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JOHN GARCIA
Thanksgiving
On a wet road driving home

on Thanksgiving day

My gaze wanders to a drugstore

on the side of the road
—Ilone clerk

under the solitary stare of the store light

I gaze a long while at him

and the glare of the light he’s under

looks right back at me

—driving further

to the woman in the tollbooth
her hands almost but not quite
touching so many hands

—now over the bridge

on route 1

and past the neon sign

telling of Jesus’ return

I have a view of

the city and the lights

and I imagine people’s happiness
and hope I’'m right
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—I finally turn on to my street
still thinking of you

—1I climb to my apartment,

step through the door,

flip the switch

but the power’s out on my street

—s0 I sit and wait

for the lights to come on
so I can sleep
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JENNIFER VORIS

The Body Speaks

She began the morning by viewing her body through skeptical eyes and the
unconscious words escaped her lips with a barely audible whisper — “the horror!”

Before she acknowledged the mirror, she was instinctively aware of a confidence
that was strong yet light-hearted. She closed her eyes. She saw vast fields of rich,
fragrant earth. She traveled through forests dripping with life. She heard the trees
whisper in the wind and saw the translucent leaves proudly wave their vibrant
greetings to the sun. She saw a chameleon fly across the dappled ground stopping
abruptly to bob its head kindly. She struggled to find the words to describe these
visceral wonders. Her thoughts whirled with sensations that were not crude in their
elemental nature, but alive and instinctively thoughtful. As she began formulating
theories and opinions about the world around her, the mirror emerged—a
distraction—that whispered to her the language of her body. She opened her mouth to
relay her experiences and articulate her hypotheses.

To her surprise, she spoke of dense wilderness, dangerous and brooding. She
spoke of fertile land, waiting to be sewn. The words poured out of her mouth and
circled around her neck, wrists, and ankles. She opened her eyes and saw glazed orbs
peering back at her, that to all appearance seemed dead, except for a faint light that
stirred ever so gently—like life underneath a frozen sea.

And yet, those eyes were hers as she peered gingerly into the mirror. Now she saw
the gentle slope of her breasts that weren’t quite high enough, the rounded girth of her
hips that weren’t quite narrow enough, and the soft curve of her inner thighs that
weren’t quite thin enough. She instinctively stepped away from the mirror with
disgust, rebelling against the language of her body. And yet, the seeming rebellion
was only a guise as she silently promised herself to eat less.

In order to recreate what the mirror whispered to her, she assembled a beautiful
costume for her body. She searched through her closet frantically, maniacally, and
whispered, “if only I had that belt—then my outfit would be complete.” As she
searched through the jungle of fabric her eyes grew teary and her face burned with
frustration. “Oh—there it is!” she exclaimed, and an immense relief swept through
her. She donned her costume. She began with control-top panty hose that constricted
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the plumpness of her thighs and the gentle curve of her abdomen. While the effect of
the panty hose wouldn’t visibly show through her skirt, the knowledge that her
womanly figure was contained inside gave her a feeling of control. The mirror
whispered its compliments. She then slipped into her high heels, which were terribly
painful for her feet, but elongated her legs and she could swear they made her look
thinner.

Confident in her attire, she leaned closer to the mirror and critically examined her
plain face. She noted tiny blemishes here and there and contorted her face in disgust
as if breathing in the stench of a dead animal. Leaning closer still, she subconsciously
wrung her hands desperately as if struggling to rub away some awful impurity. With
raw and shaky hands she habitually created her mask. Each stroke of blush and dab of
foundation confidently cultivated the ideal of beauty that stood before her. She
surveyed her face admirably and finished her creation by slowly twisting a tiny
rectangular object. A striking magenta protuberance erected its proud head from the
shiny tube. She brought the blasphemous red object close to her soft parted lips and
rubbed it against them firmly.

She smiled with lips that suffocated under the pigment-altering chemical. She
spoke with those lips. They spoke the language of the mirror. When she finished her
creation, she looked in the mirror with confidence and her face glowed hauntingly, as
if a benevolent but elusive figure held a torch before her.
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TERRY HAYCOCK

Randy’s Gardens

Litany

One of the gifts my husband offers our family is the annual creation of his
gardens. The process begins in early February when catalogues arrive from Burpee
and other seed houses. We take impatient turns looking at the colors and textures of
flowers and vegetables. Like a child at the Passover Seder, Jessica asks the annual
question, “What are we going to plant this year, Daddy?”

“What would you like, Jess?”

“Sunflowers and peas.”

“We’ll see, we'll see.”

By the end of March it is time to prepare the earth. Lawn thatching begins.
Sometimes Randy does this alone; often he employs men from the homeless
community. (Little Pat is our favorite. A gifted, happy gardener, he sings to himself
as he works.) The thatching rake, a mass of twisted metal on a stick, pulls out the dry
brown winter grass from underneath new green blades. There is a metallic/organic
sound as the men scrape and pull—a musical rhythm. As if by magic, our lawn is
transformed into a spring-fresh, yellow-green carpet. Scrape. Pull. Scrape. Pull. 1
love these sounds for the prophecies they evoke.

We begin preparing the earth for the flower and vegetable gardens in late April.
Randy is the architect, Jess and I the apprentices. This preparation is hard work. The
cracked, clay-like winter shell must be broken and mixed with rich, brown soil and
additives. Randy selects the ingredients for his recipe carefully, obtaining them from
our favorite nursery in giant bags pregnant with possibilities. As we open them the
contents burst forth, ready for infusion. I'love the rich, loamy smell; this heavy, moist,
earthy fragrance is full of promises fulfilled and those to come. Randy rakes his
ingredients into the soil. Chop, chop, chop. Blend. Back-and-forth, back-and-forth.
His face is carved with concentration and sheer pleasure; the sun transforms his
auburn hair, graying with middle age, into a radiant silver halo of contentment.
Jessica and I sniff the earth’s perfume.

Invocation
We help with the late-May planting. Guided by Randy, we dig holes for the seeds
and small plants, covering them carefully like mothers tenderly blanketing their
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babies. This year there are cucumbers, tomatoes, peas, green beans, two kinds of
lettuce, green, yellow and red peppers, basil, chives, oregano, and catnip. Twenty-
five by six feet and bordered with wooden logs weathered fromh years of service, this
garden is orderly. There are two rows of tomatoes planted on the south end, which
receives the most sunlight. Then peas, beans, peppers, lettuces, and cucumbers. We
plant herbs opposite the tomatoes in the shady, northern portion.

Randy instructs us once again. We are to water with a fine spray, gently sweeping
over each section, so the seeds and earth are moistened, not saturated. The garden
needs daily watering in the morning and evening. Since we all enjoy this task, we take
turns. My favorite time is the early morning. It is an unusual treat in the spring and
summer. Iam nocturnal by nature, but there is something renewing about watering
shortly after dawn. Peeping out from underneath my old straw garden hat, I see
glimpses of golden sunlight through drifting gauze clouds. Chilled dew refreshes my
feet as it penetrates between the straps of my sandals. Silence prevails except for the
hum of an occasional car on the distant highway. My ears posture a brown study,
listening for the mellow rap-tap-tap of the local woodpecker, the piccolo voices of
sparrows, the harsh, ugly “CAW! CAW! CAW” of the crow. I hear the water gently
sprinkling the earth; musky moisture graces my nostrils. A gentle breeze reverses the
spray, sprinkling my face like a morning shower. As warm sunlight begins to cloak
my shoulders, I listen more intently and hear my favorite soprano, the cardinal hiding
in our lilac tree, singing his ancient mating song. The stopper has been removed from
an exotic perfume bottle, spilling its contents onto the green velvet carpet.

I often marvel at these experiences in the early morning out-of-doors. We live
in the city. I have always been a city girl, reveling in the close proximity to museums,
art galleries, the opera house. But in the early morning when I offer life-giving water
to the citizens of our garden, I am beyond my own preferences as I merge with
something wonderful, natural, and ancient. These are the luscious moments of pure
being, uncomplicated by conscious thought.

Retreat
The mornings I don’t water I snatch one of my favorite mugs and step silently
onto the deck. In the stillness, enveloping my mug with both hands, I sit at the glass-
topped table under an unfurled umbrella, its bright pink, blue, and yellow floral family
welcoming me to a new day, as do the friendly Impatiens that surround its stem.
Somewhere inside my head I absorb the elixir of traffic purring in the distance, bird
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choirs in morning voice, the freshness of dew-sprinkled grass, and the warmth of the
sun, but T am not fully conscious of them. This is my time of private thinking.

The familiar aroma of coffee fills my nostrils as I plan my day, contemplate the
lilacs, write in my journal, or mourn the loss of a baby rabbit snatched by the
neighbor’s cat. The wind chime I purchased on a trip to the Art Institute of Chicago—
tiny piccolos suspended in air—hangs in the eaves, tinkling in the gentle breeze. A
small fountain Randy gave me for Christmas bubbles in response. I look across the
room at our conversation area furnished with chairs, tables, and pots of flowers with
greens that cascade from atop glass shelving; it is designed for hospitality.

For in addition to being a place of contemplation, this outdoor room is also a
gathering place for dining and entertaining. Tonight we are offering our friends the
cold soup we make as a family project. Cucumbers from the garden, chicken broth,
sour cream, garlic, onion, white vinegar, and a touch of white pepper are swirled into
frosty, frothy creaminess through the magic of a food processor. We serve itin chilled
summer crocks. Salads fashioned from other garden offerings are garnished by
Randy’s ginger dressing. As he grills chicken spiced with his own fresh basil,
delicious steam rises, tickling and enticing our nostrils. Green beans steamed with
sliced red peppers seem to dance in attendance. Hot, strong coffee and raspberry
sherbert, cheese and chilled apples complete our culinary offerings. The CD player
provides Mozart, Bolling, and the Beach Boys. These moments with old and new
friends, good food, intimate conversation, mellow wine, and familiar music take us
away from the concerns of our daily lives. Somehow, giving these gifts where there
are no barriers—where the sky surrounds us and where walls do not exist—brings us
closer to each other. As we share unguarded thoughts and ideas, we explore the world
in a new way, experiencing a sense of wonder and a feeling of acceptance. We watch
a diamond-studded sky replace the red-gold sunset; the air turns cooler, and
mosquitoes nip our ankles. It is time to go inside.

Propitiation
The tulip tree was a focal point of the back yard. We lived in our house for ten
years before we experienced its beauty. Guests would ask, “Why do they call it a tulip
tree?” “We have never seen them, but the blossoms are supposed to look like tulips.”
One day I looked out the window over my kitchen sink and saw lovely four-inch tulip-
shaped blossoms. Their velvety texture was tropical orange lined in satin sunshine
yellow. A pleasant, slightly sweet perfume emanated from their bells.
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When Randy removed the small, original deck, and built this new one for me, he
was careful of this tree, whose branches hung over the railing. It always served us
well, providing morning shade, a branch for the bird feeder, a place to tie clothesline
for bathing suits and beach towels. But when it bloomed it was magnificent, sparkling
with color and vitality. Strong softness. Graceful elegance. Iremember serving lunch
to my friend Waynoka under it while it bloomed that year. Our conversation kept
coming back to the tree’s beauty. A mural artist, Waynoka was transfixed by it. “I
wish I had time to paint it. What a beauty! What a gift!”

Three years later it bloomed again, but the blossoms, while still offering their
intense color, were smaller, their scent less vital. The next year it didn’t bloom at all;
it looked unhealthy. We consulted friends and gardeners, but no one could decide if
it was diseased, or was not getting enough nutrients, or had been damaged by two
difficult winters. We tried pruning, soil additives, and other methods to no avail. It
died in spite of our efforts. When the tree surgeons removed its shell, we found that
carpenter ants had ravished it from the inside out, sucking its life in greed, like
avaricious pagan gods. When I close my eyes I can see the devastation.

I had never experienced the harshness of nature in such a personal way. That a
plant could give so much joy and beauty was a wonder; that it could be destroyed so
quickly by such tiny creatures remains beyond my comprehension. When I sit on the
deck in the morning, looking at the place it called home—now an empty green grass
plot—I feel its absence more than I felt its presence.

Offering
Below the deck on the north end of the house is the bird garden. Its outer edge
curves in welcoming softness. The center offers a birdbath encircled by fuchsia,
white, pink, and purple Impatiens reminiscent of Shakespeare’s “daisies running
riot.” They are enveloped by a shiny, dark green ground cover called Pachysandra,
which sports small, lacy white blossoms in the spring.

The noisy morning woodpecker, the brilliant red cardinal who nests in our lilac
tree, numerous tiny sparrows, and an occasional regal blue jay all dip their beaks in the
watering disk. Sometimes we converse, expressing appreciation and delight for the
gifts we bring to each other.

Prelude
Of all Randy’s creations, my favorite is the front flower garden. Our house sits
back on the lot, a garage forming the smaller leg of an L. Flowers are planted between
the garage and the walkway. In the center, a friendly round pond surrounded by flat
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gray stones gurgles with delight from March through September. In the back of the
garden, stately purple irises with yellow velvet centers join hot pink Philodendrons in
welcoming spring guests, while the crabapple tree, heavy with fragrant pink
blossoms, beckons from across the yard. In the summer, tall, regal, waxy, yellow and
orange day lilies wafting sweet pungent perfume perform this pleasant duty.

A twenty-four-inch gray-white concrete statue of Our Lady guards the pond. Her
figure is framed by an unpainted lattice—square at the bottom and round at the top—
attached to the garage wall. Vivid purple-flowered Clematis vines climb its stairs.
Spilling onto the sidewalk like tipped buckets of paint, pink, white, and fuchsia
Impatiens pour out a friendly welcome. Throughout the summer Randy likes to
experiment with this garden. He arranges and rearranges lacy white Astilbe, fragrant
yellow Alyssum, and striking scarlet Salvia. T am never sure when I return home
where I will find them.

His final touch is a large, mellow wind chime hung from the eaves over a black
iron railing separating garden from porch. Eight pipes are tuned to a chant scale—
Middle C to the C an octave above, with e-flat and b-flat. They offer rich mellow
sounds followed by overtones that shimmer in the air and ear. Each time the clapper
strikes the low sounds blend rapidly with these high overtones to create a self-
composed symphony. Jessica and Ilike to ring these chimes whenever we pass them.
Friends and visitors often remark on the pleasant combination of sound when water
fountain and wind chime join each other in stereophonic welcome.

Our guest room overlooks this garden. It is our gift to those who visit us for
extended periods of time. Ilike this room so much that I sometimes lie on the bed with
my eyes closed, listening to the lilting chimes while breathing the fragrance of
Randy’s latest floral bouquet. I either fall asleep or feel inspired to do something
creative. I hope our guests experience this same refreshment.

Meditation

This year we celebrate our twenty-third year of marriage and our sixteenth
summer in this house. It is the longest time I have lived in any one place. It may be
our last here, since Randy has resigned from the Episcopal parish he shepherds to
explore other areas of ministry. The church owns the house, and it seems unlikely that
we will be able to afford its purchase. Iknow that Randy has made the right decision;
I celebrate his courage. But I love this house and his gardens. As I survey the beds
newly prepared for next month’s planting, I realize that we have infused within the
soil, along with peat and other nutrients, hopes and dreams, tears and laughter,
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disappointments and triumphs—the essence of who we have been during all these
years. It hurts to think of leaving. I wonder, will the next steward tend these gardens
lovingly? Or will they be ravaged brutally by time and vicious insects? Even as I
anticipate this summer’s offerings, I feel the simultaneity of presence and loss.
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ALLISON HERBON

Peacoat

16

Lost inside its

navy blue arms,

two missing buttons,
where they landed...
I can only wonder.

I can smell the memories
in the thick wool,
trapped within the lining,
nested in the pockets,
are stories of times past:

The laughs and
tears weaved
inside of each
single thread.

The worn and torn
cuff that

The floppy long lapels

The crashing seas of Vietnam,
rolling green pastures

of Portugal, through the

the chilly nights of Spain.

A man lands on the moon,
while a young sailor dances
to the Stones, sharing a kiss
with his would-be wife.

brushed against their
clenched hands still
lies ripped.

once beaded with sweat

from a nervous sailor grasping
a gold ring in his hand.
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LOIS ANN DOWERS

Haiku VL ;

Rustling leaves crumble
Fine bones scattered on the walk
Snow and dusk melding

-
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MICHAEL BOBBY

The Dismemberment Plan

Her eyes glanced over the book she was reading and saw Brian remove her
expensive underwear beneath her skirt. She licked her finger and turned the page.
“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” He tried to kiss her legs passionately, starting below her knees, his lips
moving up slowly, slobbering. “Just want to help you concentrate.”

Ellen Bonvallet never understood why Brian thought he could pass stupidity off
as romance. When he lifted her left leg ninety degrees and kissed underneath the knee,
she felt his awkward tongue circle her inner thigh. She laughed. It was not one of
pleasure.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“But I want to.”

“No, I mean, don’t do this while I'm reading.” He moved closer and pulled down
her shirt, kissing her breast. “Brian, seriously. Stop.”

“I’m just gonna suck on your toes for a while.”

“Now you’re insulting me.”

“I’m serious.” He grabbed her left foot. Each toe cringed.

“Stop!”

“All right!” He let go of her foot, and it scampered underneath the bed sheet.
“Christ, I'm only messing around.”

Her eyes dashed from her notebook to the textbook. “I'm not in the mood for
sarcasm right now.”

Brian mumbled something about frigidity killing their friendship.

Ellen looked up, pushing her glasses to her forehead. “Listen. It’s important that
I finish this.” She went back to reading.

She put her underwear back on and took a sip of coffee. He sat at the edge of the
bed, lit a cigarette, and sulked.

In the book there was a picture of a man looking slightly above the camera—his
face sunk into his shoulders, dimpled with soot and malaise. Behind him a flat land of
devastated crops, a lobotomized life without color or sound, without any sense of
happiness or sadness—only his communicating to dust, his bargaining for a volcanic
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squall in central Nebraska. Looking sublime with relaxed defeat, this farmer hurled
a moment to the lens and shrugged indifferently with this immortal poise,
unknowingly becoming art. Ellen finished writing and looked up, thinking and
clicking her pen. Implication. It needs implication.

She shivered. “Have you ever noticed that in old photographs everyone looks so
sad and determined? The children look like adults, and the adults look dead.” She
paged through the textbook. Brian was still sulking. He was vaguely paying attention,
but she was talking more to herself than to him. “Even my family. The yellow pictures
we’ve got of dead relatives—they look so, you know, miserable.”

She was thinking of examples and only thought of her grandfather’s funeral—his
body dressed in a suit he would’ve never worn, his face was that of someone she never
met. “Miserable, unrecognizable. Like they’ve been eating soap for a generation.”

He was looking at her cashmere hat that she left on the dresser. He grabbed it, held
it to his nose, and sniffed in the remnant odor of apple shampoo. “Probably were.”

She looked up and her glasses fell to the tip of her nose. “You don’t think they
thought they were happy?”

“I don’t think they thought it mattered.”

“Really?”

He was whirling the cashmere hat in his finger. “You have to have time to realize
if you’re happy or not. Working too much without notions of self-help—goddamn,
that’s, you know. Back in the day living was worse than death. And without a lot of
time for the activities we enjoy. You know: whining, whimpering. Our emotions, how
we feel. Things got better.”

“You’re not making sense.”

He put out the cigarette. “Why d’ja bring it up?”

The smoke made her squint. “Because I've got complicated aspirations.” She
returned her attention to the book. “Just wondering if I was going to, you know, look
as antique as them years from now.”

He stopped whirling the hat. “You don’t make sense.”

“I never said I wanted to.”

Brian crept next to her and snuggled his chin between the crevices of her
collarbone. Ellen nestled near him and flipped through the pages. He put her cashmere
hat on her head; Ellen smiled, kissed his lips, and returned to her book.

She entered World War I. Mannequins with faces buried in mud or sleeping face
up, almost serene. One-legged men hugging their hospital sheets, overanxious to die,
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or wobbling through the open room too afraid to look at the camera. Under the reading
lamp her silhouette was a forced Cubist scribble overlapping the glossy page.

“If you had the choice,” Ellen said, “from an arm to aleg, if you could remove any
body part, which one would you choose?”

“You’re not proposing castration, are you?” he asked, lifting his head. He was
going to laugh, but the stillness of her face made him tremble.

“No, I'm being serious. It’s a serious question.”

“It’s a morbid question.”

“Are you going to answer?”

He examined her face. “Ellie, you talking about your cousin?”

Her cousin had lost his right leg in a car accident four or five years ago when he
lived in Oregon. During this time he had big ideas that he learned in college about
social changes, political things. In short, he spent his better days as a hippie living
outside Eugene, attempting self-exile with the passion of someone who believes he
has the right ideas. Now her cousin sans leg is complacent and bored, believing all his
misery has resulted from his reentrance into society. Now Pine Sol makes him
sentimental for evergreens and the Pacific Northwest.

Ellen believed big ideas are a precursor to tragedy. Since the accident he’s had a
quiet life teaching American history at a high school in the affluent suburbs. Losing
one’s leg or teaching American history to apathetic students—Ellen has been
weighing the results and could not conclude what was the more tragic fate.

But she wasn’t thinking of him. Brian saw that in her face. “I don’t know.
Probably my right hand.” Playing the game, “What about you? I could see you pulling
a Van Gogh.” He tugged at her right ear.

“No.” She wiped his hand from her ear. “But I respect his conviction.”

Ellen stopped reading altogether. All she saw were fragments of people’s lives
and deaths, fitting quietly in photographs and white paper. Dresden. Men in summer
coats buried in the snow outside Leningrad. The liberation of Paris. The Cold War.
Scorched bras and scorched draft cards. She realized she was living an uninteresting
life in an uninteresting time. There would be few photographs to explain anything.

Brian was paging through a magazine. “You okay, Ellie?”

Ellen sat, motionless. “T don’t know.”

“Is that book depressing you or something?”

She shook her head and faked a smile. “No.”

He put away the magazine. “Really. What’s the matter now?”
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Cropped bodies stared at her with insipid eyes: the children were middle-aged,
their discontent suffocating their dead parents. “I don’t know. If I did, I wouldn’t
know how to fix it.” -

There was a silence between them that Brian misinterpreted. Ellen flinched
slightly when Brian stripped away her underwear again.

Among the photographs, Ernest Hemingway on crutches, gloating in Italy.

Ellen put out her cigarette on the bedpost. Its small fog lingered, standstill in the
air, waiting fer direction, and then disappeared in a stream. This stream would settle
in the wallpaper, the bed sheets, the woodwork—a quick mixture of this stale tobacco
with maybe a wilting bouquet of lilacs on the dresser, and the room would smell like
her grandmother’s house.

She misplaced the last two hours in that fog. The only thing she had to show for
it was a poorly drawn sketch of a man pulling clocks out of his head. “This is a college
education,” she said aloud.

Since Ellen left for college her scenery has been this bedroom, that bedroom, his
bedroom, a bar, a coffee shop, a classroom—her never wholly existing, never having
an appropriate thing to say. She had few friends but still was somewhat happier than
most people, she thought. The truly happy are lying anyway.

Still Ellen watched the stride she had when she was younger become a drowsy
waltz. She was only waiting in what direction or the wrong one, moving without
method and sequence, and sometimes, not moving.

In the mirror across her bed she could see the image of herself dim with the
intimacy of a waterdrop. Her dark hair frazzled over the face that began to blush. Her
eyes were obsidians, leaving a circular trail of ash and mascara above her cheeks.
Today Ellen overapplied her make-up; her face was glossy, almost dripping off her
skull in pink streaks. She looked like a moonstruck prostitute returning home, her feet
dragging oblivion behind.

She smiled.

Her expensive underwear, her imperfect legs, bruised knees. Even in the mirror
she could see her nine toes fold and unfold, the stump of her tenth fluttering without
its head.

When she was a girl it became frostbitten. The doctors removed it and perhaps as
ajoke showed her the prismatic remnant of the former toe that turned into a raisin. Her
brother would also joke badly that it looked happy as it left her body. Or say that
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setting it free was Ellen’s first act of bravery. But the jokes stopped after her cousin’s
accident.

She only wished that they had allowed her to keep the toe in a small box with
gauze and ketchup. She would have opened the box to houseguests and asked them to
judge the quality of this opal chipped with prepubescent nail polish. Every Halloween
she thinks of this and sighs. '

Regardless, the toe was another of Ellen’s big secrets, and it astonished her that
few people noticed its absence. Perhaps it wasn’t a noticeable loss. Even for her it is
a scar on which she rarely reflects.

Ellen saw herself yawn in the mirror and thought she looked like her mother. She
always looked like her mother when yawning. She turned off the light and lay in bed,
curling the sheets between her thighs. When she scratched the left thigh, its protruding
dark hairs scratched her.

A pause.

Something heavy struck her chest. She felt lightheaded as if the blood was
accumulating in regions she never used before.

Her breathing intensified. The word repeated on her lips, exiting with each
breath: Implication.

Ellen turned on the light and sprung out of bed. Rummaging in her drawers, she
found pantyhose, underwear, and a long discarded wire her roommate used for an art
project. She grabbed the wire, feverishly wrapped the left leg until skin ballooned
around the wire’s edge, and pulled. She raised the immobilized leg upright, pulling
tighter on the wire, hoping any remaining blood would sink into her torso. She felt her
veins folding over themselves, knotting themselves. A path trickled from her bit
bottom lip to her chin. The shaking of her arms, the numbness of her left thigh—she
thought she was going to pass out.

The leg was discoloring. Her balloon skin crimsoned then blued. It would not die.
She lost her grip and regained it—her eyes glancing to the clock. Two minutes. It’s
only been two minutes.

She could not finish. Its desire to live overpowered her tourniquet, and she let go,
sweating. The wire dangled to floor. Blood pried its way back through its veins,
sloshing the leg with its momentum. It choked and gasped. Ellen saw the pink plush
washing the leg new. Her body dropped involuntarily on the bed, and she stared at the
ceiling, wiping the sweat from her face, catching her breath. Between breaths she
caught herself in the mirror again; hair covered her tilted head—her eyes peering
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beneath two strands, the slight smile widening. She said aloud, “A boast at the
butcher’s blunder.”

And then the smile disappeared. Ellen Bonvallet sat up op the edge of the bed,
defeated, reflecting on where she went wrong, why she could not snuff out its
existence. She sat on the edge of the bed, numb, clasping her hands, letting the leg
breathe again. This abrupt, concealed passion terrified her.

She justified it in every way, knowing that it would be a natural transition in her
life. Perhaps a slight overstep.

The entige leg was disproportionate to her small body. It was someone else’s leg,
aman’s leg. The missing toe, the hair that seemed to grow faster there than on any
other portion of her body—Ellen wished the frostbite had taken this leg as well. Of
course there were more motives than its physical monstrosity. Ellen was not shallow.
These were selfless motives driving her.

She knew the leg had overstayed its welcome. It didn’t belong to her.

And it had to go.

Ellen made a promise to herself to finally delete the leg before the next year, and
afterward she could live again as she was meant to live. Happiness has a price like
anything else.

It would be an intolerable winter. Already each passing car coiled an oil harbor
in the white snow until it looked malicious and permanent tacked to the side of the
street. Tonight was warmer than the previous three. So the neighbors were outside
again, getting drunk on cabernet. From time to time they would wander to the side of
Ellen’s house and piss on the bushes, stumble back to the party and talk loudly.

Ellen was home again—still intact.

She stood beneath the yellow light of her front porch, watching the snow
cumulate and waiting for her cousin to join her.

Her shadow cast over the bushes. They cleaved her shadow in half, sent it
spiraling over her mother’s Christmas figurines and into the snow.

Her cousin opened the front door, and she awoke. “Where’s your hat?”

“My hat?” She knew what he was talking about, but she continued to ask
questions. “The cashmere hat?”

“Yeah, the one grandma got you for your birthday.” He lit a cigarette and she
followed.

Exhaling, “I lost it before I took the train home.”

“Sorry to hear that.”
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He limped to the top step, sat down, and she followed. She said, “It’s okay. I
didn’t ask for it anyway. I'm actually kind of embarrassed I still had it. It was just too
expensive.”

He snorted. “Even smelled expensive. She had to’ve sold off a maid to buy it.”

“Well, I would’ve gotten rid of it if I knew I’d become attached to it as easily as
I did. But when you’ve got something that long you don’t recognize yourself without
it. It made me feel strangely secure.” Ellen smiled faintly. It was as if she had crimped
all her memories in its lining, and now that it’s gone she felt that she had left five years
of her life somewhere at a train station. Though she didn’t want to say that. “Honestly
I wish there were more sentimental value to the hat than just how it made me feel. And
I wish it left me with more drama.” She held her braided hair in two hands. “Now my
head feels lonely.”

“T would like to have seen you wearing it in Vancouver with me.”

“Vancouver?” she asked, perplexed. “What about Vancouver?”

His voice cracked. ““What about Vancouver?’” What you—are you? You mean
you don’t want to go now?”

“Oh! You’re talking about—yeah, sure. Sure, I’ll go. If that’s still the plan.”

“*Course, it’s the plan. If I say I'm doing it, I'm gonna do it. What’s the point of
getting yourself all worked up about it and not have it happen? We are going, Ellen.
You can’t fight it.”

She laughed and exhaled a ring of smoke. “Kinda like destiny, huh?”

“It’s better than destiny. It’s Vancouver.” He looked at her as if she had a
deformity. “Christ, Ellen. Show some enthusiasm. For once in your life stop being so
dispassionate.”

“Hm.” She changed the subject quickly before his rant. “Speaking of
enthusiasm—"

“Yeah?”

“How’s the, you know, ‘revolution’ going for you?” She laughed.

“Slowly but at pace. I figure in ten years we’ll have the government at its knees.”
He snorted. “You know better, Ellen. I've changed since the last time you seen me.
Quit all that shit since I left school.” He smiled. “Besides I was only militant because
I wasn’t getting laid.” He smoked his cigarette and smiled wider. “You can’t revolt
without a movement or without motivations. There was no movement and little
motivation.”

Ellen lay back on the snowy step and was silent.
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