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PROPYLiEA 

The opening line of Yeats' poem "The Tower" asks "What shall I do 
with this absurdity?" Less noted persons have asked similar questions about 

less noted TOWERS. These persons include most of the staff, and certainly 

the editor: as an enterprise dependent on powers of mind, we not only are 
not hostile to intelligent criticality, we welcome it, we sigh to find it so rare. 

But intelligence implies, definitionally, information, and critics-in-pro­ 

gress should know that these pages do not represent anyone's, save perhaps 
the authors', notion of good literature: what is printed is simply the best 
of what was offered. Experience proves it not needless to say that the best 
is not always good. Until our cultured despisers can produce substantial 
evidence (manuscripts) to indicate that staff and advisors choose whimsi­ 
cally, bribedly or otherwise badly, complaints must drop not on the maga; 
zine, but on the artists, or dearth of artists, at Northern. 

- The Editor 

And, although it can't serve as refuge, small lenience ought arise frolll 
the recognition that these writers are amateurs, apprentices at best. Yeats 
himself was once an "unlettered lad"; "even Cicero, and many-minded 
Homer were" once "mad as the mist and snow." If we, "in the lying days 
of our youth" are far from the wisdom of time and the unity of art, we 
still ought sway our leaves in the sun until we may "wither into the truth." 
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AN APPROVED SUBSTITUTE 
Rain spattered gusts 
Soaked old newspapers 
And disintegrated 
Pizza cardboards along the curb. 

A shattered bottle 
Reflected the glow of 
Articulated lights 
Upward and out. 

A tired eye 
Yell ow tinged and 
Cratered in Tokay wrinkles 
Searched dully. 

Creaking crutches 
Herald the saviour " 
Paper bagged, held 
In ragged dirty gloves. 
Right now, not later 
Spreading security 
Burning comfortably 
The two comrades 
Sharing sweet defeat 
Their only anxiety 
Daily mollified with 
Bottles of gracious living. 

While the rest of us 
Bright visaged 
Search in vain for 
An approved substitute. 

- S. I. SMITH 
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THE MARSH HA WK 
You of long wings, quick 
Tumbling into wind, are like 
All things of sudden joy: 
Quiet squares of sunlit windows, 
Patterned wash of cloud 
On buckskin fields. Your sweep 
Of exultation, steep chandelles 
Mock lesser hunters; survival 
Has another hunger: 
Stopped diapason, song sparrow's triad, 
Someone's voice around a corner - 
All things of sudden. joy. 

- MARY DALE STEWART 

- SARA JOELSON 

ON FIRST HEARING THAT 
EMILY DICKINSON'S POEMS WERE 
FOUND IN A DRESSER DRAWER 
Emily Dickinson's dead. Hurray ! 
I cheer the day she died. 
And swear by my confessor, 
I wish she'd burned her dresser. 
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BETTER. CLEANER FUN 

"You got the television a little loud this afternoon, don't you, Steck­ 
man? My head is sick with crazy warwhoops and drums. And all that 
nasty gunfire runs through my brain." 

The small, almost dwarfish, old man looked stranded on the high­ 
hacked chair drawn up to the archaic roll-top desk in one corner of the 
room. Aided by a Brooklyn telephone directory, his size-five shoes dangled 
several inches above the warped tile floor. In slow-motion drama, Alfred 
Waller gestured, brittle arm outstretched, with twig-like fingers shaped into 
a claw, as if he were twisting an invisible lock. 

"Down a little, please? I say, Steckman, maybe YO'l\.could just shut 
the volume down a little bit so an old man can read his book? I plow 
through the same paragraphs over and over, and I come up with nothing. 
'They tell me nothing," the old man repeated, dropping his hand to fondle 
the frayed bookmark lying on his desk. It advertised the Falton Public 
Library in faded green print. 

"Even the sentences are not clear through the scalping and the chasing 
in your shows." 

Having spoken his piece, elegantly or not, in a gravel voice pitched 
just above a stage whisper, Waller extracted a used kleenex from a pocket 
of the ragged, elbow-patched jacket that engulfed him and seemingly had 
enjoyed the same vintage year as the roll-top desk. He pressed the tissue 
to his red-trimmed nostrils and blew-his eyes tightly shut in preparation 
for the short-lived pain. Waller then glanced, somewhat timidly, at the 
butt of his plea: the well-fed profile of his sixty-year-old roommate who sat, 
not totally alert-mouth agape, eyes almost closed-staring at a spot on a 
throw rug just in front of the television set, the screen of which was a 
Wilderness of dark vertical lines. No longer mollified by the rug strands, 
Steckman somehow sensed that he was being addressed and gained the 
essence of the complaint without hearing the exact words. Glassy-eyed, 
the heavy-set man licked his dry lips before turning his head in the general 
direction of the desk and speaking in a low. drowsy tone. 

"Yeah, Mr. Waller, I know. The TV's gotta be turned down and 
then in a few minutes I gotta close the window because "it's getting a 
little cold in here, don't you think, Steckman?' " Imitating the cracked, 
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high-pitched voice of the tiny old man amused Steckman. He ran a pudgy 
hand through his full head of soot-colored hair, yawned widely and ex­ 
plored the back of his mouth with a finger, revealing small teeth the hue of 
ripe corn. Standing up, Steckman displayed an enormous midsection that 
was not quite concealed by his soiled T-shirt, stretched to corral a certain 
cubic footage of pink flesh. A pair of bright blue trousers clung to his 
lower torso with a relief map of wrinkles behind each knee. Barefoot, he 
padded to the only window in the small apartment and closed it--care­ 
fully, sarcastically-to within an inch of the lower sill, on the ledge of 
which Waller kept two pots of multicolored, plastic-imitation flowers pur­ 
chased at a nearby dimestore. Dried fly corpses lay in the thick film of dust 
surrounding the flowerpots. Side-stepping an orangecrate full of hardbound 
and paperback books-one of three similar containers in the room-the fat 
man returned from the window and adjusted the volume and vertical tun­ 
ing, once again bringing into sharp focus a stock, rough-and-tumble saloon 
of a wilder era. He dropped his hulk into the depths of the easy chair. 
looking thoroughly deflated, while dust rose from the deep sigh of the seat 
cushion. Reaching below the arm of the chair to the floor, Steckman re­ 
trieved and shook what he found, disappointedly, to be an empty beer can. 
He raised the container to his lips, threw his head back as if someone had 
just roped him around the neck, and savored the last few drops of the liquor. 

"So, Walleye, you're happy now? Sometimes I think you do all that 
squawking just to see me exercise. I gotta relax alot. You know you can't 
sneeze at slipped discs. That's pretty dark stuff." Steckman patted the. 
immense globe of his stomach with the palm of one hand. "But you ain't 
got no worries. No, Walleye, you just sit over there all day reading your 
books and smiling like a dummy the whole time. Don't them fingers of 
yours get tired always following the words across the page?" The empty 
beer can made a harsh sound as it fell to the floor, and Steckman noted 
his elder' s response. 

The tiny man looked up from his gook, carefully brushed back a 
wisp of white hair that had fallen, quite roguishly, down over his eyes. 
but decided against engaging the other man in conversation. He returned 
to the legend of King Arthur. 

"Can I help it if I like cowboy shows?" continued the fat man, 
thinking aloud. "And a little fresh air once in awhile. I like that, too! 
Will I be glad when I can clear out of here. Then I won't have to share 
this little stink of a room with you, counting every penny because of 
those goddam hospital bills. Those doctors really milk you these days. 
Milk you dry," repeated Steckman, shaking a fist at the cracked plaster on 
the ceiling. The sole member of his audience kept reading, his gnarled 
forefinger tracing the printed words while the chapped, maroon lips moved 
slightly. "Man, will I be glad to get back on the crew again." 

8 



"Steckman," said the old man, keeping a careful finger on his place, 
"Steckman, what you need is to get yourself interested in something. Get 
Your mind off your bad back and hospital bills. Look at me, seventy-three 
in August, and I don't gripe. Maybe a little hobby of some kind would 
keep you busy." 

"Aw, you got sand up your ass if you think I need a hobby! Right 
in front of me is my hobby." Steckman pointed at the television screen, 
which was portraying a gunfight between two -men in the middle of a 
desert. "Here's some more of my little time-wasters." He peered over the 
arm of the chair and made a careless gesture toward the five or six empty 
beer cans that surrounded the chair. "I do okay, Waller. I don't need 
anybody's help." He stared at the TV screen and saw a cowboy grip his 
midsection and fall face down in the sand. The victorious gunfighter 
mounted his nag and rode toward a backdrop of mountains. "So, uh . . . 
so what would you suggest? Read all the time like you? No, thanks." 
Thinking himself unobserved, Steckman leaned back in his chair and began 
Working a nostril with his thumb. His voice became nasalized because of 
the obstruction. "No, no soap with that bookworm game. I went to 
school, you know. I read some books in my time. Samuel Smiles I used 
to read. My old lady used to keep his stuff laying around the house. 
Cronin, too. The Citadel. Let's see, what were the other two books I 
read?" He removed his thumb from his nose and squinted at the ceiling, 
as if trying to read the two titles from small, distant print. "Adventure 
books, I think they were. Well, they're gone now. All I know is that I 
Just want to clear out of this place and get back on the crew again." 

Waller inserted the cardboard bookmark into the King Arthur story 
and pushed the book aside. "This crew you talk about, Steckman, is a 
construction crew, I take it? Here we been living all this time with one 
another almost half a year and I don't know what your employment was." 

"Construction? Hell no! Demolition was my line. I worked on one 
of them big mother hubbard jobs with the ball and chain. You know, 
You've seen 'em knocking down old buildings around the city." 

Waller nodded without expression. 

"When that big metal ball-God, it must weigh I don't know how 
much-smashes into those old bricks it just makes minced meat out of 
the whole goddam wall. Everything flies apart, know what I mean? What 
a feeling to come into some old-fashioned place early in the morning and 
have it wrecked to hell by quitting time. Last place we knocked apart­ 
that is, the last place when I was on the crew-was right down a couple 
of blocks from here. Some goddam library on its last legs. Real con­ 
demned-looking, know what I mean? Nope, nothing but a lot of founda­ 
tion scraps and a cloud of plaster dust left when we got done tearin' into 



it. That big iron marble really sang that day." Steckman rolled the fingers 
of one hand into a fist and slammed it into the palm of the other, grinding 
his knuckles against the open hand-perhaps for good measure. "Just good 
clean fun. Forgot the name, though. Fulton or something close to that, 
I think it was." 

Neither man spoke for several minutes. Waller solemnly opened the 
top drawer of his desk that squeaked, as if in pain, and began rummaging 
through loose papers. When he looked up again from his private scrib­ 
blings, Steckman was just disappearing behind the curtain that hid a re· 
frigerator and small gas stove, among other things. Waller heard the 
familiar sound. Psssht ! The fat man emerged from the cloistered spot 
carrying a freshly opened can of beer. Dropping himself into the chair 
again, Steckman swished a small ocean of beer arouund his mouth, making 
his cheeks bulge, and swallowed hard, delighting in the effect. 

"What you got in the drawer, Wally? Your old laundry lists? Dirty 
pictures? Hahl" Steckman tossed down another mouthful with his usual 
alacrity. For the moment at least, he found himself uproariously funny. 
possibly without equal in the entertainment world. 

"Have your laugh, Steckman, but I do a little writing of my own, too. 
Not that you would notice." The old man cocked his head to one side to 
see a little farther into the drawer. "In this drawer I got bits and pieces of 
poems I've been trying to put together for the past couple years." 

"Poems is it now? Holy Christ, I didn't know we had a real talent in 
the room!" Steckman chuckled to himself. "Let's hear one of 'em. I ain't 
got nothing else to do." 

'T d rather not," said the old man, finding the page he was searching 
for. "My poetry isn't worth reading or hearing. It justs keeps me busy. 
that's all. Anyway, I don't feel like it right now." He began to silently 
read the verse on the wrinkled, yellow page before him. 

"Naw, go ahead, Waller. I just been wondering what you could write 
poetry about in this dump." Propping his chin on his fist, Steckman leaned 
heavily on the right arm of the chair and began sneaking glances in Waller's 
direction. "Don't be shy about it. Nobody's around but me and I promise 
r won't laugh." 

Wallet: reluctantly cleared his throat, for whatever that was worth. 
and began in his gravel whisper. 

"Tonight I spied no moon 
Nor from window saw no star. 
All was ... " 

"You mean that window?" interrupted Steckman, pointing enthusi- 
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"All was quiet this strange night 
As lonely heavens searched for light." 

Steckman placed his half empty can on the floor, sat up erectly and 
belched with deep resonance. "Stick that in your poem if you're so goddam 
smart, Walnurs!" As the poet's voice droned weakly on, the heavy man 
draped himself over the chair again and was soon asleep, making barely 
audible mumblings with each exhalation. Waller finally concluded the last 
lines of the poem, replaced it in its secure position in the drawer and sat for 
some time staring at the sleeping man. Possibly on a whim, the tiny old 
man crept quietly down from his desk chair and tiptoed to a cellophane 
Package behind the younger man's chair, who was couched "like a child in 
dreamland. Waller then proceeded to pluck a large potato chip from the 
Package, balanced it with great care in the middle of Steckrnan's full head 
of hair, retreated to his chair where he held his mouth, sometimes with 
both hands, and nearly killed himself with laughter for a quarter of an hour. 

- LESLIE DAVIS 

astically past the television set. "With them fake daffy-dills or whatever? 
One night I was looking out and I saw that swell-looking broad across the 
way strip right down. I couldn't see a helluva lot so I went and dug out 
my old army binocs. But it was too late; she hit the hay, I guess, 'cause 
her place was black as pitch by the time I got back." The heavy man had 
spoken very objectively, as if his comments had total relevance to the 
poem at hand. 

HIKE 
Einstein/ one stone 
One stone thrown at rills, 
ripples widen and shake hills: 
l-Iiroshima blooms. 

- THOMAS B. CHOCKLEY 
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SPECULATION 
Leafing through a catalogue of books, 
I happened on the writing of one Wood, 
who offers to rudely urban world 
How to Tell Birds From Flowers. 

Does Wood suspect that girls as straight and hard 
as girders in the steel complexes they 
inhabit, and the men with concrete names, 
don't know their birds from flowers? 

Can't tell a jay from a bluebell? 
Don't know a lark from a rose? 
Think zinnias abandon their f ledglWigs, 
and bobolinks fade with the snows? 

Or is the P.O. box he gave to Dover 
(Who didn't read but only published him) 
a cover for some still unposted forest 
where you can't tell the leaves from feathers? 

Perhaps the folk, though clever and observant, 
yet see such animated vegetation, 
that, with the quiet stalks where young birds grow, 
they can't tell the flora from fauna. 

For the cardinals flock with the poppies, 
and young owls shed fluff when it blows; 
the marigolds sing like canaries, 
and Frost blackens tulips 'to crows, 
and you can't tell a jay from a bluebell, 
you won't know a lark from a rose. 

- KATHI DAVIS 
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SILENT SCREAMS 
Not being understood 
Is like 
Stamping on cotton, 
Tons and tons 
of 
Quiet cotton. 

- KAREN BOVARD 

A quiet time - as 
Gauzy hours drift past, 
Feathering down the insect hum of 
Evening breeze, 
So like moving mist 
Before the dawn. 

A quiet time - the 
Darkened span is riveted with 
Stars, that, with their unfelt heat 
Strengthen the purple steel 
Of this dreaming night. 

- JACK HAFER 
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THE DREAMERS 

I 
He squatted behind a nail keg in the rear of the hardware store, wait­ 

ing. Light from the street lamp on the corner :filtered through the window 
in long, white strokes, like the moonlight which lay on the floor of his cell 
for years. 

He hitchhiked into town the day before yesterday, or the day before 
that-he couldn't remember which and it didn't seem to matter-to find 
her. And he had, but she hadn't seen him because he hid out. And she'd 
show up here tonight, because she came to the store every night. (He was 
relieved that her routine was so regular that he didn't need to keep track of 
the days of the week.) Sometimes she came early and sometimes late, but 
that didn't matter either. , She would be here for sure, and he could wait all 
night if he had to. 

He guessed it was around eight, but it could be much later. Or earlier. 
lie had no definite notion. If it was later then it was around the time he 
Usually laid down in his bunk, which was, he supposed, around nine-thirty 
At least that's the way it was the first few years in prison when he had kept 
track of the hours and days. After a while, though, he paid no attention to 
the clock-when they rung the bell and turned out the lights he would crawl 
happily into his bunk and think about her, soaking his life's energy from the 
ll'lemory. And, later, after everyone in the cellblock had dropped off to sleep, 
he'd close his eyes and the memory would follow him into his sleep, with 
sunshine coming through the window on Sunday morning and him and her 
on the rumpled bed, their noses pressed together, giggling. 

They called him Sleepy. He never knew exactly why, except he had 
one vague memory of a morning when four or five of them were squatting 
in the sunshine, leaning against the dispensary wall, smoking. He looked up, 
and they had been asking him something and he hadn't heard and they 
chuckled. He hadn't been paying attention. What was it Big Red said to 
him? He said, "Man, one of these days you goina moon yosef right outa 
this world." He didn't remember for sure if that was what he said, but Big 
Red was his friend. He had a woman on the outside who cheated on him, 
and sometimes before Big Red went to sleep, he'd turn his big black face 
toward the wall and you could barely hear him sing, almost in a whisper­ 
''l-Iey, hey, pretty woman, where'd you sleep last night." 
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But then Big Red' d drop off and he'd be left alone, smiling in the dark 
at the pictures in his head of him and her, with the Sunday morning sun­ 
shine just roaring through their bedroom window, the easy breeze stirring the 
curtains and him and her on the rumpled bed, giggling. At first he only 
thought about it whenever the bell would ring and the lights went out, but 
then he found that he could think about her any time during the day and 
the prison would disappear into a blur of messhall lines and tiny pieces of 
conversation, the bell and the dark and then nothing interfered with 
his dreams. 

But he wasn't sleepy now, and if Big Red had seen him in the past two 
or three or four days he wouldn't call him that. Not if Big Red saw how 
he followed Penny around, watching every move she made, waiting for the 
right time and place to surprise her. He :first saw her when she came out of 
the store, here, and go down the street in the twilight. She didn't look 
exactly like he remembered her, but the more he saw her, the closer her fea­ 
tures began to :fit the pictures of her that he had carried in his head for years. 
And he was sure she would recognize him tonight-he had given her a 
picture of himself when they married in case he ever went away. He was just 
as sure, also, that they'd be together just like in '3 7. 

He decided to meet her here because he knew that would give him the 
best chance to explain why he had left and why he was gone so long. Here 
they'd be alone and he could give her a surprise. 

But she'd really built the place up since last he saw it. He had heard 
that after he left she went to work here clerking, helping old man Tymes. 
then :finally she up and bought the place from him when he retired. Well. 

The muscles in his calves grew stiff, so he straightened up from bis 
squat behind the nail kegs and stood a moment in the dark, looking toward 
the front of the store where he saw the lamplight fall dead and cold on the 
sharp-toothed saws hanging handle-down. like miniature sides of beef, in the 
window. · 

The woman had really done herself proud those years. There were 
saws, hammers, nails, screws, plumblines-anything a man' d want in this 
store. He ran his gaze along the glass counter stock full of jackknives, fish· 
ing tackle, reels, and shotgun shells, then admired the single and double-bit 
axes hanging from pegs on the pine-handled walls. The way the light from 
,the street glinted along the edges of the axeheads made the blades look wavy. 
and he thought for a moment that here was some new kind of axe they'd 
made since he'd been in the pen at Huntsville. He probably wouldn't know 
how to use them. 
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he was sure glad she had some job of work, good work, and that she 
Wasn't hurting. 

Her and him came in here after they were married so he could buy 
some shotgun shells. He bought the shells right over there by the counter 
With the shiny hammers in it, right there where her desk was snug to the 
Wall. The shells took their last dollar, and they went hunting. He flushed 
three quail up in the pasture behind the wrecked shell of a farmhouse where 
they lived and shot them-the roar of the shotgun ringing in his ears-a 
hundred feet from the rusty bobwire fence, while she sat under the biggest 
cottonwood tree, the third from the house, in a pair of his overalls and 
clapped her hands when he shot them. Then they sat on the back stoop and 
Pulled the feathers off the quail, her digging the buckshot out with an old 
fingernail file, and they ate them on tin plates. When they went to bed, the 
sunshine sang through the window and the easy summer breeze blew the 
Yellow curtains just a little. The quail made the first meal they had had 
for two days. 

The next day Billy Don Turrel came by on the way to find work in 
Bouston, and he knew he'd have to leave sometime because JJ}ere wasn't no 
Work at all and he couldn't stand to sec her going hungry. He told her he 
Was leaving and she cried and told him she'd rather go hungry. Well God 
knows he wanted to stay, but he just couldn't sit by and watch her going 
hungry. So he and Billy Don walked away from the house and he could 
hear her crying all the way down the two-rut road to the Fort Worth High­ 
way, where the sound of trucks howling and whining on the road drowned 
0ut her crying. He understood-he was the only man she ever had. 

Later that night when that truck driver was crying in pain after Billy 
Don beat him in the head with a tire iron, took his money and run off, he 
could still hear Penny bawling, so he stayed with the driver but couldn't do 
nothing for him and he died just before the laws came. 

All those years in Huntsville he never wrote her, never told her where 
he was or how he was, he was so ashamed of being called a criminal. Maybe 
she thought he-was dead, he didn't know. Or maybe she thought he just run 
Off and never wanted to come back. Whatever she thought he'd tell her the 
truth and everything would be just like it was then. Because it had to be­ 
he spent years and years with those pictures in his mind of her and him 
Stretched out on that rumpled quilt with the Sunday morning sunlight 
Warming their bodies as they giggled, nose to nose. Somehow only that was 
teal to him; that one event had evened out the pain of the following years, 
and his whole life was suspended, like one of those minute particles of dust 
floating in the sunlight of the bedroom, on a Sunday morning in July 
Of 1937. 
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II 

"I swear sometimes I think you don't want her to look pretty," she 
heard her sister say. She slid back the sleeve of her corduroy jacket to glance 
at her square wrist watch. Seven-thirty already. She was late and needed to 
be at the store, for tomorrow she had to clear her account with Bobbin and 
Sons in St. Louis. 

"She doesn't need any more of those, those jumpers or whatever they're 
called." She placed her palms fiat on the surface of the uncovered oak table, 
then ran an unpainted fingernail along the open grain. 

"Well, surely you can afford it." Her sister set her coffee mug on the 
table and looked into the kitchen where the girl was washing the supper 
dishes. She followed her sister's eyes, but she could not see her daughter. 
On the top of the aging enamel refrigerator a radio crooned Dream, when 
you're ieelin blue, and she saw her daughter's thin arm reach across from the 
sink to twist the knob, subduing the voice. 

"Didn't say I couldn't," she finally answered. "I think she needs to 
spend more time studying and less time worrying about boys. She has to 
look to her future." 

"I think," her sister offered, hesitating as though what she was about 
to say might sound too harsh. She lifted her porcelain cup and stared hard 
at the handle. Penny looked straight into her sister's face and held bet 
muscles rigid. 

"You work too hard," her sister finally declared, then, without return­ 
ing Penny's gaze, she rose from the table and carried her coffee cup into the 
kitchen. "Always worrying about tomorrow," she heard her sister's voice 
continuing from the other room. She suppressed an impulse to answer, de­ 
ciding that there was little use in arguing, for it now disrupted the schedule 
she tried to hold herself to. She was late already and didn't have time to 
jaw about inconsequentials. 

She rose from the table and stepped brusquely down the dim hallway­ 
In the bathroom she stood before the mirror and opened her mouth, gazinS 
into the dark recesses in an effort to discover the source of a recent toothache· 
She only halfhoped she would find it: it would mean a trip to the dentist, 
who would. soak her for at "least ten dollars and waste two hours of bet 
time at that. 

She turned from the mirror and stood at the window, pausing to draS' 
a forefinger across a gray film of dust which covered the slats of the venetiaf 
blinds. She considered telling her daughter to clean them, but then decided 
it could wait until eight to ten on Saturday morning, when she cleaned the 
rest of the house. 
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She supposed the windows needed curtains also, for her sister and 
Robin always griped about the lack of color in the house. But if. they want­ 
ed frills and nicities they would have to see to it themselves, for she had no 
time. It was hard enough keeping body and soul together without worrying 
about those extras that were supposed to make a house a home. And she 
had worried about bringing home the bread ever since 1937, in December, 
When Robin was born. 

On the way out of the bathroom she passed the mirror without look­ 
ing into it, then strode down the hall to the dining room, where she stopped 
a moment before an unpainted roll-top desk and swiftly collected several in­ 
voices which were stacked neatly on the desk top, then shoved them into her 
coat pocket. As she turned to walk to the front door, her eyes noted the flat, 
brown dullness of the room with its rugless wood floors, yellowing wall­ 
paper, windows covered with venetian blinds, and the round oak table in the 
center of the room. She decided it was a little cheerless. Maybe they were 
right, but it couldn't be helped. 

At the front door she stooped to inspect a bowl of passion flowers sit­ 
ting on a four-legged stand beside the coat rack. The flowers were her one, 
and recent, concession to womanly frills, and now she bent her head down 
to study the intricate multicolored blossoms. They had been in the house 
for two days and sadly needed water. She supposed they would die soon. 

"Robin?" she called from the doorway. 

"Yes'm?" the girl answered from the kitchen. 

"Turn that radio down," she commanded, then closed the front door 
behind her. 

As she stepped down the sidewalk to the square, her heels tapping a 
sharp cadence on the concrete, something in the spring night air seemed to 
sink through her flesh and weaken her muscles. Her brisk steps eased into a 
languid stroll and she lifted her head and gazed at the lamp light that filtered 
through the leaves of the overhanging oak trees. 

A black Ford passed slowly by on the opposite side of the street, the 
rear hanging low over the pavement and the gutted mufflers purring huskily. 
She saw two faces pressed together in the rear seat, then heard a girlish laugh, 
almost a chuckle, float through the open rear window. The car turned the 
corner behind her and the red turn signal winked slowly in the dark. She 
felt proud that the girl in the car was not Robin, then picked up her step 
Until her heels again tapped a regular, quick cadence on the walk, echoing 
sharply in the night air. She snagged a cigarette from a package in her coat 
Pocket, lit it by dragging a kitchen match against Mrs. Cain's cinder block 
fence, then crossed her arms in front of her chest and walked quickly the rest 
of the way to the square. 
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The store fronts hung back in the dimness. On the corner of the Square 
nearest her, the town's lone movie house-the marquee lighted up to adver­ 
tise Love in the Afternoon-provided the only light for the west side of the 
square. Her eyes hung briefly on the marquee, then dropped to the pavement 
as she stepped up on the curb in front of the theater. As she passed the box 
office she nodded curtly to the tickettaker, who, she thought, smiled as 
though he knew some lewd secret about her. 

At the door of her hardware store she paused to glance back at the 
courthouse which loomed dark and high in the center of the suqare like the 
haunted castle of a childhood memory, then extracted a key from the tangled 
depths of her jacket pocket. She thrust the key quickly and surely into the 
lock and stepped through the doorway. Once inside, she closed the door be­ 
hind her and glanced at the contents of the room, from the left where the 
two power mowers squatted on the floor, to the right where the counter dis­ 
appeared into the back of the store. She performed this checking-off process 
methodically, her mind taking note of each hammer and saw, axe and 
hatchet. One of the nail kegs in the dim rear of the room seemed slightly 
out of place-it was a bit too far in front of the line of rakes on the west 
wall, rather than centered on them-but she dismissed it from her mind. 

She stepped behind the counter and performed a nightly ritual of reach· 
ing up above the square wooden desk to press the button on the fluorescent 
lamp that arched out from the wall, then, when the light flooded the desk· 
top, she pulled the folded invoices from her pocket, laid them on the desk. 
slipped out of the jacket, and hung it on the back of the chair at the desk. ' 
After she was seated, she gently touched the barrel of the loaded shotgun 
standing against the wall between the desk and tool rack, then glanced at 
the calendar nailed to the wall. Something disturbed her prework ritual­ 
it was the end of the month, and after noting this she ripped the month of 
April from the calendar pad, wadded the paper into a ball and dropped it 
into a wastebasket by the desk. She performed the operation with a feeling 
that approached pleasure. 

She had just leaned forward to pull a ledger from a stack of books on 
the desk corner when she heard a small scraping sound in the rear of the 
store. She shoved her chair back and snatched the shotgun up to her shoulder. 

"Who's in here?" 

She heard nothing. 

"Come out or I'll come looking," she threatened. 

"It's me," a voice announced. 

"Who the hell's 'me'!" she demanded, keeping the barrel of the shot­ 
gun trained toward the rear of the room. 
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A figure rose from behind the nail keg. 

"O.D." the figure said. 

"Who?" 
"O.D." he repeated. "It's me. I come back." She could see his arms 

jerk as though to punctuate his chopped sentences. "I never wrote because I 
thought you'd be ashamed of ... " 

"I don't want to know about it," she shouted. "Get out, goddamn 
You, get out, get out, get out!" She jammed her eyes shut, raised the muzzle 
of the shotgun and yanked the trigger. She heard a roar, then the tinkling 
of broken glass, and when she opened her eyes the front door gaped open and 
the roaring still hung in her ears. 

After a moment she sat down, lifted the receiver of the telephone and 
dialed a number. 

"This is Miss Penny, down at the hardware store," she told a voice on 
the other end of the phone. "Had a ... a burgler." She was· instructed to 
Wait a moment, then she heard footsteps and a snatch of unintelligible con­ 
versation. Then, as she listened closer she heard what she thought was a 
barely suppressed laugh. more like a snicker, and her hands began to tremble. 

"What'd he look like?" the returning voice asked. 

"Look like?" she asked. "Look like? He looked like . . . " she hesi­ 
tated. "I can't remember," she finally bawled over the phone then dropped 
it into the cradle. 

For a moment she sat numb at the desk, then her hands opened the 
middle drawer of the desk and searched in the back of the drawer for a key. 
She found herself leaning over the bottom drawer of the left-hand side of the 
desk, inserting a key in the lock and pulling the drawer open. Her fingers 
left trails in the film of dust on the upper ledge of the drawer. She reached 
Under a tangled mass of papers and lint and drew out a photograph, which 
she placed on the desk top. 

After staring at the picture for a moment, she dropped it into the waste­ 
basket and began to cry for the first time since July of 19 3 7. 

- CHARLES SMITH 
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