laugh.

Max pulled into the pebbled, curved driveway.
There was only Clea’s parents’ cars. Max turned the key. They sat
for a moment, pausing in the sudden silence, the still. Both felt
the odd after ache of the drive.

“Well,” Max said, reaching for Clea’s
cheek.

The front door opened. Clea’s parents hurried
out, calling, happy.

Clea turned toward Max, offered her face to
his.

“I love you,” she said, before the slightly
lingering kiss.

She turned, opened the car door, and stepped
out into her father’s hard embrace. Max stood on the other side of
the car, stretched, and accepted Clea’s mother’s excited hand and
hug and kiss.


Little Caesar

The first time you called me Caesar we were
in a booth, in a restaurant, on the Upper West Side. I stopped in
mid–sentence, said: “What?”

The waiter set down drinks. I tried to call
back the conversation we had had, to find the phrase that prompted
this re–christening.

“Caesar,” you had said, raising your glass,
your white white eyes wide enough to see into.

I was too vain to wonder long what on earth
you meant by making me so royal. I thought: Well, I did conquer her
heart. Sole ruler. Soul ruler. Measure me more. Or some such
riddling sequence.

“Where’d that come from?”

“I don’t know,” you said, holding glass to
lips, “It fits. That’s all. It does.”

We turned to other talk. Fell silent. We
eavesdropped on a quartet of older folk. Their pleasure and dismay
made us both, I know it did, though we never said anything, wonder
what it meant to make a life. Then we talked some more about our
friends.

Later, I held you, held by you, and wondered at your
collar bone, and wondered what you really thought of my touching it
so lightly.

Then you said: “Caesar.”

You were staring past the peeling ceiling. I
was lying at your side. I said the little Latin I could remember
and we laughed.

Most of the time you said my own, real name. Often
you called me by the other one. I tried to find a pattern, to get
this definition you saw inside me somewhere I could not see.

You seemed to take a pleasure in it, as if
there really was a reason, but the joke was too private or too
hidden for you to tell or know.

I didn’t mind. I liked the shape your face
made whenever you called me Caesar.

I went away to give a reading. The faces showed
enthusiasm, as if I had done something that mattered.

The reading went as well as anyone could
want. And I was flushed with pride and a fair amount of Cutty Sark
from the Dean’s reception’s bar—a girl who looked a lot like you
held my glass tightly as I autographed a book—when later that night
I wrote you a letter and happily signed it Caesar.

I thought of it making you smile. I imagined
you reading my prose and smiling broadest at your own code. I meant
to say: I’ll give you anything you want. But those words mean too
many other things. So I just signed it that way.

We lasted a while longer. And often, during the long
long hours when we talked toward our ending, while you kept your
eyes away from me, I wondered how the time had passed when we could
hold each other with the rightly chosen word. I tried to say there
was a part of me would always love you as you would be loved.

“The Caesar in me,” I think I said.

You looked up fiercely, as if I’d slapped you
hard, and then lowered your stare to focus on my shirt buttons.

“I know,” you said, and closed your suitcase,
and handed me your keys, and closed the door behind you.



 



Dad’s Voice

I have a mattress, a table, a chair, two windows,
two pair of pants about the same color, lots of shirts, a navy wool
cap I wear all the time. I whistle. Mostly I whistle. Listen.

I have other things, other clothes, like
socks and other things. But I won’t say them all. I’d forget
something. Like a belt. I have a favorite belt. And kitchen things.
I have a hot plate and a cup warmer coil.

And I have this tape recorder.

Mostly I like to whistle, play it back,
listen.

My son gave it to me and this whole box of
tapes: Big Band, Organ Music, Easy Listening, Polish Folk, even
some Classics. All kinds of music arranged neatly in a vinyl box
with a latch and a carrying handle. I don’t remember now exactly
when or why he gave it to me.

My son lives on the other side of the world.
He’s only been here, to this room, once. He has lots of things. All
the things I never did have. When I think of his place –– I’ve
never seen it––I think it must have all the things I don’t. But
that’s good and the way I planned it. To help my son. And he helps
me.

Papa, he asked––he was sitting in my chair,
why don’t you have a bed frame? A box spring? Is that the only
blanket?

I have a blanket.

It’s good for my back to be on the floor.
Don’t make beds like I need, I say and he believes me, I think, and
it’s not a lie.

He had been away. He’d been in school, in the
city, meeting people, finding a wife, starting a family. And I had
moved, you see, moved into this room when I lost Esther and
couldn’t keep the house. It’s all I need now. This room.

He came and sat in my chair, looking at me,
looking out the window onto Chapel Street, looking at me.

Then I whistled. I just whistled almost all
the songs I know and a few minutes passed and I almost forgot my
son was there. Then I saw him.

He was listening. He looked surprised, like
he’d never heard anybody whistle before. I liked the look on his
face so I kept right on with whatever song it was. Maybe it was one
of my own. I mix things and they come out real funny sometimes.

He didn’t seem to mind and I sure didn’t
since that’s what I do most of the time and so I kept right on
whistling for most of the afternoon. I couldn’t tell him anything
better than that. And he kept asking those questions. What did he
expect? Brass? Mahogany? But it didn’t really make me mad.

I’d drop from a full tilt whistle to a little
soft twitter with a hum. He’d listen for a moment then maybe say
something.

I’d nod agree smile look at him look away or
whatever if it seemed right.

I closed up the window when it got dark and
we went to a restaurant I’ve never been to before or since. He
wanted to talk old times, the house and his childhood and Esther.
But I couldn’t think of those things. When I tried to recall the
tune I had earlier in my head, the one that made him smile, my son
placed his hand on mine on the table and I stopped and for the rest
of the meal I only hummed a little under my breath.

I hope he comes again soon.

A few days later the package came with the
recorder and the tapes. The Postman was all smiles. Like it was a
load off his mind now he brought me a big package. So I smiled
back.

For the longest time I didn’t even notice you
could record things. I saw the button but there was no microphone.
Then I saw the stamp–sized rough spot on the black enamel. It just
dawned on me one day. I was humming along with Glenn Miller and I
knew: if I hit the red button. So I did. I didn’t sound better than
Glenn Miller, but it was different in a better way. Pictures are
pretty and you like to look, but you never look as close as you do
in the mirror. Besides, I whistled the parts I remember best and
can hear in my head the rest of the band.

I just played the whole thing back. I know my
son asked me other kinds of questions. He must’ve asked all kinds.
I’ve got plenty of other stuff, too. Only this sticks out in my
mind. So I’m not going to try and correct all the mistakes. I’ll
just let it stay the way it came out, just the way I remembered
it.

 



History

Brian opened the front door a little wider, looked
further down the tree–lined street, and hoped harder for Minna’s
return. This could not have happened, he thought, then closed the
door, shaking his head, heading for the cooling coffee he had
poured first thing. First thing, that is, after making a tour of
the house to assure himself Minna hadn’t come back during the
night, hadn’t sat up in the living room, pondering their love,
waiting for Brian to come heavily, dream–defeated, down the stairs.
That’s the kind of thing I might do, Brian thought, pouring the
tepid coffee out, starting over. Not Minna.

Each day now, school out for summer, no new
classes to prepare, Brian waited, trying any way he could to kill
time mercilessly. Two months ago Minna had packed her half of their
life and left.

He ran. After cursorily reading the paper, or
some bit of Virgil he’d read often enough to need now no
concentration, and washing the coffee cup, and greeting the mailman
with an almost hostile enthusiasm, then he’d run. He’d pass through
all the lanes they’d traveled together, past landmarks they saw for
the first time, reading signs aloud to one another, as they cruised
this almost rural neighborhood looking for a home. He’d slow down
in the park. He’d stop at the pond and get sentimental remembering
the times they’d kissed there. The children who’d watched and
giggled. The children they’d planned to have soon.

Brian sprinted the last quarter mile back to
the house; took the stairs three at a time up to their bathroom;
stood before the mirror, panting, sweat drenched, and examined his
tightening chest, the newly toned muscles of arm and shoulder. He’d
smile for the first time that morning thinking of Minna’s light
touch trailing affection along his stomach. Perhaps that would
still happen, he thought. It couldn’t not happen.

He’d hot shower, lathering roughly, as if
proving his intention to reform. And for a precious time each early
afternoon, he’d feel powerful: limbs limber and lungs slightly
sharp, skin taut, the smell of astringent on his freshly shaven
jaw. He’d almost amble back down the stairway, resolving to be more
even in his emotions, more patient in ambition. More repentant.

Sitting erect behind his paper piled high desk,
thumbing through a dense scholarly volume he’d always meant to
conquer, Brian began to talk to the too mute telephone.

“Hello, Minna. How are you?”

The phone sat defiantly at his elbow. He put
the receiver to his ear, listened to the dial tone, hung up.

“Come on, please. Please ring,” he said,
muttering in the strange glossolalia of the desperate.

“I found your pale blue wool sweater you like
so much we bought that day in Rockport it was at the bottom of the
closet,” he said, “come and get it. I’ll send it. Where are you?
Where did you say? Where are you going?”

“Anywhere, so long as it’s away from you,”
Brian heard Minna say, remembering the contemptuous stare she had
fixed on his weakly mournful eyes as she tossed clothes and books
and cameras into a valise.

Oh God, Oh God, talking to a telephone I am,
Brian thought. He recalled the many derelicts he’d heard ranting in
subways, on curbings, crouched on stoops. Hearing himself in
dialogue with objects, addressing Minna through the artifacts she
handled, Brian began to understand how disappointment could make
you speak in tongues, bring visions, leave you an incessant
babbler, an adherent to telepathy, whose last hope depends upon
this prayer–like language somehow being heard and heeded.

He quickly set about cleaning his study,
sifting through papers, making new piles of old, creating the
illusion of order and discipline and importance. Books to be read,
books to be read again, old business and bills. He moved rapidly,
determined, from bookshelf to bookshelf alphabetizing, collecting
the odds and ends that appear in all corners of such rooms:
forgotten pens and paper clips and half–used books of matches.

“Anywhere,” he still heard Minna say.

Brian settled uncomfortably into the barber chair.
He was thinking of Minna. Of Minna gone. Of how no hands but hers
had cut his hair since they had met. At unpredictable intervals,
tuned, he supposed, to the seasons, Minna’d grab a lock, pull
gently, stare, and say:

“Go and wet your head.”

Brian broke from grading, left his lunch
unfinished. Minna collected broom and dust pan from the pantry and
followed him up to the bathroom. After slightly singing in the
shower, a smile betraying his pleasure at attention, Brian threw
back the curtain, master of ceremonies, unveiling naked Minna,
waiting, holding a towel, staring at his head. He’d towel dry and
sit on the john. Her breasts, pale as bone, touched with the barest
rouge–tint blush, bobbed before his nose as she combed and cut,
combed and cut. She’d hand scissors and comb to Brian and tug at
parallel locks, judging comparative length, reach blindly for the
tools, resume her combing and cutting. Brian rested both hands upon
her hips, smiling, feeling her body shift, tremble so slightly.

The barber flapped a white cloth around
Brian’s neck and tucked a towel roughly into his collar. Brian
imagined touching this broad hipped, white frocked, paunching
barber. A hand fell heavily on his toweled and aproned neck. He
looked up to meet the mirrored eyes of the impatient barber.

“Cut it all off,” Brian said.

The barber set to work with a dexterous
passion, whistling, pushing Brian’s head from side to side with
fat, water softened fingers.

Minna cut slowly, lock by lock. Brian kept
his head erect, staring straight ahead, his eyes focused on and
following her solar plexus, the smooth plane dropping into stomach,
curving into belly. He’d tilt his eyes to examine her neck, the
delicate struts of collarbone and shoulder, her white skin, so
easily pinked and bruised. He stared through her translucent flesh,
trying to follow the intricate argument of her veins. He traced the
blue network across breasts, to armpit and elbow, convincing
himself he could actually see the pulsing of her life’s blood.

Minna would step back and sit on the edge of
the tub. For the first time since the first tug she now looked into
Brian’s eyes.

“You got a haircut,” she said, with pride and
mock surprise.

She regulated the shower while Brian swept
the hair covered floor. Then he’d join her, squealing under the hot
rain, washing his hair from both their bodies.

The barber slapped Brian’s face and neck and
shoulders with a folded towel, scattering clumps of damp hair, like
wet cut grass, over the tile floor.

Brian stared at a strange face. His thick
black hair, pridefully worn full and long, was gone. This close
cropping offered no distraction from, no framing for his face. He
stared, puzzled, at his brow, his jaw–bone, his mouth curling
slightly at its ends into folds like commas, at the single crease
of his cheek muscles. I haven’t seen myself for years, he thought.
He looked at Brian as if from a distance, as if he weren’t seeing
himself at all. He got out of the chair slowly, clumsily, still
staring at the stranger, walked closer to the mirror, and tried to
see in this face the man who’d loved Minna, whom Minna’d loved.

The register opened with an insistent ring.
Brian reached for his wallet.

“Seven–fifty,” said the barber.

So much? Brian thought, holding out a bill,
thinking of Minna, turning again to the mirror.

Once, after they had fallen into a tense
silence, after they had argued, after he had thoughtlessly thrown
open the door to her darkroom, Brian had used his hair as a ploy
for reconciliation.

Minna lay on their bed reading Jane Austen,
trying not the think of the ruined negatives. Brian climbed the
stairs noisily, peeked in, leaned against the doorjamb, and pulled
a lock of hair.

“Think it’s time,” he said, trying to be
easy, trying to remind her how close they were.

Minna did not look up.

“Not today,” she said.

“Why not?” Brian insisted.

“I don’t want to feel your hair today,
Brian.”

Now, as he stared at his head, he thought:
there isn’t any hair to feel. How surprised Minna would be. What
kind of a statement would it seem that he no longer had hair? Would
it appear an act of independence, or indifference, or spite?

The barber handed Brian change. The next
customer sidled into the chair.

“Restroom?” Brian asked. The barber pointed.
Brian hurried, anxious to continue his examination, his monologue
on Minna.

The light was bad. The mirror clouded. Brian
squinted close to the glass, tracing the lines around his mouth,
fingering the ridge of his forehead. He wanted to find in this face
the reasons for his actions. How did that man get married, love,
betray, get left? He wanted to see himself as Minna might. But,
despite the odd absence, in the dim acrid room, his features had
reassembled. He looked only like himself again: the inscrutable
given of the familiar.

Brian taught Latin. So pure, he thought, meandering
through campus, among the beautiful brick buildings, so austere in
their cunning symmetries. A language no one speaks, whose
literature is finite, a closed system, like mathematics, a special
arithmetic of words. Brian liked to believe that Latin was confined
enough for conquest. With patience, unlike the chaos of English,
Latin could be made to cohere. He stopped in front of the statue of
John Harvard and wondered what the frock–coated, breeched,
stockinged, booted men of John’s day would say to his dilemma.

At Emerson Hall a custodian was setting up a
ladder before the main entrance. Brian now remembered Ray often
talking of his wife. He regretted not having listened more closely
when Ray had mentioned Frances with an awkward kind of reverence.
Brian stopped and watched the aging man dressed in drab olive
cotton as he climbed the ladder, agile, easily swinging the bucket
of paint like a tight–rope walker’s balance pole. Brian watched,
envious, as Ray gave a broad stroke to the door beam, trailing rich
cream color across the wood, making a visible difference.

Brian entered the dark wood paneled office, plunked
down listlessly into the crimson leather armchair, and thumbed
through, folded, pocketed, or tossed the many memos stuffed into
his mailbox from the various offices of the University: Academic
calendar, agenda for departmental meeting, health insurance forms,
listing of declared majors, announcement of a new grading scale,
flyer for the University Orchestra. Minna liked, Brian thought,
sitting in Sanders theater, eyes closed, listening. Then he saw
Minna’s tight handwriting on a plain white envelope. He stood,
clutching the letter, smudging their address against his sweaty
palm.

Brian left the office, looking for a private
place in the deserted building, stopped at the head of the stair,
sat, leaning against the banister, feeling the impress of dowels
like bars. He scrutinized Minna’s script—elegant, controlled—trying
to find in the particular tilt of each letter some clue, some
reason, her location, her mood, when she might return.

He examined the postmark. It was mailed two
weeks ago. Two weeks. From Louisiana. My God. My God. She’s gone
home. Brian hoped. He hoped the letter meant something, meant she
had decided, sitting in the muggy New Orleans summer, to save their
marriage, to rescue and reconstruct.

He tore open the envelope. It was a single
sheet of Holiday Inn stationery. “I haven’t changed my mind,” was
all the note said.

Brian read the five words over and over and
over. He remembered the resolve in her walk, how hostile her
departing posture was, as she got into a cab and drove away.

Brian opened the front door quickly, as if rushing
to catch the ringing phone, as if hoping to surprise Minna. The
house was as he had left it: no apologetic note slipped under the
door, no notice for a Special Delivery letter. Just the house.
Empty. Quiet.

He walked into the living room, gazed from
bookcase to sofa to stereo to chair, turning in a circle, imagining
Minna among these objects they had lived upon. He sat in the center
of the silent room and cried. He cried as if someone might hear, as
if applause might greet him, as if Minna might suddenly rest a hand
on his shoulder, as if such sorrow could conquer history and mend
the rift between them, as if it truly mattered.

He buried his head in one hand, examined,
again, the curt note. Its simplicity made him cringe, made him
angry, indignant at her cruel formality.

He tried, marshaling his grammatical
expertise, to parse this sentence, to conjure from the few
syllables some hope, some meaning he could hold dear, some possible
inflection that might leave room for their recovery.

She had written nothing Brian might interpret
on a bias. She had chosen precisely that statement of will against
which no amount of hurt or repentance or manipulation could
prevail. She had decided. She was still so. There was no need of
style in such a sentence.

Lying abed, fighting down the image of Minna curled
alongside, Brian counted the bare nails left pointing from the
walls where her photographs had hung. He tried to see again this
casual archive of their time together, to recall where and when
they had been taken, to remember the words they had exchanged in
the hours surrounding those instants.

He thought of how, after hours without
speaking, the whole day passed without any contest of their wills,
they would slowly come to agree about sleep and wordlessly end
their day, turn off the lights, and lie awake beside one another.
Sometimes they would only reach a hand to the other’s hip, the
tender angle of thigh and groin, as if that glancing caress held
all their secrets. Or they would wrap legs and arms into a puzzle
of intimacy.

Brian recalled now, in the awe–filled, silent
solitude, how often Minna, tense beneath him, clutching his arms,
how she would scream, a tortured, gleeful whisper, how she would
suddenly open eyes wide, as if surprised at his weight, his
otherness, his presence. She would stare, searching his features,
trying to find some explanation for their pleasure, her eyes
tearing as she admitted, with all the intensity night’s cover and
passion’s time allow, how deeply she did love him, and begin to
weep. In that instant, Brian had failed to fully value the
expression Minna gave her love. Distracted by instinct, perhaps
only proud to move another so, to have wrenched so searing a
phrase, he had not then understood the frail finality of her
surrender, the submission Minna’d offered, the promise she had
given and asked, the vow his body’s intrusion meant to her.

He wept. He called her name, once, loudly. He
longed to find her, to be everywhere she might be, to force her
reconsideration.

Brian saw another scene, lightly acted,
ill–defined. As he wished to live again the moments of Minna’s
promise, so now he longed—if only, through some odd alchemy of
time—to have that decision again. He wanted his past embodied,
rendered creature, vulnerable to attack, capable of being
conquered. But it remained only memory, actions taken and
unalterable. It was unassailable. Minna, too, possessed an image of
that evening. Now an abstraction more powerful than any object, any
desire, any hope. That bit of history had toppled the complex
edifice of their imagined future, had silenced Minna’s whispered
vow.

 



The Color of God’s Eyes

Mark never rebelled against bath time. After being a
kid all day, always under someone’s eye—teacher’s divided, anxious
gaze, daring appraisal of other boys’, father’s stern, prideful,
proprietary glances—it was good to be alone. To be set a task, to
run water, wash, towel, remember the plug. The routine posed a
finely proportioned, circumscribed responsibility. He was freed to
wander, in the small white and black tile room, wherever only his
own ingenuity could take him.

Lounging in the warm water, biting bubbles,
commanding a bar of soap, discriminating sounds above water and
then below, studying waves, Mark relished his own small powers. He
ran only the hot, felt it creep up the length of his body, turning
his legs red, nibbling at outstretched fingertips. He wondered why
it seemed so much hotter when he moved. He wondered at the odd
buoyancy of a floating hair, the minuscule bubbles, like
microscopic pearls, that gathered along its crossed curl.

He stayed in the water till his fingertips
pruned. I’m water–logged, he called, expecting no answer. He hummed
as the bath gurgled down the drain, patted the suction like a
trumpet player playing with a mute, trying to tune the tub. He lay
flatter as the water receded, until damp and slightly cold against
the clammy enamel he filled the bottom, feet and head fitting
perfectly. Mark crossed hands across his chest. A mummy. A vampire
cringing at the fluorescent light, fighting off the wooden stake.
Arrgh! He stood, looked down at the space he’d so recently filled,
and tried to imagine the tub upright, trying for a picture of his
height.

Sitting on the tub edge, almost dry, Mark
stared at the check floor, shifting focus, rearranging the black
and white chips, making diamonds, larger diamonds, until the whole
floor seemed to vibrate under his eyes, making him dizzy, making
him laugh out loud.

Mark crawled up onto the heavy porcelain
washbasin. He examined his face, proud of a bruise, wondering at
peach fuzz, smacking his lips. He wondered at his eyes, trying to
count the sections of his green–gray iris. He stared into his pupil
and tried, again, to see himself blink. What do I look like, he
thought, with my eyes closed? He stared so for what seemed hours,
watching the before and after of a blink.

Dry, combed, brushed, pyjama’d, Marked
pattered into bed, and called,

“Mother, come and hear my prayers.”

From his parents’ room a television buzzed,
for an instant, as his mother opened and shut their door, leaving
his father, Mark imagined, in some far off grown up world where
people laughed regularly, loudly, together.

She wordlessly entered, turning off the
overhead, letting the door ajar. The hallway lamp spilled a quiet
light into his room, across the floor, up the wall. She sat on the
edge of the bed, planted a warm cheek against his, and hovered in
the semi–darkness above Mark.

Mark talked to God, telling Him his more
important, possible wishes, the more remarkable facts from the day.
When once Mark seemed to ask for more things—a new bike, a better
friend, a dog—than he thanked for, his mother had admonished:

“Always say: if it be Thy will, dear God, if
it be Thy will.”

What Mark really wanted tonight was to see a
miracle. To see the Virgin Mary. See his own eyes blink. But he
didn’t know how to ask without seeming foolish, or selfish, or
proud.

“God bless, please, Mimi, and Father, and
Mother. And all those less fortunate than me. Amen.”

It was a short prayer. Mark wanted nothing
but to cuddle further down into the blanket. To be lying in the
quiet.

“Good, darlinglove,” his mother said,
whispering.

She didn’t move. Mark stared up. He couldn’t
see her eyes. He traced the outline of her head. They stayed so,
briefly, soundless, falling asleep. She laid a hand on his
forehead.

The television crackled in the master
bedroom, all howling and hooting and rude sounding laughter.

“Ann! Come on. You’re missing it!” his
father’s voice called.

Mark turned into his pillow and listened as
his mother padded out of the room, almost closing the door,
narrowing the column of cast light crawling up the wall.

“What are you doing in there? You missed…”
Mark heard his father say, from a distance, swallowed by singing,
cut off as his mother vanished for the night.

Alone again, bordered by imagined monsters,
creatured dark, Mark thrummed his fingers against the mattress,
amazed at how loud it echoed in his pillowed ear. He hummed,
listened to the quiet, hummed. Mark cherished his secrets, guarded
his self–engendered adventures. And now, still thinking of his
eyes, still filled with the tender ministrations of God and mother,
Mark smiled at their complicity.

 



Intended Renovations

A bullet fired from open front door to open back
would pass through the house, plugging the plantain tree cornered
by a corrugated tin garage. A shotgun cottage—front room, bedroom,
bath, kitchen—close cousin to the railroad flat found on streets
less lyrical: Calliope, New Orleans. Unlike the more urban version,
there’s a porch. There’s a porch swing. Philodendron, fern, and
Oleander line the narrow house, untended, struggling in the dry
river sand. An oddly flowering tree almost shades the front stoop.
In a year or two it will be a nice place to sit.

Neither of them likes hammers. Flipping a
coin made Philip’s chivalry seem chance. He’d re–lay the sagging
slats of the front porch. Clair would read and watch and wink
encouragement, and maybe, when the sun passes, pull the dead and
dying from the jungle flower beds. Together they’d paint the trim,
the swing, the porch all some dull rich shade of pearl.

Philip squinted through the steamy summer
morning at their new neighborhood. In front of the shotgun one door
down an old woman swept, head bent, and swept and swept the same
step over and over. Her yard was immaculate. Her house awninged
with green and white striped canvas. Between iris and day–lily
brown well–watered sand lay patted and patterned like the top of a
scratch cake.

At each crevice in her buckling walk the
woman stopped, stooped, pulled tufts of Augustine, digging to roots
with bent–nailed fingers. She’d sweep across the walkway, stirring
dust on the trim ten–by–ten lawn, scowl, and sweep again.

“That crazy woman cuts her grass with
manicuring scissors!”

One leg propped on the soon to be new porch
stood a man, contemporary of the lady, dressed to the nines in a
Planter’s linen suit. Philip turned shyly from the sweeper.

“I seen it, down on her hands and knees.
Nuts.”

“My name’s Philip,” Philip said.
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