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Voices

Ours is unnatural weather,

A sky too close, verging on

This place of molt

And absences.

In our minds one design

Moves like a pattern of leaves
Faltering between ceiling and wall,
Shuffling over the white moon,

A branch in the right place

To throw its figure through a gap.

There is some breach

Of language between us,

The mother, the daughter,
Waiting on this narrow

Ridge of mere sand,
Balancing our hips and knees.

The object is to meet this thing,
To be there when it passes.

We swim out,

Our-mouths saturated, moulding
The surface to our reach.

We aren'’t like people anymore.
Your voice is gone and mine
Flags in a conchal state
Somewheie between our bodies,
Perhaps still in yours:

Mother, are we brave?

A swift rise in the current

And its plain bulk ruptures

The surface, a grey shudder,

A force in stone, alive

At the site and exhaling.

We need to touch this old back,
This vessel of language,

But it is passing, and sinking,

And now, through desire checked,
A simple animal,

In the abandoned air

My first thought speaks

Hard, names itself, and rinses
To its own gleam.

P. Austin
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Going West: The American Dream

Nothing smells so good as the desert after a rain,
you said: So when I drove through, I hoped it would rain.

Except for the road I saw hardly a thing I knew by name-
a barbed wire fence that ran the length of the road,

a creosote bush, vibrant with yellow flowers,
and those telephone poles with their network of fire.

Out there they looked abandoned—ruins of a lost civilization.
But the land didn’t look like anything so great,

just large, worn down mounds of red dirt,
trails ripped through, from kids on dirt bikes,

like you'd said. From the sky the trails
must look like the lines on the palm of your hard,

chapped-red hand. I looked south, thought,
that’s where you live. Behind those mounds

there’s a house, a yard. As I drove into the city
night drove in with me. Mountains moved black

across a deep orange sky- the color of tiger lilies.
I stopped, cupped my hands, expected what was left

of the sun to fill them with whatever that color was made from,
or with you. I hoped it would rain. I wanted a time to come

that was like the time after a rain in the desert,
when nothing smells so good.

Michelle Parinni



The Eelworm

doubles up on itself
like the mobius strip

halving the globes
of dark buds—

if you cut it
it moves just the same

-~

and expands like a noose
colorless—

the hydra beheaded, waiting
to fill its contorted center—

it flattens the fallen
shreds of the leaves

wakes of wind-petals
stripped from Orange trees,

the flush of
uprooted lights.

it twists
through the inch of clean root,

its microscope-eye
dissected—dissecting—

blind as a chemist’s glass vial
weighing and measuring
those stems of color

that bit of bark

that held eggshelled breath

to acetate airs
of pure seasons.

Arlene Jozefiak
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Grampa Gordon’s Needle

by Dan Riggle

Don'’t get me wrong. I'm not an atheist like my brother
Gilly says, or a hedonist, whatever that is. Mom and Grams
say I'm just like Gramps; 1 don’t show respect for the
living or the dead. But I just figured, seeing Gramps lying
there in the casket, even Gramps himself would have
seen the sham of it all. Everybody walking past, blubbering
over him, kneeling and praying, it all seemed pretty fakey
to me. You almost expected the old bugger’s body to pop
up from the casket and have a good laugh on us all. 1
mean, that old man used to needle everybody, even me,
and they say I was his favorite. If he wasn’t drinking your
beers at family parties after telling you Grams wanted you
in the kitchen, then he was getting you into trouble with
women no matter where you went together. In a crowd,
he’d sneak his hand around behind you and give some
girl a goose, so when she’d turn she figured you did it. I
got plenty of dirty looks that way. Then I'd turn around to
see that old buzzard, all five feet tall of him, grinning like
a kid who just got his first piece of tail. Even after he hit
eighty years old, he could still smooth-talk your girl away
by cracking off one-liners so she’d think he was so cute
she’d forget you even existed. Pretty soon he’d coax her
out to the dance floor for a slow one, his head resting on
her boobs, grinning at you so you’d feel like a big dope
standing alone at the bar. A couple of times I almost felt
like going out and bashing him one.

These pranks never went over so good with Grams. At
family parties, when Gramps was stealing the show, she’d
sit with a bunch of old corpses at a table, not drinking, not
smiling, not even listening—just glaring at that old

_husband of hers, while his hand inched down past his

partner’s waistline. I guess the girls took him for senile, so
they let him get away with it, but from that cocky grin and
the dreamy-eyed look on his mug, old Gramps was any-
thing but senile. Anytime I tried to copy the old fart’s
technique, all I'd get was a slap in the chops or a knee in
the groin. But with Gramps, the girls usually giggled and
pressed his head deeper into their chests. Of course, that
really primed his pumps, and Grams kind of fumed more
than usual then.

Anyway, that's just the way Gramps acted, and Grams
had about given up saving his soul for the Lord. Some-
times, though, when he’d steam her real good, she’d wave
her beat up old Bible in his face, stepping in for the
Almighty to curse Gramp’s worthless soul but good to
eternal damnation. But he’d just smile at her with those
stained dentures of his showing:

“Well, Nora,” he'd say to Grams, “I figure if they ain’t
nothing but a bunch of old fogies in heaven, I'd just as
soon go to the other place anyhow.”

She couldn’t say anything after that because, if she did,
she knew it would take a week’s worth of praying to erase
all the sins she’d yell at him.

Well, I couldn’t spend much time looking at Gramps
lying there, all phoney-like with a dark blue suit on and
rosary beads snaking around his fingers. I remembered
Gramps had worked for an undertaker once, and I won-
dered what he’d think of the job they did on his stiff. He'd
probably have wished they put a bottle of Hamms in his
hands instead of a rosary. But those ghouls don't have
much sense of humor. Not like Gramps, at least. So, like I
said, instead of standing around lying about how.good
Gramps looked, I went over to cheer Grams up.

It seemed funny, Grams being so sad when all she did
was fight with Gramps all the time. I figured it was
because she didn’t have anybody left to get mad at, or
maybe because she remembered some good times they
had when she still liked sex, when Gramps must have
rested his head on her chest and let his hand slide down
over her rump. In fact, Gramps once told me Grams had
the nicest set of buns in all of Plainview, but looking at
Grams, 1 always had a hard time imagining that. Anyway,
Grams looked sad as hell, so I tried to console her.

“Say, Grams,” I said, “Why so down? Can I get you
something? Coffee? Beer?”

She just gave me that worried look I'd seen her give
Gramps so often, usually when he cracked his first six-
pack of the day.

“No Vincent,” she said, “Just let me pray a little more
for old Grampa’s soul.”

Mom sat next to Grams, and they could have passed for
twins, except Mom'’s thinner and not so gray as Grams.
They both wrung their hands together and bit their nails,
so it made you think doomsday was coming any minute.
And they both wore these black-rimmed bifocals and
looked like a couple of nuns out of uniform. In fact, they
got along just swell with the religious people, so you
figured they would've been nuns if they didn’t get mar-
ried. Then, one of Mom and Grams’ religious friends,
Father Del Grotto, decided to stick his holy nose into the
conversation.

“So, Vincent,” he said, “I hope you will offer us
something inspirational at the gravesite tomorrow.”

What Del Grotto meant was that Gramps made sure 1
would say something before they dumped his stiff into
the hole. Gramps even had the idea written up in his will,
and he whispered it to me in the hospital the day he died.

“Vinnie,” he said, “I don’t want no son-of-a-bitching
priest trying to use the occasion for no moralizing. You
can’t stop some bastard like Del Grotto from sticking his
fat ass into things, but you can at least liven things up with
a story. You tell a good one—you hear?”

I told him I would, and he just smiled and winked an
old glazed eye at me. I almost started blubbering before 1
left him, but he gave me such a mean stare, then grabbed
a handful of sheet at his crotch, saying “None of that




crying shit, you hear. Just remember to keep this tool
a-digging till you reach gold.”

Sure enough, I burst out laughing, and Gramps settled
back again, feeling better. He never did get to drink the
six-pack I snuck up to his room that night, because he
died a couple of hours after I left. I don’t know what
happened to the beer; but I heard Del Grotto gave last
rites, so he must have drunk it.

Anyway, [ didn’t have an idea of what to “offer” at the
gravesite, so I told Del Grotto I'd talk about God, death,
life, and being good. That gave the son-of-a-bitch
something to smile about, and he rubbed that fat belly of
his like he did after mooching Sunday dinners at our
house once a month. Grams and Mom looked at Del
Grotto like he was the wisest guy they ever saw, and 1
stared at him too, but I thought up a few better words to
describe him with.

I went with my brother Gilly to the bar that night to see
what he thought of the speech I'd make.

“Jesus, Vin,” he said, “All I can say is Gramps must be a
bigger fool than I thought, wanting you to say something
over his grave.”

Gilly had been to college for a few years, studying
nonsense mostly, and he always had something.to say
about everything. Too bad for him nobody except me
listened to him much; and 1 only listened because he’s
older than me, and because he’s still got the wickedest
left hook in town. But most times, talking to him’s like
talking to Del Grotto.

“Well,” I said, “Gramps knows damned well what he
wants, and I aim to do this for him. He helped me out a
lot—taught me how to drink beer, how to cuss, and how
to get girls—so this is the least I can do.”

Gilly sized me up while he rubbed that big, square jaw
of his.

“Yeah,” he laughed, “Considering your success in all
those areas, I'll bet you owe your teacher quite a debt.
Sure you won't end up spitting on the old geezer’s grave?”

I almost swung at him for saying that, even though it
was kind of true. I never could drink, cuss, or chase girls
like Gramps, but I figured I had a right to keep trying.
Besides, being a blockhead never stopped Gilly from
going to school. And being a hypocrite never stopped Del
Grotto from preaching either. X

“Let’s face it, Vin,” Gilly said, “You're just a chump’s
chump. Gramps was a chump and you're his chump.
You'll blow that speech tomorrow because you're as big a
loser as Gramps. Why don’t you save the family from
shame and stay home from the cemetery. You'll probably
curse us all by screwing up the whole ceremony.”

Gilly looked just like Del Grotto sitting there minus the
gut, and I guess that’s why I did what I did, without really
thinking. I was too drunk to aim my punch, but I caught
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him pretty good on the jaw with a roundhouse. The table
flipped up, and a few drunks at the bar turned around to
see what was up. We wrestled balls to the walls for a little
while, grunting, sweating, and clawing at each other. The
fight seemed to last hours, until I swung another wild
right to the same spot on Gilly’s square jaw. His eye
slanted down, so I knew he was steamed, and he an-
swered with that goddammed left of his, clubbing me in
the eye. I spun and fell like a dead man, face down.

“You bastard, Gilly,” I said to the floor.

Gilly helped me up, even though I still swung at him a
few times; then he put my arm over his shoulder and
dragged me home. I guess he felt kind of sorry for me,
and I guess I never hated him more than I did that night.

Well, I don’t mind telling you, I felt like holy hell next
morning. Luckily, Pa had a couple of cold beers in the
fridge, or I never would’ve made it to the cemetery. Gilly’s
jaw had a nice raspberry-colored fist mark on it, and I
laughed when I saw it. But he laughed harder, and I
found out why when I looked in the mirror and saw the
shiner he'd given me. I started worrying about facing the
crowd, bruised up, with no speech, half bagged from the
night before. Maybe Gilly was right when he called me a
loser; but I still felt T couldn’t let Gramps down.

As soon as Mom came home from church, she took one
look at us and started wringing her hands. If not for her,
though, we never would’ve made the ceremony on time.
She dug out our suits and ties, set out our shoes, and
made me put ice on my eye, so it wouldn’t be so notice-
able. Pa and Grams had already left, so Gilly drove us
three over to the gravesite.

[ started sweating as soon as I saw the long line of
cars—Caddie limos, Del Grotto’s new Cutlass, Pa’s old
Dodge, and about twenty or thirty others. Most folks
already crowded near the gravesite, where Gramp’s casket
sat near the hole. Del Grotto looked real solemn in the
middle, like he ran the whole show, his gut pushing out
his robes like wind in a sail. It always seemed like he
needed a shave, and his black-rimmed eyes reminded me
of newspaper pictures of mafioso bosses. Grams stood
behind Del Grotto, in his shadow he was so big, biting
her nails and wringing her hands like doomsday had just
arrived. Everybody sized me up like they just found out I
was a child molester. Maybe it was the shiner, or my shirt
tail hanging out, or my untied shoe, or my messed up
hair—who knows?

Anyway, what a perfect day to plant somebody, Gramps
would've said. Clear, November low-sun, 50 degrees, no
wind. Somefolks like rain, wind and cold because they
figure it fits the occasion. But Gramps always liked it clear,
so everything would move faster, and you could get out to
a bar sooner afterwards. When I thought about Gramps
that way, I didn’t worry so much about the story I had to




tell. I felt good just thinking about that old bugger, how
he taught me so much, what a great guy he was.

Del Grotto started in talking about God, souls, damna-
tion, and doomsday, and all the stuff Mom and Grams
love to hear about so much. Funny thing, Del Grotto’s
speeches never seemed so short as the one that day. Just
when I was feeling good remembering Gramps, that fat
ass rushed through his “Amen” and called on “Vincent”
to “fulfill the request of his dear departed grandfather.”
I'll tell you, I didn’t feel so hot anymore; my throat dried
up, and I sure needed a beer about then. I stepped out of
the crowd and over near Gramps’ coffin. Del Grotto and
Gilly stared at me hard, just waiting for me to screw up.
Mom and Grams stood close by, wringing and biting,
wringing and biting; and the rest of the crowd hung
around like one of those lynch mobs you see in cowboy
movies. I couldn’t see Pa anywhere. I figured I still might
satisfy Del Grotto by telling a story about Gramps’ notions
of life, death, and being good—Gramps didn’t talk much
about God. But most of all, T wanted to spin a story
Gramps himself would've been glad to tell. So 1 told a
story Gramps had told me a hundred times before, when-
ever he’d start thinking about death and other such heavy
junk. It was a story about how he needled this guy good
and felt bad for it later:

“My Gramps used to work for an undertaker in the big
city sixty or so years ago. He worked there in the base-
ment with a colored man by the name of Ben, draining
stiffs and slabbing them till the real undertakers would
dress them up for show. It just so happened, the night
watchman, an Irishman by the name of Fat Hughey
McGirk, used to ride Gramps and Ben pretty hard. He'd
call Gramps a ‘wop’ or a ‘greaseball’, and Ben a ‘spade’ or
a ‘spook’. And he’d tell them how low-life they were slab-
bing stiffs for a couple of rich Jew morticians, Stein and
Goldman.

“It also happened that McGirk was a big drinker, and
he’d go off on his rounds sucking on a bottle of whiskey.
By the end of his third round, McGirk would be so looped
he’d have to sack out on this cot he kept in the back room
for just such an occasion.

“A lot of times Gramps and Ben wanted to get back at
McGirk, but they knew he carried a gun that he always
said he’d use on them if they tried any funny stuff.

“Well, one night Gramps and Ben put their heads
together and thought up a good plan to get back at
McGirk with. They'd been working on this young wom-
an’s corpse—a pretty, young hooker who killed herself
with sleeping pills. The cops told Gramps and Ben she’d
left a note saying she hated her job and the fellas she had
to deal with, and she felt stuck in her place. Gramps and

Ben figured she wouldn’t have minded being used to get
back at a slob like McGirk. So when McGirk went off on
his third rounds, all red-faced and mumbling about
‘wops’ and ‘spooks’, Gramps and Ben took the stiff and
put her in McGirk’s cot with a blanket over her. Then they
turned out all the lights and waited for McGirk to come
back.

“When that bastard came back all slobbering drunk, he
went right to his cot, as usual and stripped down.to his
shorts and T-shirt. Gramps and Ben had a hard time keep-
ing from laughing while they waited. McGirk laid down
next to the stiff for a time, without knowing what was up.
He even said something about ‘Who's this babe in my
cot’, till he reached over and felt that ice-cold stiff laying
there for him. That's when Gramps and Ben turned on the
lights and started screaming bloody murder, and old
McGrik got a peep at the babe sharing his bed with him.

“Sure as hell, McGirk must’ve dirtied his drawers when
he caught on, because he took off out of there so fast he
forgot to take his clothes with him. Gramps and Ben
laughed so hard it hurt, and they put that girl on a slab
real careful-like because she’d been so good to them.
McGirk never did come back to work for those rich Jews
he talked about, and Gramps and Ben never heard from
him again.

Gramps told me one day he was sorry he did what he
did, not for McGirk’s sake, but because he felt sorry for
that stiff. He told me he hoped that if there was a God,
he’d be a God who had a sense of humor, so he’d under-
stand why Gramps did what he did. But he said if God
didn’t understand, it just proved he didn’t have a sense of
humor.”

Well, I don’t have to tell you that story went over like
bugs at a picnic. Del Grotto probably would've called on
his God to kill me, if he had been able to speak. Gilly just
shook his head like he knew all along I'd blow it. Mom
and Grams just kept on wringing and biting, and the rest
of the crowd walked away mumbling. For a second, I
almost thought 1 heard a giggle from the coffin before
they lowered it into the hole, but I guess I mustve
imagined it. I suppose it just proves the old saying, y ou
can’t please everybody.

Anyway, the whole thing kind of proved Gramps’ point,
t0o. God probably doesn’t have much sense of humor;
that is, if God is anything like the people that believe in
him. But I don’t think saying this makes me and Gramps
atheists, or hedonists, whatever they are. It's just that we
don’t want to go where the old fogies’ God is when we
die; we want to go where there’s a God who knows how
to laugh once in a while.O
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Bliss Beyond Dreams

These white crickets
Lick their violins

These yellow herons
Dance on rooftops

I will drench myself
In gasoline

Cool myself
With a white feather fan

Paul Engel






