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TED TECZA
Invitation

The garden is windless and quivering
in silence: memories

of blue harebell, orange trollius:
gentle afternoon’s floating

fragrance of stillness,

on the swing among junipers;

EY

comfort of gaze without gesture.

Some news of sunspot days: trumpet vine
entwines, new visions grow on black
oak, solitude caresses trembling hands:
quiet is crisp.

The mint tea is made,

awaiting the dryness of journey;
clearing the haziness

of a new poem:

come.

Hear the rustle of autumn’s

retreat, last robin song:

unspoken days of friendship.

Come
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AMANDA MIS

And the Swan

What misadventured youth
shall sound the tolls

of life’s descent?

Creeping still,

the high wails

of echoing

feathers

swirling in motion,
downward

as if it were snow.

It is not that fluffy thing
that accumulates

on school grounds

and front yards.

It is not that thing

that catches headlights,
glittering reds and yellows.
It is from the circling in the sky.
Feathers floating,
descending,

from the place above.

But what there is living,
flying,

with the loss of cushion
and withering beak?

Give rise to the madness.
Ideas come to an end
holding tight to stem.
Shards of soft

lines
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crack under my finger

as I spread them apart,

put them in a clear plastic bag,
And head for home.
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NANCY MCVITTIE

Minnesota Vikings

Rosemary is Canadian. Glenn isn’t sure why he finds that funny, but he does.
Maybe because she doesn’t fit the stereotype. Glenn has grown up most of his life in
Minnesota and everyone here knows how their Northern neighbors are. They’re
polite, reserved, friendly to the core. Rosemary is none of that. She isn’t even nice.

He watches her frowning in her sleep. She’s sensitive about her homeland. Not
exactly ashamed, but always reluctant to admit it because it sounds like a punchline
to a joke somehow. Growing up a border baby, she’s managed to pass herself off as
being as Minnesotan as him. She doesn’t say “aboot,” doesn’t say “hoose.” She says
“about” and “house” and “Fuck you, Glenn.” She has a terribly dirty mouth. It
shocked him when he first got to know her. Now it just rolls over his ears, smooth as
so much Molson beer.

But she’s a Minneapolis girl now. She has her apartment, has a fake ID, and she
has him. He doesn’t have her, but she has him. That’s the way it works and Glenn is
fine with that. One doesn’t argue with Rosemary. One just smiles at her at night when
she can’t see and feels pleased that she is back.

L

Rosemary opens her eyes finally after begging herself not to. The light in the
apartment is dim and it is another rainy spring morning. It was fall when she left, when
everything fell apart and she had to be rescued. She remembers riding in her father’s
Buick, watching the yellow grass and pom-pom dandelions on the side of the
highway, waiting for the signs to change from miles to kilometers. There weren’t
windows where she went. She missed everything between that dying grass and the
rain clickering on the street now.

Only one time there, had she seen what it was like outside. Her father had come
to visit. He walked her around the building and she was disappointed to see that
everything was dead.

“Minnesota’s the most godawful ugly place, Dad,” she had told him, “I hate it
there.”

“Winnipeg’s not so pretty, either, eh?” He’d smiled, gazing about the dead
prairie that surrounded them.
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She hated him for saying that.

But never mind. She isn’t there. She is back here.

She rolls over on the futon and glares at Glenn. He is comfortable, sprawled out
on his side of the mattress. He doesn’t even have a side, really. It’s her mattress on
her futon in her apartment. He’s even reading her comic book.

“I didn’t say you could read those.”

He brings his water-blue eyes up from the page and smil€e3. ‘“Morning.”

“That’s a limited edition, you know. They hardly printed any. That’s rare.”

He sighs and holds the flimsy booklet out to her. “You want it back?”

“Ah, fuck you. Fuck Peter Bagge. Idon’t give a shit.” She reaches her hand
under the bed and flops it around until she finds her cigarettes, lighter and ashtray, all
neatly bound together with a rubber band.

Sitting Back up, she balances the ashtray on her thigh and lights up, pleased
because Glenn’s a pathetic wet-end asthmatic and gets pissy anytime she smokes near
him.

Today, though, he doesn’t seem to even notice. Or maybe he’s just pretending
not to, to make her upset. A year ago, this idea might have enraged her. But now it
doesn’t. She’s moved beyond the petty. Rosemary has much bigger issues to get
herself worked up about.

“You’re acting so cocky about it.” She mutters.

He hasn’t heard her. He isn’t listening. He’s gone back to reading.

She jams her heel into his boney side. “Glenn Machey!”

“Ow. What?”

“I said you’re acting cocky about it.”

“About what?”

“About me. You know, like you just expected I'd come back.”

“Of course you’d come back. It’s not like you’d think you wouldn’t.”

“No, no, no.” She pounds her cigarette to death prematurely and burrows her
head into the pillow. She tangles her fingers up in her hair. “Not ‘of course’ at all. I
didn’t know I'd come back. It wasn’t a given for me.”

He rolls over and plunges his fingers into the mess, too, searching out hers but he
pulls her roots in the process. “I just have more faith in you, I guess.” He’s saying.

“Cut it out.” She slaps his hands away and moves off the pillow. “You can’t just
say that and write it off like dumb people do. Faith has nothing to do with me. With
us. You don’t get away with that.”
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“Why can’t I?” He laughs lamely and she knows he just wants to get back to that
stupid comic book.

“Because you’re screwed up just like me. We don’t get luxuries like that.”

“We’re not screwed up.” The playfulness of his tone has vanished. He stops
looking at her and looks back at the comic again, but she knows he isn’t really seeing
it. She’s managed to irk him. Good.

“Yeah, tell me we’re not freaks. Look me in the eye and tell me how I just spent
the last six months is normal. Why don’t you lie again and tell me you never had any
problems? Just try and tell me.”

His only movement is a slight shrug in his shoulders. It might have been a flinch.
It was probably involuntary. She notices it, though. She always does. She has a
macabre fascination with the intricate workings of his skeleton, far more delicate than
hers, as though he is wired together with lightbulb filaments. A few times at night, if
he turns over too heavily, she can swear she hears something like the pinging of a
busted 40 watt.

But she must stop thinking like this. Abstracts are what got her messed up in the
first place. Loss of grasp on them, anyway.

With a heavy, sick sigh, she plops her chest against his back, holds on tight to
those electric fragile shoulders, and nudges her face up against the base of his neck.
His hair is cut soft here and it reminds her of some shorn black sheep.

“Why don’t you ever talk about it?” She whispers.

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Of course there is.”

He shrugs, this time a definite shrug. “There isn’t any point.”

They lie still, listening to each other breathing, then Glenn asks a question that
sounds ridiculous compared to what she has been thinking.

“Wanna get a bagel?”

She moans in disgust and rolls off him. Free from her weight, he moves off the
futon and begins to dress, pulling on his rumpled, stale clothes from the night before.
He’s been wearing the same sweater and jeans for days. She wonders when the last
time was that he slept at his own place. Such a shit heap, though, she doesn’t blame
him. He took her to it once and she’s refused to ever go back.

“You working today?” She asks, watching those chicken legs slide into pants.

He shakes his head no. “I don’t work on Thursdays.”

“If you had a real job you would.”

“You going to class?” He counters with a smile.
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She ignores him. She considers trying a cigarette again. Then she catches him
out of the corner of her eye pulling his coat off the hook.

“Where’re you going?” She asks with great offense as he buttons up.

“I told you. I want a bagel.” He frowns at his reflection in the mirror and pulls
on his knit cap that she hates. “Why don’t you come with?”

“I’'m in my pyjamas.”

“So what? Like anybody at the bagel shop’s gonna care."They don’t even speak
English.”

Rosemary looks down at her flannel pants. They once were red and white and
cheery, but she washed them and now they’re pink and depressing. “What do you
want a bagel for, anyway?” She mutters bitterly. “You’re so elitist. Have a piece of
fucking toast.”

“Elitist” He repeats with a grin. He pads over to the kitchenette to pick up the
apartment keys, but she moves quickly and snatches them away before he’s even
reached.

“They’re my keys. You don’t live here.”

His eyes are steady and because they’re heavy-lidded, he seems even more
irritatingly calm. He just stands there and says nothing.

She faces him and wants to attack, but instead she crumbles.

“Fine,” she throws her hands into the air and shakes her head, feeling her temples
pound, “T’ll get a stupid bagel with you.”

Outside it’s very strange because she hasn’t left the building for so long. She feels
like everyone is staring at her, but when she looks up, no one seems to have noticed
her presence at all.

At the bake shop, Glenn does an excellent imitation of a normal person, smiling
politely and making small talk while the bagel is toasting, but Rosemary knows him
and she can feel just below the surface of his skin that he’s knotted and nervous.
That’s the reason he can do what he does on stage. There’s energy constantly forming
and boiling up under the cover of his stomach. When he gets up on that smokey bar
stage on Tuesday nights, he takes the lid off. He’s wild and brilliant then and if he can
just maintain for a few more years, it’ll take him somewhere. Glenn is going places
and everyone can sense it. Rosemary is not and no one cares.

As they walk down the wet sidewalk, eating their bagels, Glenn puts his arm
around her and smiles. “Feel better?” He asks.

She doesn’t. Not at all. “How do you do it?” She asks back instead.

“Do what?”
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“Exist. I mean, you’re weird and screwed-up just like I am. How do you stand
it? How do you stand everybody?”

He is quiet, but not sullen. Rosemary turns her head slightly to watch.

He has a weak chin and a delicate jaw. They move in time with precision as he
chews and the changing shadows under his eyes let her know he understands exactly
what she has asked.

“I guess...” he begins, then clears his throat and smirks in defense. “I don’t know,
Ro. You just have to after awhile.”

“Do you feel cured?” She demands with sudden enthusiasm, “Do you feel like
you’re normal?” ’

“Of course not.”

“Do you think you will, though?”

“Rosemary.”

She stops walking. “What?”

He cocks his head and seems uneasy about telling her a truth, as if she might hurl
it right back at him in a venom softball. But, with bravery of the burliest Nordic
warrior, he gives her the response she doesn’t want to hear.

“You don’t get better. I mean...well, [ mean, you don’t ever just get one hundred
percent cured. You just learn to live with it. You work around it.”

“But...” Her voice is tiny now and all the bitterness is dropped in place of fear, “if
you never get better, then what’s the point?”

He smiles. It’s a sad smile, but it’s honest. His uneven, chicklet teeth are
endearing.

“I think it’s better not to ask.”
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MATT MCFARLANE

White Noise

There has always been a certain sweetness in the air that made me shiver with
delight, but when I feel nothing of that sweetness I must pull"myself away from the
edge and ground myself back into reality. Nature was always there to welcome me
back.

The air was cold and there was a fresh snow on the ground and behind the dark
clouds burned a great fire that lit up the night. I stepped outside with work to do.
Before I could begin, a hush fell on the world and there was an absolute silence. It was
a silence that resembled death. I could not comprehend the lack of the slightest
whisper; perhaps the snow muffled the hum of the earth beneath. If snow fell with a
thud, it was shushed immediately. In the amber glow of the night, I stood in awe at the
shadow of noise that I stumbled into.

That night made me realize one thing, in this world nature can never speak to us.
Nature has given us everything but we have made for ourselves a language that creates
understanding, art, and helps facilitate invention. But only language is ours.
Understanding is simplification of nature. When we create gods to hold the secrets we
cannot break. Art is derived from nature. When Monet can only impress upon us the
world he sees. Invention is a reworking of nature. When fire and stone are twisted to
warm and shelter us. But language is the expressed reaction to, while all other things
are merely interpretations of nature. The music we hear is only an imitation of howling
winds and chirping birds. The art we see, just a perception of what has always been
there. All of art is just a manipulation of nature; a perception of what we can do with
nature. Arguably, nature has given us voice thus having a voice through us. But still
nature does not have what we do, and can never understand us. Still it is voiceless. We
speak of nature, but can we ever speak with nature.

Alone in the middle of the night with a light snow still falling I now understand
that what I heard was nature’s lack of voice. With all the life around me 1 heard
absolutely nothing not even myself. Nature will never find its voice and if it did we
could never understand it. If nature speaks to us, it is only through acts and its defiance
to conform to our needs. It is unbelievable to think that one moment of my seemingly
insignificant life has brought about a profound revelation about nature.
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I was afraid. With all that it had, it had no voice, and we try endlessly to
understand nature. Yelling about its power, barking at its cruelty of, screaming at the
world for its indifference for man, but still we only hear the sounds of nature; the
grunts of beasts, the hush of the breeze, the thunder from above, and even the gurgle
from its fiery core. That silence scared me, for a moment nature was dead to me. Some
silences are fragile, some begging to be broke; either by the chirping crickets in the
night, or the barbaric yawp of some fool on top of a mountain. I needed to scream, to
yell, to howl, to bellow and shatter the noxious quiet that I could not escape from, but
it was all too serene. :

I sat down and watched the snow continue to fall.

The streetlight of humming fluorescence highlighted separate flakes of snow
each an instant at a time like a sheet of exploding glass shards. To call it dreamlike
would be a pathetic comparison, heavenly is too mundane, and fantastic would be
criminal. Ineffable and undeniable, it was my moment with nature.

I can only make so much sense of the moment. It was something that someone
else would have never taken notice of and passed off as a moment of inexplicable
deafness on their part. But I found something in that moment that has either haunted
me or defined me.

How is it that one simple moment in time that lacks any unique definition except
the fact that the world was hushed and only I was there to take note? Of course, no one
else heard anything for that long endlessly drawn out couple of minutes. It was what
someone would call an uncomfortable silence, but I saw that Nature had stopped only
to catch her breath. Perhaps it was a silence that comes when two forces meet in a
mind-twisting stare-down waiting for the other to blink. I blinked, but still she kept her
focus on me and held back all the chaotic noises of the world. I waited for that
overflow of bangs, booms, cries, howls, murmurs, pops, screams, thuds, thumps,
whistles, and wails that otherwise would be flooding the air. Pushing and shoving all
of those sounds that make nature what she is, wait for her to let down her guard to rush
back into the world to ravage, tickle, or soothe the ears of that one who decided to stop
and listen for what could not be heard.

In the middle of winter, seven inches of snow and still falling, the world locked
in a trance without any foreseeable end. The flash of refracted spectrums catches my
darting eye from one inch of the world to the next. The soft sugary whiteness around
me trapped me in a miniature globe, agitated by a growing silence. The cars in the
distance disappeared, sirens from the hospital three blocks away hushed, and my ears
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searched for some tiny vibration of air; even the rustling of my snow-speckled coat
ceased.

Nature had something to say but could not verbalize, yet she seems breathe. All
other senses were assaulted with waves of texture and color, even fresh sweet tastes
for my hungry tongue. The chill of wet snowflakes accumulating on a foolishly
uncapped skull and then sneaking their way to the back of my neck causing that
clownish shiver that might attract strange stares. The pull of goose-pimpled skin
reacting to the artic air holds my body desperately in that cold shiver. The wily wind
which lost its whisper that reddens cheeks and noses. The dark leafless trees cast
against the flurry of frozen flakes commanded by the amber tinted storm clouds in the
distance. Still not even a rumor of sound. I wish I could speak to the world around me
but I might only succeed in babbling like a brook that knows no one is listening.

Momeiits pass. Snow deepens. Silence rages.

Towers 15



JAKE STEWART

Paintings of the One-Eyed Artist

16

A writer, divided in two, whistles.

I try to ignore him, the boy

with his back to the seer.

His jacket a dirty Volvo white

made dirtier by the smear of the artist’s pallet knife.
Sometimes he’s in the strong man’s chest

being suffocated by protective overbearing.

There he is free of that silent coat,

the warmth of the sturdy man sufficient.

But the chest was blocked when it was rainy,

filled with adulterous guilt and loathing of Milton.

A father, divided in two, whistles.

There are other things going on,

my surrogate mother,

the surly feminist transsexual

draped in her out of place summer dress,

forever trying to hide the secret pills that everyone knows about.

Or the separated haven called Dogshead

with its feudal state windows divided

by colors or fanatics, artists or occupants,

writers or whistlers. Each one safe to detest the others’
glowing autonomy.

An artist, divided in two, occupies.

Yet the boy, tied in the corner by
the tired brush strokes of his dirtied white coat,

Towers



added by the artist in a refrain of death, as a secondary thought . .

Mustn’t forget the coat.
A call to the painter the boy faces the same direction as a seer.
I’'m your missing eye.

Look away from the life that tips in a strong man’s lapse.
All the warnings in the world would not keep -
the artist from putting the coat on the boy away from the man.
He saw the two of us proceed down the steps to the Volvo;
he felt what was coming; he heard the croak.
Yet whereunto the coat took over, three lives
gasped and stopped.
-

A brother, divided in two, occupies.

A wire jaw and a parsed tongue in the window of Dogshead;
silenced in mesh a voiceless writer whistles.

In the encroachment of the toad all one can do is watch.
Monochrome silver of a biting stick-shift pervades

the sky. Life is a rule of halves.
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ADAM C. KOTLARCZYK

Five Black and White Photographs

A cathedral. Broken windows, medieval bricks punched out in spots by
bombwork. Behind the cathedral, on the right, the skeletons of buildings struggle into
the sky—apartments, judging by what'’s left, but there’s no way to be sure. On the
shattered steps of the cathedral stands a family of four. The father—a hard-featured,
dark-skinned man, wiry and thin but for the beginning of a paunch, wearing a starch-
collared shirt. The mother—a modest but possibly beautiful woman in an ankle length
floral print dress. Two flat-topped, red-headed boys—obviously the children of the
couple—in Levis and tee shirts, classic 1 950’s, about twelve and eight years old, I'd
say. The smaller, younger one doesn’t know it, but he will become my father.

My father, who for all his self-proclaimed faults, is not prone to dramatic
exaggeration, says that what the Nazis did to Poland, and what the Soviets did (or
rather what they didn’t do) after, was the worst atrocity he’d ever seen.

They had visited the wreckage of his parents’ homeland when he was a boy, and
even though it was the middle of the 1950’s in America, in Poland the calendar was
perpetually stopped on 1945. None of the buildings repaired. None of the craters
filled. Just bodies buried.

My father kept a small piece of chaff in his wallet to remind him.

In the war, flying over Europe, Allied bombers would drop chaff—thousands of
tiny pieces of cutup tinfoil—from their planes to confuse the German radar. They’d
drop it out of the bomb bay doors, the heavy belly of the aircraft. It would drop and
for a moment all the pieces would pause together, hesitate in a tight-clustered cloud.
Then, in the wind, freezing at the high altitude, it would scatter into giant reflective
clouds, and disperse slowly and unstoppably as the pieces fell shimmering to the
earth.

My father found two strips of it in a shelled out Warsaw hotel. He thought it was
ironic that for all the tons of it that were dumped, it all dispersed so much that a person
would be lucky to find a strip or two of it in a lifetime of searching.
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He kept a strip in his wallet. To remind him, he said.

My grandparents both came over in the early Twentieth Century. Before the war,
but not by much. My grandmother moved over with her whole nuclear family—
mother, father, and seven sisters. My grandfather, as far as I know, came alone. They
both left a lot of people behind.

When they returned in the 1950’s, after the war, this time as tourists, they looked
for the names. Family, old friends—farmers, villagers, city-dwellers. They found no
one. At one cottage far out in the green, hilly countryside, an old woman answered the
door and said yes, she’d heard that name; but no, she didn’t know where he was.
Echoes and silence. Many names without faces, or graves. Just gone.

Like a lot of Polish immigrants, they wound up in Pennsylvania. Although she
was still a teenager and had been a good student in Poland, she never took a class in
America, never finished high school. She cleaned houses for middle class families.
Learned how to clean dishes, clean and press clothes, sweep, scrub the floors. Work.

They met and fell in love. I don’t know the details. You have such a short time
with your grandparents, and if you don’t ask them, you never know. And mine, they
weren’t the types of people to whom you ask those questions.

When the Depression hit, they moved from Pennsylvania to Chicago. He found
work there.

He worked in a faucet factory. Forever. His ghost probably still works there. I bet
you could find it there at night, wandering the assembly line, piecing together washers
and seals eleven hours a day, making faucets, pulling the jagged metal shards out of
his fingers. Lead shards from the old pipes.

A neighboring factory burned to the ground, killing some workers. At my
grandfather’s building, the owners, learning from that mistake, and in the interest of
protecting their employees (or, more likely, their building), lined their walls with
fireproof material. Asbestos. No one knew then, and my grandfather was happy to
have the work.

How they met, I don’t know. I never had the chance to ask my grandfather. I was
never a good enough person to ask my grandmother. Maybe, at some subconscious
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level, I didn’t want her to have to remember him. Or maybe I'm just selfish, self-
absorbed, a prick. I hear that opinion often.

My grandmother wore the classic white dress; simple but elegant. My
grandfather wore the traditional black tux. It fit him well, accentuated his young
man’s build, his timeless good looks. He could have been in pictures; Clark Gable,
John Wayne. Dark, strong, silent. Slightly mysterious. Sable hair, cleft chin, dark,
perfect skin. And piercing eyes. Girls today would have posters of him on their walls.
They both look young, 1920’s innocent. Maybe naive.

Wedding pictures are such clichés. Of course you're smiling. Of course you
haven’t a care in the world. Of course you can’t see what’s coming. They’re like first-
year baby pictures—they all look the same. Only the clothes change. This is what I
used to tell my parents, looking at the three wedding pictures on the wall, when we
visited Grandma.

You’ll understand some day, They’d say.

Next to my grandparents’ is the photograph from my uncle’s wedding. He has the
short, plaster Fifties/early Sixties hair that looks like it is made of paint and polish, the
wax-lipped wedding smile. She has golden hair flowing past her shoulders, long ago
sacrificed for something more practical, something low maintenance that someone
with a job and three sons can manage.

Next to my aunt and uncle are my own parents. They are the flower children, the
pacifists. The flowing hair on my mother out of control, the hair on my bearded father
past the collar of his tux. He has the familiar smile beneath the unfamiliar hair. I wasn’t
even a twinkle. They too were young, no older in the picture than Iam now. They were
real people.

They tell me I’ll understand why everyone smiles at their weddings, that it’s not
all fake. They don’t tell me that love isn’t all fake. Just that the smiles aren’t.

The old house still echoes with memories. Thanksgivings. Grampa telling us is
that if we hadn’t had enough to eat, it was our own damn fault. Every year he would
bellow that. Crowded around that tiny table in the kitchen, trying not to elbow my
cousins, not to be elbowed.
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That was him as I knew him. Not the virile man in the silvered photo. Wrinkled,
faded, like paper that had been crumpled and opened one too many times, turning to
tissue. Quicker with the emphysema-cough than a smile.

I remember him sitting on the porch in a loose-fitting, sweat-stained tee shirt that
his knobby shoulders poked out of, pulling on a cigarette. He didn’t talk to me, but he
let me sit next to him on the bench, watching what was left,of the day fade away,
watching his smoke curl around the lengthening horizontal sunbeams. It was hot then,
even at night.

When he died, we found all his tools in the basement, in cigar boxes. Split up
among the sons and grandsons what Grandma didn’t need (she didn’t need any of
them). In the attic, I found his fishing tackle. A tackle box rigged from an old metal
lunchbox. Some thick wire leaders. A glass jar of Wilson’s Reel Lubricant. Some
lures that were probably worth money. People collect those old things.

At the bottom of the tackle box I found two ancient black rubber gloves. They
were a man’s gloves. He’d probably used them to unhook slashing-toothed dinosaurs
once, pike or muskies of prehistoric size that used to exist in Chicago’s lakes and
rivers before people dumped in the lethal chemicals, the asbestos and lead. Before
people killed everything.

I'slid my own hand in, pink and weak, watched it disappear in the black, cracked
leather, the same way it would disappear in his overpowering handshake. He
demanded a handshake, every visit. Taught me only to do it with my right hand. I was
a sheepish kid and tried shaking with my left. He grabbed the other hand, grabbed it
and held. Tight. I was too scared to let go. Maybe I'm still too scared.

It was the same hand he used to turn on the oxygen cylinder he kept behind his
rocking chair. Coughing under his clear mask. My own hand, vanishing in the glove,
in his grasp, reaching out to turn on the life-giving cylinder.

The dimpled, flat-topped boy squirming on her lap, trying to get away. She smiles,
concealing her concentration as she tries to hold him in place for the anonymous
photographer. Her husband is doing a better job; his right hand has a steady grip on
the ear of the uncomfortable kid. They appear to be in the cramped house, the old
early twentieth century bungalow where someday he’d tell us all at Thanksgiving
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whose damn fault it was if we didn’t eat enough. The room is hard to recognize; the
paint isn’t peeling yet, the furniture is different. But it is definitely the house.

With gramma leaning forward and the boy preoccupied, grampa is seated the
farthest back. He thinks no one can see him. And as he holds his son by the ear, his wife
at his side, he smiles.

My father grew up hard in that family. I wonder if he ever had the edge he needed
to do it; he’s just too nice a guy. Maybe grampa had too much edge, and my father
rebelled against that by having none. And maybe I rebel against my father having no
edge, maybe I'm not really like this; maybe it’s a cycle and my kids (if god forbid I
have any) will be more like my father than I am. I hope so.

He moved out at eighteen. Worked, like my grampa, in a factory. Packed car parts
for three years; I can’t imagine how miserable he must have been. I doubt he was ever
the blue-collar type. He lived tight, saved his money.

He stayed in Chicago and got into the University of Illinois there. Graduated in
four years. Then he went to law school and became a lawyer. Tax law. Didn’t pay well,
for a lawyering job. Met my mom at a dry-cleaner. She was unemployed, kicked out
of the house, a hippie. He cracked a bad line about some political asshole. I think it was
McGovern. Or maybe Nixon.

Did he ever communicate with grampa? I doubt it, not in a way that meant
anything to him. Grampa wasn’t the type to communicate. Funny, how that kind of
love works. One so confident that he feels no need to mention it, the other so insecure
that he talks about everything, but not that one thing. That one thing that’s so
important but stays pregnantly silent, like an old empty house—Tlike a black and white
photograph.

Adam, someone calls.

In their old house in Chicago there is a high-ceilinged room. It looks like a closet,
but it is off of the kitchen. There’s a door next to it that leads out onto the shingled roof.
My aunt tells me the room was for storing wood, for burning in the kitchen stove.
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There’s another empty room in the cellar. Off of the room where grampa kept all
his tools, pristinely, in fifteen cent cigar boxes. It’s barely tall enough to stand in. A
hatch in the ceiling opens into the alley behind the house. Coal. They’d dump the coal
in there at dawn, cloudless, bitter cold; it would rattle black down the icy winter shaft.
The sound of it echoing to the upstairs bedrooms, causing the sleeping occupants to
stir slightly as the rumbling coal mixed into their dreams, caused their dreams to
incorporate the sound. But they didn’t wake. In a few minutessthe house would again
be silent. Someone would have to shovel it into the furnace.

I'never saw those rooms when I was a boy, at Thanksgivings and Christmases and
Easters. I was always in a hurry to get home and see my friends, or play in the yard.

I don’t Iemember anyone ever mentioning those rooms, not my uncle or cousins
or even my grandparents themselves. No memory of anyone ever saying one thing
about them. Yet when I go back, I can feel them. They are unmistakable. They have
always been there.

Who took it, I don’t know; everyone seems in it. Cousins, aunts, uncles. My
parents. Grandparents in the center, the patriarchs. Grampa’s face wrinkled tighter,
his eyes squinting even on the overcast day, maybe holding something in. The cancer.
The flat-tops long gone from the boys, replaced by balding comb-overs. The virile,
dancing eyes now behind thick glasses. Wives, children.

Before the annual Thanksgiving football game in the yard. The sons and
grandsons, picked into teams; me holding a football while on one knee at the front, too
small really to play. That day it snowed, I remember, and it was so cold my ears were
numb. But I laughed and they even threw the ball to me, or they say they did. I ran and
laughed and for just a moment, I thought I understood.

The sons moved away from Chicago, from home. One to Ohio. My father to
Waukesha, in Wisconsin. The grandsons, when they were old enough, moved
farther—two of my cousins moved to the West Coast, California and Oregon. I moved
to Indianapolis.

In my father’s wallet is a piece—a single piece—of chaff that bombers used to
drop in thick clouds to confuse German radar. That’s how it is.
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For grampa’s funeral everyone looked so different. I was young. My older
cousins were as I will always remember them—high school students, athletes,
comedians. Everything I wanted to be.

The way they all were strong for each other. Sarcastic jokes. Leaving it all as it
always had been: unsaid.

The old people cried and I, in grade school, didn’t understand. In the lounge of the
funeral parlor it was normal and the men drank too much coffee, it yellowed their teeth
like time, and smoked. They talked about baseball. In the parking lot, one of the
younger relatives from some other part of the family shared a case of beer. It rained.

My father never had the edge that his father did, or his brother. Or that I pretend
to. But maybe he is tougher than that; I only once saw him cry. Not when they put his
dad under the earth. The only time I saw him cry was when they closed the casket on
his dad. The silence forever. Black and white pictures, unarticulated.

Behind the family of four, the falls of Niagara roar, massive and potent. The boys,
in the front, smile brightly. Each parent has a hand on one of the boy’s shoulders. The
four of them, all together. With the falls dropping below them, and the mist rising, they
appear to be airborne in the clouds, flying high above the earth. Hesitating a moment
in a cluster before the winds take them, scattering and plummeting to earth. Before the
winds.

The boys in shorts, tee shirts. Grandma in a long dress, effervescent as a young
mother. Grandpa still handsome, still thick about the shoulders and strong,
commanding. The boys old enough to play baseball, to compete with each other, to
look at girls. They are a family.

They are a mystery.

In the attic I find an old piece of luggage; it looks like one of those steamer trunks
that passengers took on the Titanic, or that people used to cover with stickers from all
the exotic places that they’d visited. The clasp, having long ago rusted and broken,
yields easily. It is empty inside. I try alone to lift it, to carry it out, but it is too heavy
for me. -
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