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Triumvirate

Three silos rise, slick bellied,
silver caps from shredded mother.
Swelling bloats of sullen Field,
she lies bludgeoned, golden
beneath her attackers

staring at the whiteness,
so white the anonymous sky

Thin sticked from gutted moor,
They, three penetrations,
with heads toward heaven.

Dona Spencer



Owen McHugh



Red Jackets and Other Tragedies

If all present must be accounted for, count me there— -

in the mirror. I saw myself slightly throughout the

entire drama—watched my reactions, my small part, as

I simultaneously felt them. It was like calling up a °
talk-show on the radio and not turning down the sound—
without the three-second security lag.

"‘Crystal,”’ said the father, ‘‘come look at these
jackets.”’

This is a pretty common statement for that general
area. Substitute a name and you have the phrase that is
daily recited during book rush by socners gold-rushing
the dry good section of the college bookstore where
I work. There seem to be a lot of labelers running loose
on campus this year who, as soon as they see something
obvious, like say a drinking fountain or a bus which
never fails to make schedule, verbalize it. *'Look,’’ they
say, '‘there’s the bus,’”’ and so forth.

Dry goods is a homey-type euphemism for Huskiewear
which is the house-organ name for collegiate clothes
bearing the fighting Huskie dog emblem and the words
Northern Plains State on the flaps or pockets.

I was watching Crystal’s father because he didn’t
look like the type who would lift anything and I dread
the day I have to see a shoplifter. This bookstore
operates on the balance of terror theory. If my super-
visor sees me overlooking a shoplifter, I pay for the
crime by losing my job. Some of the older girls have a
favorite story that they use to terrify new employees.

It entails a fake lifter who is periodically planted in a
given department to test the loyalty of a salesperson.
With my dumb luck, this one was probably the stooge,
but I watched Crystal’s old man anyhow. He was a

tweed and pipe type who appeared to have been put up
on blocks some time ago—like an old hot rod too good
to junk.

‘I don’t want a jacket.’’ This comment was
delivered somewhat remotely by Crystal, as if she
was talking through a tube from under the ocean. It
was followed by a more to-the-point postscript—
something to the effect that she did not need a jacket
either, especially one red vinyl, hooded number with
NPS emblazoned on the pocket. She was standing in the
aisle across the way, touching, but obviously not feeling,
a rack of Superboxes—this year’s introductory, free to
Freshmen and foreign students, gift-pack, which was once
free but now costs 99 cents. Not a dollar. 99 cents
plus tax.

Either I shifted positions or the world turned because
I could now see Crystal’s mother and myself seeing her
in the full-length mirror where people model their
Huskiewear. The Mother was pulling The Jacket from
its hanger and waving it at Crystal like one waves
a hanky from the train in vintage movies. Crystal had
eased out of the picture.

Mother spoke with about the same relative impact
as Crystal, that is to say, she kind of breathed words.
"‘Oh yes, this one,’’ she said. "‘Let’s us try it on.”
She checked her next observation by eye. ''You’ll need
at least an ‘M,’ maybe an ‘L.’’’ I mentally measured
Crystal for an *'S’’ and maybe even an ‘'Extra-S.”’
She had the bone structure of a moth.

But the deliberation, at least as far as the parents
were concerned, was over. Crystal would have a
jacket. They reiterated the ferocity of plains’ weather,



the relative uselessness of the girl's present jacket,
and so forth.

With the measure of anonymity the mirror afforded
me, I calculated the plot of this drama. Like a
particularly crucial point in a t.v. show, when you
have been let in on something the protagonist hasn’t
and you would give anything to let him know so
that you could sleep that night and he could avoid
disaster, this part drew me in. I silently prompted Crystal.

“*Come on, girl,”” I pled. ‘‘Tell them. Today a jacket,
tomorrow a practical career as a nurses’ aide.”’

I re-stacked T-shirts furiously as I waited tor Crystal
to move. Too symbolically, she seemed made of glass.
Or maybe she was a geode—all surface hardness, but
brittle and delicate where the eye can’t penetrate. This
possibility of fragility seemed to determine her real
character. She was, objectively, not quite spindly, but
probably once was. She had rhinestone-cornered, pink
plastic glasses and new shoes—if scent is any indication.
The shoes seemed to hurt, unless that was her usual way
of moving—a little pinched and jerky.

She had arrived at the rack of jackets and my hopes
began to quail as she reached vaguely for the red one.
Her mother had switched from a wilted commanding to a
martyred pleading and was coaxing Crystal in a small
voice to at least determine the correct size. ‘‘That’s it,”’ I
noted smugly. ‘‘First the sucker line, then the article
itself, complete with strings.’’ I mutely decided that she
was definitely an *‘S’’—and that only with many sweaters.

A fourth player, a miniature version of the older man,
now lounged near. ''C’mon, Dad,” he said, *'C’'mon.”’

That was all, but the intonation implied that he had been
through this movie before and was fighting, in a polite
way, for Crystal’s cause. He seemed to address me as
much as them and was becoming teenaged embarrassed.

Crystal stabbed the jacket with one finger. It
flapped and crackled. ‘‘Yes,’’ she agreed, snatching and
holding the thing at arm’s length like a noxious beast,
“It’s a great jacket. Why don’t you buy it, Dad, to wear
to the Rotary?’’ Then turning, still distracted, to the
woman, ‘‘Or you, Mother?"’

Then all the extras in the wings had entered armed.
It was Dad, and Mum wearing the colors of country
and King, and Crystal and I in black. Junior acted out
some amateurish Fool center stage. Ta-dah!

Crystal’s mother moved away then. She walked as
if her feet hurt her too. But she did not have new
shoes. She had polio.

In that way the civilized people will do, I wavered
between customary reactions, that is, the habitual or polite
emotional response, and present experience. It is harder
to dislike a person with such an obvious cross to bear.
As if the physical deformity forgives the personality
ugliness.

The mother almost clung to the father, looking as if
she would just as soon swoon, but was hedged in and
held up with the same amenities that made my opinion
of her soften.

Crystal’s father heaved a‘great, patient bear sigh.
“‘Crystal,”’ he pronounced, ‘‘let us approach this
maturely. We will buy the jacket for you for our peace
of mind, and you will if you wish, exchange it for
one you like next week when we are gone. Surely, you



don’t want your family to worry about your health
the whole time you’re in college?”’

““You want to spend your money?’’ said Crystal, as
if she were asking them to dance. She was clearly, if
calmly, out of hand, I thought to myself. ‘‘Give me cash.
I'll buy something I really want and need —like, uh,
like . . .”” She searched the area wildly for something to
fill in the blank, then finished abruptly, ‘‘a douchbag."’

"I don’t want or need a Goddamn jacket.”’ The
“‘goddamn’’ was delivered loudly, but clumsily, like
something foreign and too big for her mouth.

“‘Chryssie.”’ It was Mother. She certainly conveyed
shock, embarrassment, and disappointment quietly,

I noted.

"*Chryssie,’’ I echoed silently. The mirror fairly quaked
with tumescent emotion. ''C’mon. It’s a Trojan horse of
a gift and you know it, but you've read the book You
can still substitute a second ending.”’

The brother was gone from sight. I glimpsed Crystal
on the way out and heard her call back, '“You two
are so full of shit.”’

I no longer liked Crystal either. Mother and Father
held the red jacket together, frozen in place like some
off-key nativity scene.

I saw my superior approach. Or rather, I heard him
approach. He makes the sound of an adding machine
when he walks. It seems someone had lifted something.
I saw the channel flick over.

Gay Davidson




Rocker

she remembers,
vaguely,
a rumpled pile
of torn newspaper
burning in the fireplace
and something of
a young man who
kissed her smooth cheeks
and listened as she spoke—
dreams, fairy tales . .

the memory flickers,
the hearth is cold,
ashes cling in the wet wrinkles of her face.

Melodie Provencher



Salmon Fishing

Shoulder to shoulder,

We cast grey waters.

The day shortens;

The south blows showers in.
A loon wings toward solstice.

We draw the salmon

Landward, their mouths bloody,
Filled with steel and rain.
Those that escape us

Swim on to meet great bears.

Rodney Baker
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The Perfect Pair

Wrapped in a thick new flannel blanket, lazy little
Pip had grown into an enormous bundle. It was a
little after seven on an early winter night. I covered
his face over with a corner of the blanket, leaning -
my cheek against the flap to keep the wind from
whipping it free. He struggled awkwardly for a moment,
pulling away from the cradle of my arm. Holding him
firmly and close to my face I made my way cautiously,
glancing out of the corner of my eye from time to time,
feeling my way over hard lumps of ice on the sidewalk.

The doctor’s office was upstairs over the bakery.

It was pitch-dark inside the bakery, but the street lamp
lit the window exposing a rather worn three-tiered

mock cake. A glimmering sugar-coated bell was fixed to
its top. In the morning warm mouth-watering tarts would
fill the window. As I passed slowly under the street
lamp the glossy border on little Pip’s blanket glowed rich
blue. A puff of wind swooshed out of the alley,

catching my long coat billowing it out, sending shivers
up my legs, quivering the flesh that circled my ribs.

I clutched little Pip even tighter, burrowed my nose
into his soft warm fluff, reaching with my toe for the
edge of the landing. The sweet scent of his bath
calmed me. Inside. I caught my breath. Cleared the cold
tears from my eyes. An automatic device pulled the
door shut behind me, sending an unexpected clang up
the steep hollow stairwell. Looking up the steps toward
Dr. Schwarz’s office, I wanted to turn back. The steps
had always filled me with dread, but now with little Pip
in my arms, they were frightening. They went straight
up without stopping or turning.
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A baby’s head was like an egg shell to hear my
mother tell it. I had heard it—over and over—the story
about the poor baby down the road. Lying there,
wee one, in a basket, one-day-old helpless thing, and
who could blame his little brother for stopping to look
at him, for wondering about him, for letting the
candy bar slip and thud upon the poor baby’s head,
upon that sunken, pulsing, living, soft spot. The last I
had ever heard, and that was years ago, all that he
had learned to do was to rub his belly and mutter with
the most disgusting repetition, ‘‘'me full, me full.” My
father had never believed the story, not even for a
minute. Father was convinced that since there had been
no wedding there had to be the punishment.

Little Pip arched his back. I uncovered his face and
secured him in the crook of my left arm. My husband
would have come along and carried Pip to the top of the
stairs, but then he would have had to wait in the cold
car. He could not bear to go near the doctor—it
made him woozy. I had fainted dead once myself, but
that was before the babies started coming. And
Pierce hated to wait. It put him instantly into one of
his worst moods. He had already done all the waiting he
ever intended to do.

Pierce and I were a perfect pair. He adored tiny
babies. He loved toddler games—on his hands and knees,
scaring, laughing, tricking, under the kitchen table,
behind the sofa, hiding in the clothes closet, peeking
through the crack in the door. The babies scrambling,
over-excited, shrieking wildly until everyone was
exhausted. I enjoyed them most when they commenced



to grow up, when they sat on my lap listening to the
stories that I read.

Tense and trembly I grasped the stair railing and
pulled myself and Pip to the top of the steps, entering
the waiting room without looking back. The waiting
room was oddly modern; it didn’t blend with the rest of
the old store building. Perhaps an old doctor would
have left it old, but the wide wooden floor boards had
been covered over with plushy red carpet—already it was
worn and dull in front of the door. Pale blond wooden
benches curved around the corners of the room
interrupted by two doors and a shelf for magazines:
Fortune, Good Housekeeping, Parent, and Jack and Jill.

Opposite the door and above the book shelf was a
long, horizontal mirror that caught every look as it
came through the door. I sat down on the hard slippery
bench and lifted Pip from the tangled hump of
blankets, smoothing and rearranging the folds and
layers. We were alone in the waiting room. I could hear
the mumbles of doctor and patient and sensed we
would not have long to wait. ‘'Be patient,”’ I whispered
to Pip, kissing the five little fingers, cooing and
coaxing him to squeeze my finger. He twisted his head
back, not looking at me, not interested in me, but
stared instead at the wall behind me. I turned to look.
There was nothing there. Nothing but ugly venetian
blinds standing open against the dark windows. It was
only December, but the sooty window ledge gave it
a dead-winter look.

“Philip Potter,’’ called the nurse appearing briefly
from within. She was an old professional. A small
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cluster of gems perched on the winged tip of her
eye-glasses. A silver chain went around her neck and
connected up with the eye-glasses. The slightest shake
of her head set the chain to rocking.

“*Come on big boy! That’s us!’’ I smiled encourage-
ment to my little man. Nurse got right down to business;
motioned me to put him on the examination table—at
the paper sheet end of the table. Her cheeks sagged down
around the corners of her mouth like wax in a Wax
Museum. I unfurled little Pip’s wrapping, showing off
his All-Star legs. Nurse clicked her ball point pen,
shoved her fist into her pocket, moved off into the back
room where during the day I had seen blood standing
in test tube racks and at night urinal decanters were
polished and waited for tomorrow.

Alone we waited—Pip and I. And who cares where
it began. Under the altar of God or on some back
road, out of high purpose or out of a weakness for hot
kisses; we end up in a room like this. All in the same
white gown, lying on a sanitary paper sheet with legs
spread wide, waiting in the cold for the thrust of a
trusted doctor’s hand, staring mindless at a light or a
hinge or aknob . . . others beforeme . . . and afterme . . .

‘*What's the complaint?”’

He startled me. His shoes were soft like bedroom
slippers. It was old Dr. Schutz. I had been expecting Dr.
Schwarz and I should have demanded an explanation,
but then Dr. Schutz would surely have suspected that I
was disappointed.

"'Last week when I brought Pip in for his first
check-up, Dr. Schwarz said everything was just fine . . .

1



My voice wavered. My throat ached. No control, I hated -

myself for being so easy to cry. Female.

Dr. Schutz was shorter than 1. White tufts of hair
curled around his pink ears. His blue eyes looked as
if he had just heard a joke. He watched me as I worked
to undo the silky romper. I regained control by
concentrating on the romper—its Mother Duck, its
little ducklings, white ducklings, embroidered ducklings,
perfect waddly ducklings—Pip’s little belly bulged
smooth and springy like bread dough waiting for the
oven. If it were bath time, I would blow noisy kisses on
his bare belly and I would make him laugh. **. . . and
now this,”’ I said unpinning the diaper. Little Pip’s
testes were swollen tight and had turned blue.

“*‘Hydrocele,”’ he announced.

"*What’s that?"’

‘“‘Nothing to be concerned about. Painless.”’

That’s what I didn’t like about Dr. Schutz—his one
word sentences. And besides, it didn’t look painless.
““Well—what should I do for it?"’

“*Nothing,’’ he grunted.

“*Will it stay like this or will it go away?"’

**Oh, probably it will disappear—mysterious—like it
appeared.”’

He seemed to suppress a laugh. I had been a fool to
worry. I wanted to save face, to escape without a
trace of my ineptness flickering through his mind.

"*What caused it?’’ I asked as if he were the
repairman.

"I don’t know."’

Thinking that he had finished, I began putting little
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Pip back into his romper. He must have sensed I was
dissatisfied for he paused across the table from me and
gave Pip a second look. I expected him to say something
like, ‘'next thing you know, he’ll have himself a paper.
route,’’ but without looking at me, without taking his
eyes off little Pip, he asked, ‘Do you have any other
children?”’

At first I was flattered by his interest. ‘‘Yes," I
beamed. Then gazing dreamily at the baby scales along
the wall, I remembered the times Dr. Schwarz had
placed the babies gently on the scales. Ten pounds and
thirteen ounces, he would call out proudly. Six weeks
later he would announce thirteen pounds and ten
ounces. Greater accomplishments I had never had.

"‘Does this baby look anything like your other
children?"’

I stared silently. It was a puzzling question. My
children were as different as day and night. One was
quick—so quick that his daddy took him everywhere, and
the other so beautiful, so beautiful that perfect
strangers would stop me on the street. Pip didn’t look
like either of them—''No two kids are alike,’’ I assured.
Strangely, I remembered my husband coming into the
hospital room one hour after Pip was born. He walked
through the door and said to me as I lay peacefully
under the white, heavy sheet, ''That’s the most different
looking kid I ever saw in my whole life.”” The woman
in the bed next to me raised herself up on one elbow.
“I've seen lots of babies,’”’ he continued, ‘‘but this one is
something else.”’ *'I bet he looks like me,”’ 1 giggled—
it was an inside joke. When our first was born, my




family had said, ‘‘He looks just like the Potters.”’ The
Potters insisted, ‘‘He was the spittin’ image of old man
Turner.”” We were bound together, the three of us, by
their platitudes. When they saw Pip they asked one
another, "Who does he look like?’’ And now Dr. Schutz
was asking the same question. All that I had wanted

to know was about the testes.

“‘He looks like me,’’ I explained.

‘‘Epicanthal fold.”” He pointed to a peculiar fold of
skin at the corner of Philip’s eyes, next to his nose.
‘Do you have an epicanthal fold?"’ he asked looking
directly at my eyes over the top of his glasses.

I looked at Pip’s eyes and said, ‘‘My niece has an
epicanthal fold.”

‘*And almond-shaped eyes?”’

I couldn’t remember.

“‘Definitely slanted eyes,’’ he persisted and with his
finger he traced the oblique angle of the eye on
Pip’s cheek.

It was miserably hot standing there in my winter coat;
I wanted to take it off, but it was too late.

*Slanted eyes,’’ I repeated.

I had nearly forgotten. It was the next morning and
the sun streamed through the south window showing off
that other woman'’s flowers, giving an elegance to our
hospital room. It was that fantastic moment. I was getting
my first look at little Pip. All of my life I had wanted
to see him and now I inspected him timidly. He looked
all right to me except for the fact that since I was lying
flat on my back—from that angle—his eyes appeared to
be slanted. I pulled myself up on one elbow, turning
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his head this way and that. Sometimes his eyes looked
straight and sometimes they looked slanted; I couldn’t
make up my mind. I remembered at the time, a mother
telling me once ‘‘twenty-four hours can make all the
difference in the world.”’ I had decided to bank on

that. When Dr. Schwarz came by on his morning rounds,
he was accompanied by an oriental nurse. '‘Good
morning,’’ he smiled, pulling the sheet back, pressing
his hand knowingly here and there over the general area
of the womb. ‘*What’s wrong with the baby’s eyes?’’

I blurted suddenly. He and the nurse raised their
eyebrows. ‘They look kind of ‘squished,’ '’ I added.
"“You would be ‘squished’ too,’’ he laughed. ‘'Look, I
took X-rays last night—the baby has a broken right arm,
snapped just below the shoulder. Nothing to worry
about. It'll heal in no time. It doesn’t hurt him. No cast
is necessary.’’

If only Dr. Schwarz were here now, none of this
would be happening.

"“We had one in our family a long time ago,’’ Dr.
Schutz said to me, then putting his stethoscope in place
he pressed the silver bell into little Pip’s chest, listening
here and then there, making an ugly pattern of red
rings. Little Pip squirmed, twisted his body into a
sweeping crescent, contradicting the fetal position. I
straightened him up, hoping Dr. Schutz hadn’t noticed.

*. .. lived 18 months," he concluded.

There was no clock to tick. What difference did it
make if he gained 8 ounces or lost three pounds. Some-
body’s brat was running wild in the waiting room.
Somebody coughed impatiently.



"*The heart is good—normal, in fact,”’ He turned
toward the back room as if he wanted the nurse, but
then changed his mind, turning again to Pip, placing
finger inside each of Pip’s hands, tugging at him. *'He
should try to pull himself up, but he doesn’t.”’

I couldn’t remember what babies were supposed to do.

He flattened little Pip’s fist out. '*Short, stubby,

fingers,’’ he commented. Philip’s hands were masterpieces.

Any mother would have been proud. I had thought they
were going to be huge hands—like my father’s hands;

I saw my father with a hammer in his hand . . . he flung
it across the barnyard, slamming it into my brother’s
back . . . his cap fell off . . .

"‘Extremely susceptible to upper-respiratory infection.

High frequency of pneumonia. But with penicillin he

should outlive you,’’ he added in his kindest tone of voice.

1 grabbed Pip up. It was all over. I intended to
stomp out the door, but my eyes could not hold the
tears. Tears splashed down all over Pip’s blanket, soiling
the satin border. I put him back on the table and
shuffled in my coat pocket for something to blow my
nose into. I heard water running. The doctor was at the
sink. I watched as he washed up—prepared for the next
one. Above the sink was a glass cupboard containing
medicines for cuts and colds. I blew my nose, but it
didn’t do much good. The two tissues were soaked with
stringy, bubbly, tears. I wasn't fit to be seen on the
street. He hadn’t even asked me to sit down. I wanted
to sit down.

Dr. Schutz dried his hands, folded the towel, pressed
it to his lips, placed his toe on the garbage pail lifter,
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chucked the towel inside, called aloud to his nurse,
clanking the lid back in place as he turned again to Pip.
The nurse came from her sanctuary in a swift urgent
manner. And as if I wasn’t there he said to her, “'Do
you see this, and this, and this, and this?’’ She nodded
her head automatically after each ‘‘this.”” Without
uttering a sound she lowered her sagging face into her
bosom, clicked her ball point pen, and returned to

the back room.

"‘Do you know anything at all about retardation?’’
he asked, posing as an educator.

"“There are two children in my neighborhood,’’ I said
to answer his question.

““What do you think it is, the neighborhood?’’ he
chuckled. His belly jumped up and down it was so glad
to have fun,

His simple-minded suggestion reduced me to ruin—

" he thought I was stupid.

““It's a very strange thing, but the parents of a
retarded child—they all come and tell me that this one,
the retarded one, is their best child.’’

I had never heard a worse lie. I could ditch Pip in
a minute, erase this last hour right out of my brain. I
had never done anything to deserve this—and neither
had Pip. I could escape. Pip was stuck. Absurd as
it was, I nodded my head, ‘‘That’s hard to believe,’’ I
was able to say.

“I’'m not asking you to believe that this child is
better than your other children. All that I'm saying is
that invariably when a child like this gets to be 20
years old, his parents tell me—in fact they insist upon






