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EXPRESSIONS

“Tish Belly White

She hated those pants. They were really the only
thing he ever wore that she hated -- maybe because
they were total artifice -- unnatural fiber. A cheat. She
was sure that was part of the reason. But there was
more to it - they were an ugly white - a non color, really,
so much that they would not go with color. Once she
said, Twain called it ‘fish belly white.” And no matter
what was worn with them, it looked wrong, too. For they
took what was right and made it wrong.

And they bagged.

She told him this -- nicely: Warren Harding is known
as a terribly neat president but a snappy dresser!?

“Well, you are such a charming dresser, patrician
really and always so appropriately dressed for a judge.
You know you are a judge like Warren Harding was a
president -- you both look like what you do.”

Only privately she said, ‘‘Unlike Harding, this judge
was good at what he did. At the courthouse he is the
judges’ judge, you know. Every morning at least one
member of the bench will come walking through his
chambers with a legal problem that they want to talk
to him about.

She kept telling him:

“The way you dress makes me so proud to work for
you because you look like a judge -- like you were
ordered up from central casting. So really, when you
wear those pants, it’s just not you, you know.”

And then she told him -- not nicely:

“Take the awful ugly things off and burn them. You
look terrible in that color!”

It did no good.

| guess when you work for a person for a very long
time you feel that you can take certain liberties with ex-
pression. At any rate, she had been his secretary for
twenty years.

They brought her back from the prison where she
was being held before going to court. She knew she
would kill herself if she stayed one day more, so she
begged to come back to the psychiatric ward at the
hospital. Only this time it was the county one. ‘‘There
is,”’ she said, ‘‘a difference between the rich and the
poor.” She said it was big time on a low budget.

She was cuffed and shackled in the cage car. The
deputies were embarrassed when they did that to her,
but the warden made them before they left. She is tiny
and thin. The men are big. The moon is perching over
Des Moines’ spectacular skyscraper as they near the
city. One of its beams skips across her cuffs.

The car eases up to the buildings and stops. There
is a kind of finality in the stopping of the car, leaving
her with a feeling of desperation. The men are pro-
foundly relieved. She is escorted into the building, to
the admitting desk. They leave her.

“We have just a few questions that you should
answer. Do you know what day it is?"’

"Wednesday.”

“Thank you.”

“Isn’t it Wednesday?”’

“Actually, it's Sunday.”

Damn, she wonders, what happened to Wednesday.
She suppresses her embarrassment and stands there
on the concrete floor to be examined.

“We’re going to keep you here for awhile. Would you
just follow the nurse?”’

The ward is drab, masterfully done in ugly whites -
uncertain colors. There is a central area with straight
benches in parallel rows in the day room and phalang-
ed cubicles off of it. There is probably eight cubicles.
They are all alike. She keeps getting into the wrong one.
A man’s. Three different times she does that when he
is trying to lie down.

She wonders what he thinks of her. Probably nothing
for this place is no stadium of mental action. That is
for certain. Her room has a metal cot. The window is
screened.

People are crazy in here.

One man keeps hitting people. He's fair, with soft
skin, soft and flaxen hair. His shirt is stained under the
armpits. She wonders if he will ever hit her.

Another man is coarse-haired, bristle-cheeked; with
flat fingers. The cords at the back of his neck are sen-
suous and taut. He has a friend -- the hitter. He has
perfected his look -- his graceful, cross-legged pose.
A betrayal! They are together.

There is a young girl here coming off drugs. Inex-
plicably, she despises her.

“You goddamn shitbrain. Goddamn you.” she
screams at her.

In the background the girl’s radio is playing, ‘‘Hot
Child in the City.”

She races across the hall to her room to get away
from the girl.

There is a stain on the floor, hemorrhaging purple-
red. A cleaning woman mops across it. The mop hits
the floor, *‘Thwack, thwack.”

“We just can't get it out. We've tried everything,”
the cleaning woman tells her.

*“I know, like . . . like the blood has dried, but it’s still
there . . . Oh, God, don’t think of that.

She doesn't like her doctor. He doesn’t care that she
cries and his glasses are dark-tinted. His eyes are
almost impenetrable.

I will be taking you off all medication. | want to see
how you do,”’ he tells her.

She thinks, 'Good for him. He can chalk up another
statistical figure on his failure chart.”” She feeis like part
of an experiment, a ritual act of sacrifice.

“God, he’s pitiless -- but | guess I'm pitiful enough
for both of us. I'd feel better if | could see his eyes,
though,” she tells herself.

She is pacing constantly and cannot bear to be alone































EXPRESSIONS

The Phone Cal(

“l can't stand these kids one more minute!”’ he
shouted desperately into the phone.

“What’'s wrong?’’ | asked calmly.

““Everything!”’ The house is a mess, the towel rack
fell off the bathroom wall, the laundry is piled as high
as the washer, and as soon as | get home from work
| have four hungry boys asking how soon supper will
be ready. | never have a chance to sit down!” he
exploded.

“Can’t you tell the kids to have a snack after school
so they can wait until 6:30 for supper?’’ | suggested.

“They do have a snack at 3:30 but that doesn’t stop
them from being hungry two hours later. Then as soon
as supper dishes are done, they want a bedtime
snack.” His voice sounded panicky.

“I realize that, Mike,” | said. “‘I fixed all the meals
for sixteen years. Being gone for two months hasn’t
made me forget the kitchen is always in use.”

“It's not just the meals. The kitchen is always a mess
-- crumbs on the table, dirty dishes in the sink, and
clean dishes in the dishwasher to put away. | never get
it all done!” He was almost in tears. ‘| go to get
groceries and forget what things we already have and
what we need. | end up with four cans of applesauce
and no green beans. The kids won’t eat any vegetables
except green beans. I'm so sick of hamburger and
green beans.”

“Why don’t you try fixing peas or corn?"’ | suggested.

“They won’t eat it! | would just end up throwing most

of it out!” he yelled.
“I know, but at least you can eat something different,”’
I commented. ‘“The boys didn’t eat vegetables when
| was home, but | kept serving a variety because |
couldn’t stand eating the same thing every day.”

“Don’t tell me what you did!”’ he snapped. “‘You're
not here now and | just have to cope the best | can.”

“‘After sixteen years of experience | just thought . . .”

“‘I don’t give a damn what you did for all those years!
If you cared about us, you’d still be here. You just turn-
ed your back and ran away. Do you have any idea what
a shock it was when you dumped this whole mess on
me? | have an important job and | can’t even go to work
in the morning without worrying about getting the kids
to school and finding someone to watch them until |

get home.” He was very bitter.

“Tell me about it!”’ | lost my temper. ‘I couldn’t walk
across the street without making arrangements for the
kids! | couldn’t work because one of them was always
sick or had a dental appointment!” | shouted. ‘‘you went
through life without worrying about anyone but yourself.
Now you see what life was like for me, and in two
months you can’t take it!”

““When the hell do | get to rest!”’ he screamed. “On
weekends there are ten loads of laundry and | have to
iron all those cotton shirts you bought me and the kids.
The kitchen floor has to be washed. | have to clean the
bathroom and change the sheets on the beds. The kids
bug me all day Saturday to take them roller skating or
shopping at the mall. On Sunday | have to take them
to church, wash their hair, and get groceries.”

“| always enjoyed the weekends, too.” | couldn’t
resist one smart remark.

“l can't go on anymore,”’ he repeated.

“Do you want me to come home?’’ | asked.

“Yes.” he sounded relieved.

“I'll come if you really can’t handle it,” | told him,
“but pack your bags and be ready to leave when | get
there.”” Silence. Do you want me to come tonight?”’
| asked.

“But . . ." he hesitated.

“l said I'li come home. | can handle the kids. I've
done it before, but | won't come home with you there.”
| was very firm and cold.

He was quiet. | could hear his breathing as | waited.
After several minutes, he spoke, ‘“You don't have to
come. | can manage it.”

“Are you sure?”’ | asked. ‘““You sounded pretty
frustrated ten minutes ago.”

“It's been a rotten day,”’ he said. ““The kids really
drove me crazy.”

“If you can make it, then | won’t come home. We
agreed | could have three months leave of absence,
and | want the entire time.

“I'll make it.”” He was in control. *'That doesn’t mean
I'll like it, but | can get through it.”

““Okay,” | said, "if you change your mind, call me.”

“*Goodbye,” he said quietly and hung up.

13




14

EXPRESSIONS

Winfer Chill

Nancy’s head throbbed as she slowly woke up. The
pillow seemed unfamiliar, and she was afraid she
wasn’t in her own bed. With her eyes still closed, she
tried to remember what had happened the night before.
When the mattress shifted and someone groaned next
to her, she knew she was at Jerry’s.

Opening her eyes, she saw the plain beige walls, the
white sheets tacked over the windows, and Jerry’s
clothes scattered on the wood floor. As she turned her
head, she saw the half-full champagne glass sitting on
the scratched night table next to her. She remembered
drinking champagne and eating dinner in Jerry’s
sparsely furnished living room. He’'d been especially
charming—brought her a bouquet of daisies, opened
every door for her, and filled her glass as soon as it
was empty. Yes, he was charming all right. With a
grimace she carefullly lifted the bianket and slipped out
of the warm bed. The bare floor was cold on her feet,
and she shivered as she silently searched for a robe
and tiptoed out of the room.

Jerry’s tiny kitchen was cluttered with dirty dishes
from the night before. The chicken cooked in wine,
which had smelled so tempting last night, smelled stale
this morning. Nancy’s stomach did a little flip. At least
the dried rice and shriveled asparagus didn’t smell. She
found the coffee and filled the pot with water. Coffee
and two aspirin would relieve her headache. She hug-
ged herself for warmth as she walked down the hail to
find the thermostat. ,

Finally with the aspirin working its way into her
system, the apartment warming up, and a cup of hot
coffee in her hands, she curied up on the sofa to think
about Jerry’s proposal. She couldn’t help smiling—a
man had proposed to her. It wasn’t the right man, but
at least she had a choice. She could get married if she
wanted to, but she was glad she hadn’t given him an
answer yet.

She thought again about last night. Jerry had
presented the daisies to her with a little bow. While she
was putting them in water, he had complimented her
mother, telling her she looked more like Nancy’s sister
than her mother. On the way out to the car he had put
his arm around Nancy and told her she looked terrific.

Would he think she looked terrific this morning—
wearing his warm grey terry robe and nursing a
hangover? She had always been average, she thought.
Her auburn hair was her only unusual feature—long
and thick and rich. Lately she’'d been seeing the lines
in her forehead and the crowsfeet around her eyes.
Crowsfeet. What an ugly word. The corners of her
mouth were beginning to turn down a little, too.
Sometimes when she looked in the mirror, she was sur-
prised by the sadness in her eyes. Her posture was
bad—slouched shoulders and a protruding stomach.
She knew she should stand up straight and get some

exercise, but it seemed like so much effort. Living at
home and coping with mother took a lot out of her.
Mother never let her forget that her sister, Ellen, was
married and had a family. "Ellen has a husband to sup-
port her. She doesn’t have to live off her parents. She’s
doing what | raised both of you to do. She’s a wife and
mother.” Sweet little Ellen. And Ellen’s husband had
a good job, they lived in a nice home, and Ellen spent
her time doing needlepoint and volunteer work.
Nancy shook her head.

After pouring another cup of coffee, she looked
around the living room—beige walls, beige carpet, a
brown naugahyde sofa and two cheap, uncomfortable
chairs. Jerry was accustomed to better, but his former
wife got the house and furniture, so he was starting
over. When he talked about marriage, he promised her
that in a year they would have a small contemporary
house with lots of trees around it. That sounded
wonderful—a home of her own, away from polishing
mother’s silver and washing mother’s windows. He
wanted two children, preferably a boy and a girl. They
would live happily ever after, just like in the fairy tales.

When he asked her to spend the night, she resisted.
Her mother would scream at her and call her a tramp.
But dizzy from the champagne and lulled by Jerry’s pro-
mises, she agreed.

His kisses and touch had been tender. His
movements were gentle and he’d taken as much time
to excite her as he could before his own excitement
forced him to conclusion. The touch of his smooth
hands had felt good on her bare skin and his kisses
were pleasant. If only she’d been able to respond to
the messages her body was receiving. If only her brain
would quit working—aquit thinking about Stan and com-
paring. Stan with his firm athletic body, Jerry with a
premature middle-age spread. Stan’s hands knowing
and captivating, Jerry’s tentative and fumbling. Stan’s
kisses bewitching and Jerry’s pleading.

Angry with herself, Nancy went back to the win-
dowless kitchen, found the detergent and turned on the
hot water. She wanted to marry Jerry, but her memories
of Stan seemed too clear even after all these years,
Slowly washing the dishes, she remembered her time
with him. She’d been fresh out of college, with an en-
try level job in the State Development Commission, typ-
ing promotional material and occasionally getting an
opportunity to do some writing. The job was a step-
ping stone toward traveling nation-wide representing
the state to businesses which might locate in Min-
nesota. She had a tiny apartment and considered
herself a young woman on the way up.

Four years ago she’d met Stan on the statehouse
steps on the first warm, sunny spring day after a brutal
winter. Happy to be without a winter coat and bursting
with energy, she’'d run up the steps and straight into
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