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A Plea

v

Don’t believe my poetry

its coquetry-

curls arranged around the ear
a tasty tear

or an unsymmetric smile

to beguile-

It lies from left to right.

The trite d

in bespangled display-
buy now, pay

later. It talks,

walks,

dresses in style-

no bile

no blood, no sweat, no dandruff-
this stuff

is a rip-off. Pull here
(behind the ear)
along the dotted line-
be mine.

Monica Heilbronn




For Yeats

August’s end we meet
on road in woods
berry ripe; so heavy,
trees threaten

to skin themselves.

Air sweats, sky drags
around our heads.
Lives shift, turning over
on full stomachs.

Even the road moves-

on fat worms,

one layer on all the others,
moving.

We are thick with silence.
Summer tongues

ready to fall,

words purpled for picking.

A chainsaw wails across miles.
Whatever limb severed,
crashes hard on all the years
and makes no noise.

John Goss






Cancer Flower

Those men have
cut the word before
it was born to
Grampa’s breath.
Had to, they say
cancer flowers.
White on white

he swells with
tubing and stories
never told. The
hollow in his throat
dark with i love you,
and you, and you....
all of which

echoes between his ears.

Cathy Allen



Faces

Lorna Collier

‘She drew faces. Not portraits: if she triedto copy someone
else’s face, it didn’t work. Sometimes when she was drawing
one of her faces, it would end up looking like someone else’s
face, but that was strictly by accident.

She drew only the faces. She couldn’t draw the necks or
the shoulders or the rest of their bodies. She couldn’t draw
backgrounds or landscapes or still-lifes. She couldn’t draw
flowers or horses or the sea. She couldn’t even draw men’s
faces: if she did, they came out looking like cartoons.

But she could draw women'’s faces, and she drew them
well. They stared up at her from the paper: sensual, sad,
defiant. They stared up at her with many different moods, but
they always had emotion, their eyes were always full of
feeling. They were faces of life, and she drew them.

She drew them anywhere. On the blank spaces in
newspapers, on paper napkins, in book margins. Onany free

“and unclaimed space she could find. She drew them in

pencil or pen or crayon or chalk. She drew them in all colors.

And when she was done drawing them, she threw them
away. They embarrassed her. She scribbled over the faces,
closed the eyes, blackened the contours so carefully and
lovingly outlined a moment before. She tore them up and hid
them in the bottom of the wastebasket, hoping that no one
would ever see them.

gk dekok
She worked as a file clerk for a large company. Every day,

from eight to five with a thirty minute lunch break, she
worked in the file room in the basement. She alphabetized

" the files, she putthe files on the shelves, she took the files off

the shelves. She worked hard, but as soon as she had taken
care of one stack of files, another appeared. The work was
endless.

Sometimes she’d catch herself, stopped in the middle of
a stack of files, mindlessly drawing faces on the table top.
Full of shame and embarrassment, she would wash off the
table, erasing the faces. Then she’d work even harder, to.
catch up. To punish herself.

It was usually dark when she left for work in the morning,
and nearing dark when she got home. The basement was
windowless and airless. The walls were crumbling cement
bricks, infested with spiders and wasps. The company had
mouse traps in every corner; sometimes she’d get towork in
the morning before they’d removed the dead victims. Those
were the days she seemed to catch herself drawing most
often.




Sometimes she’d go outside for lunch. The company’s
office was in the heart of the city, among rows of other
crumbling buildings. The bus stop was right in front of the
office, so there was usually a big crowd of people, most of
whom were women, going to and from theirendless jobs. She
didn’t like to look at the women, to see their empty eyes. So
she usually stayed inside the file room, eating a sandwich at
the battered table she called her desk.

She worked with two other women. One was a black
woman who was from Jamaica. She never spoke unless
spoken to. When she did speak, though, her voice was like
gentle music. She always carried a black leatherbound
Bible. Everyday at lunchtime she would sit on a bench in the
halland read her Bible. She never brought anything to eat or
drink, just her Bible.

The other woman was Phyllis, the head clerk. Phylliswas a
45-year-old divorcee with two children. Small and bony,
Phyllis wore a red wig and red lipstick. She had one front
tooth that was gold. Phyllis always wore high-heeled white
patent leather boots and orange dresses. She brought her
transistor radio to work; all day long the file room throbbed
with the coarse jangle of country music.

The executives of the company had their offices on the
main floor. The main floor was high-ceilinged and painted
white and full of windows. Most of the executives were old
men with white hair and red faces. A few were young, with
three-piece suits and fresh cologne. The executives never
spdke to anybody from the basement. The clerks learned to
slip in and out of their offices as if they were invisible. The
executives wanted it that way.

ek dedok

She lived with her husband in a small apartment in a large
complex. She had no children. She also had no friends: she
and her husband had moved to the city several years ago,
knowing nobody. She still knew nobody.

She married her husband when she was sixteen. She
never got beyond her sophomore year in high school. He
finished school and got a job in the city. So they moved.

She had never had many friends before she met her
husband. Even then she drew faces. She had always drawn
faces. Sometimes she drew them more than other times.
Lately she drew them a lot.

She loved her husband. He called her pet names and
sometimes helped with the housework. He didn’t even mind
her faces: if he found a face she'd only incompletely erased
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in the blank pages of the checkbook, or if he came upon her
absently drawing angry eyes over the sports sections, he’d
smile tolerantly. He put up with her.

She loved him.

%Kk

One day Phyllis didn’t come to work.

It was unlike Phyllis. Though sometimes she stumbled in
hungover, and spent the morning in the bathroom, she
always came to work. Every day for eleven years she had
come to work.

No one told them where Phyllis was. Rumors floated down
to the basement: hospital. Alcohol. Drug overdose. Remar-
riage. No one could say for sure.

She and Jamaica did Phyllis’ job plus their own that day.
Someone had used aninsecticide in the basementthe night
before. The repellent hung thick and heavy in the close-in air
of the file room. One of the overhead lights went out, leaving
her and Jamaica in shadows, filing furiously and struggling
to breathe.

She found out what had happened to Phyllis from the man
who came tofixthe light. He hung out at the same bar Phyllis
did. The night before Phyllis had collapsed at the bar and
been taken to the hospital. The doctors said she had
bleeding ulcers. ’

Phyllis didn’t come back the rest of that week. None of the
executives came down to notify her or Jamaica, or to give
them instructions or assistance. So they kept on with their
work, doing the job of three.

The silence was startling. She had never known such
silence before. Always there had been Phyllis’ music. She
had always hated and locked it out, or at least she’d thought
she had. It seemed now that the music had been the
foundation on which she set the blocks; without the
foundation, she couldn’t escape.

The silence was worse than the music. Now she heard
herself walking back and forth across the room, climbing the
ladders to the upper shelves, crawling on the floor to reach
the bottom shelves. Now she could see nothing but the files,
herself and the files.

Jamaica didn't like the silence either, although she didn’t
say anything. She worked more slowly, getting less done
than she had when Phyllis was there. She began to make a
lot of mistakes, as if she were filing in a trance.

One day after lunch it started. “Yea, though | walk through
the valley of the shadow of death,” said Jamaica in her




sweet, sad, island-music voice, “I shall fear no evil.”

Fdkdek ok

“| think you need a hobby. Something to get your mind off
your job, something to keep you busy while I’'m gone,” her
husband said, holding her as she tried to stop crying.

“But | can't do anything,” she said. £

Her husband stopped to think. He was packing for a
business trip to another city. He would be gone for a week.

“l know what you can do,” he said suddenly. “You know
how you're always doodling over everything? You know, buy
some paints and an easel. You could use the spare room.”

“No, | couldn’t.”

“Why not? Come on, babe, you'd love it. My wife the Artist.”
Her husband started to laugh.

“I couldn’t. I'm no good, We can’t afford paints and all that
stuff. Besides, I'm no artist.”

“I was just kidding about being an artist. You don’t have to
be good to have fun. As for money, sugar, don’t worry, | can
afford it. Come on.” \

“Well. | guess | could try.”

“Good!” Her husband gave her a hug. And a kiss. And
another kiss. “You know, babe, I'm going to be gone for a
whole week. That’s a long time, you know.”

He smiled at her as she turned out the light.

Fokkkk

Jamaica’s Bible recitations became more frequent. In a
way, they became another kind of background music.
Jamaica wasn'’t preaching, or reciting the verses to anyone
but herself. At first she said them softly. Then she began
yelling them. The verses came in no particular order or
sequence. At least none that could be recognized.

% e dkk ke

She bought the paints and the easel and some canvases.
She cleaned out the spare room; it became her studio. She
didn’t, at first, know where to begin. The first night in her
studio, she didn’t paint any faces. She just sat in the middle
of the room, staring at the welcoming, beautiful blankness of
the canvas.

¥k kKk

“God said, ‘let there be light, and there was light!”
screamed Jamaica. “The meek shall inherit the earth!”
Without Phyllis, the workload, previously impossible, was

now inhuman. Boxes of things to be filed were stacked on
cartons of files which were stacked on more boxes of things
that had to be filed. The door to the file room was almost
blocked with the mountains of endless work.

There was still something wrong with the light; no one
seemed able to fix it. If it worked at all, it flickered steadily.
Most of the time, it was out, leaving them in semi-darkness.

Jamaica began speaking in her native tongue. Her words
formed chants, desolate songs. She quit filing, and instead
sat curled up in a corner, chanting and staring at something
beyond the crumbling brick wall of the basement. The half
light flickered like firelight across her expressionless black
features.

Still no one spoke to them of Phyllis. It was as if she had
vanished, as if she had never existed, as if she had been
erased.

%k deok ok

The angry eyes glared at her from the canvas, glistening
brown. The red lips pouted defiantly. The cheekbones were
high and haughty; the golden hair streamed wild and free.

She stared at the face. The painting was finished and she
didn’t want it to be. She loved it. She loved the creating, she
loved splashing the bright colors on the white space, she
loved losing herself in it.

“I'm good,” she whispered to herself. It was true. She knew
it, she felt it inside, in the quickening of her heart, in her joy.

“'m good. I'm good. I'm good.” She kept repeating it to
herself, and each time the words filled her with a happiness
she had not known was possible.

She painted every night that week. Her husband was
gone, so she was free with her art. She painted all the faces
she had always drawn on napkins or book margins, but with
two differences. The faces were now as large as life,and she
did not destroy them.

Fedkokkok

“Girls,” said the executive. “Girls, meet your new head
clerk.”

He stood at the door to the file room, blinking at the dark-
ness. He had his arm around a middle-aged woman with
bleached blond hair and a slit skirt.

“Meet Doris,” the executive said, giving Doris a squeeze.

Doris smiled. “Hi.” She nodded in their direction. Jamaica
sat against the wall, staring blankly. “Are we going to lunch
now or what?” she demanded of the executive.
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The two left for lunch, still arm-in-arm. Jamaica started
chanting. There had been no mention of Phyllis.

Jedkde ek

“The doctors say a week and I'll be ready to go back to
work,” said Phyllis. “I’'m so glad you came. | can’t wait to hear
how everything is at work.”

Phyllis was unrecognizable. The wig was gone; her hair
was gray and so thin that the bones of her skull shone
through. Her skin was pale and stretched tightly across the
jutting bones of her face. White sheets were pulled up to her
chin. Dark pockets nestled under her eyes, eyes which
looked strangely gray.

“You know, even though | hate the company, I've kind of
missed it,” Phyllis continued. “And | can’t stand this damn
hospital much longer. Besides, | got two kids still in school,
and payments to make, and—well, | can’t make it without
that job. Bad as it is, what the hell else am | good for?”

Phyllis laughed. Her gold tooth gleamed, the only color in
her face.

The radio beside the bed was silent.

%k de ok

It was her last chance to paint. Her husband was due home
the next night. She came straight from the hospital, from
Phyllis. She hadn’t been able to tell her.

The only color she could use was black. She slapped it on
the white, feeling its power. Slowly the face took shape.

When it was finished, she stood back to look at what she
had created. And then she knew she could never draw
another face.

She had drawn Phyllis’ face and she had drawn Jamaica’s
face. She had drawn the faces of the women at the bus stop.
She had drawn herself. ‘

Slowly, methodically, she painted black bars across the
face.Shetookone lastlook atthe eyes of death, thenfilledin
all the white spaces, until the face was finally and irrevocably
covered.

Fekkkk

“By the way, babe, how'd your painting go?” her husband
asked, holding her against him in the bed. He lit a cigarette,
the flame of the match flickering across his expressionless

face.
“It didn’t work out. | told you I'm no good,” she said lightly,
her head on his chest.
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“That’s too bad. Listen, | had an idea while | was away,
thinking of you here all alone. | was thinking it was time for us
to have a baby.”

“Baby?”

“Well, you're always talking about how you hate your job.
This is a way out. We can use the spare room for a nursery.
And | saved the best news for last: | got a promotion.”

“Promotion?”

“They said | did so well on this assignment that | should be
route manager. Route manager! Only problem is that means
travelling, so I'll be leaving you alone a lot. That’s another
reason a baby would be good, to keep you company when
I’'m gone. What do you think, babe?”

The darkness surrounded her, swallowed her. She was
hollow. Empty.

“A baby sounds fine.”

She turned her back to her husband so that the tears
wouldn’t fall on his chest.
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Spring 79

Now it’s the rain falling;
puddles along streets
and in my mind
puddles

the snow melted

last glimpse

breath on a window

smeared clean

but | miss

crumbled flakes

waylaid by my eyelashes

draped cars boxed in each space
christmas cookies

sent when | thought | knew you.

House crowned velvet
icy gutters dripping water
down the wall each drop
in the bucket a
firecracker

as | waited for Spring.

Rosemary Stapey
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