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The St. Croix

By KITTY JACOBSON

We were children of the river. Washed with its water after we had come through the birth

canals of our mothers, the escaped flying drops would land on our newborn lips allowing the

river its first journey down the gullets of our lives.

In some obscure, unmemorable way, an osmosis
of sorts, we absorbed the ways of our town and of the
river. We learned that we were a valley of many
churches, that the wealthier families lived on the
south hill and that Wisconsin was just across the
bridge. When a boy by the name of Henry Walters
drowned (he would have graduated in ‘68, just a few
years ahead of us), we gained the knowledge that the
channels ran deepest on the west side of the river—
our side, the Minnesota side and that the unseen
undercurrents were strong enough to carry a life
away. As was the accepted way of how we grew up in
Stillwater, the sandbars and islands that hop-
scotched the upper St. Croix River later became the
playground for our restless teenage moods. It was
with this flow of life we learned that because there is
birth there is death.

The same summer that we started taking jobs as
waitresses at the River View Cafe out on Highway
96, or working at Reeds Drug Store serving cherry
cokes, we earned the right to alternately take our
parents’ boats for weekend overnights on the river.
We would load the northbound craft with our fathers’
Coleman sleeping bags, some sorts of food, a change
of socks and dry sweatshirts, orange juice for the
morning, and plenty of matches to light a fire or our
hidden cigarettes. In time each of us would also stow
away our separate yet collective memories of Mary,
which after her accident with life became part of the
cargo that made every trip with us up the river,
against the current.

It was in the early summer before our senior
year of high school that we started navigating the
river at night after we had finished serving a week’s
worth of french fries and cokes. We knew how far
north we could travel before we would have to cut the
power and haul up the motor to prevent the propeller
from becoming trapped in the sand along the back
side of an island where the eastern banks of the river
produced little beaches. Taking off our shoes and
rolling up the cuffs of our pants, we would disem-
bark, and holding onto the guide lines of the boat, we
would float it to deeper water, the feeling of the river
as familiar as a morning bath. We would repeat our-
selves several times until we reached the desired
island.

Always it was the sound of voices coming over
the night water that reached us first. Talk traveled
smoothly on the river, as if there were no obstacles in
its way. Sometimes the bodies attached to the tones
would be those of families, the parents sitting in
lounge chairs around a campfire, drinking salty dogs
out of plastic cups while their children ran freely
through the sand, stopping only long enough to watch
a marshmallow irretrievably fall off the end of a
stick. Eventually we would find the party we were
searching for.

Through the auspices of beer and whatever
other fun was at the party, boys would find their sup-
posed manhood with girls who were losing their vir-
ginity, some gave back to the earth what essentially
had come from the earth, and others watched quietly,




crying into the suds of their inclined loneliness. All
in all there was something for everyone. We waited
the weeks through, living for those weekends, anx-
ious for our freedom, the parties, the river. We were
adrift on the sea of our youth. We were invincible,
afraid of nothing until Mary got pregnant.

On the second Saturday in August, three weeks
before school was to start, she told us that what she
feared most had come to life. We were floating the
boat over a shallow, in the dark, not seeing each
other’s faces, following the sound of her voice. “I
can’t tell my parents,” she confided. We under-
stood. “I don’t want anyone else to know. I don’t
want anyone at school to know. Please don’t say any-
thing to anyone.” We had understood this even bet-
ter.

We carried on that night as if nothing was dif-
ferent. Mary shared her father’s Coleman sleeping
bag with the south hill Richard Parks as she had
been doing most of the summer. The rest of us did
whatever it was we did. There was something for
everyone.

“I told Rick,” she ventured on Sunday morning
as we let the boat float its way back down the river.
We had set the motor down but only turned it on
when the undercurrent pulled us too close to shore.
“He’s going to the U of M in the fall, you know. He
wants to major in business. His brother is a senior
there, thinking about medical school. Anyway Rick’s
going over there this week. He’s going to talk to his
brother. Maybe he knows someone— how to put an
end to this.”

We smoked a lot of cigarettes that morning. As
we came nearer to Stillwater we could see the
already hot sun slide off the corrugated metal roofs of
the boathouses and land with a splitting brightness
on the river. We went on as usual and waited for
Mary. Each of us thought about our lives and the
future. We didn’t know of all our choices. We
weren’t aware of all the risks and complications it
would involve.

By the end of the week, it had been decided that
we would go shopping for new school clothes at the
Rosedale Shopping Center, about two miles from the
Washington Avenue, University of Minnesota West
Bank exit. Richard Parks met us there. Mary went
with him. We tried on clothes and shoes and hats
and wigs. We bought things we never wore. Richard
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brought Mary back to us in the afternoon. We met
outside the lower level entrance to Dayton’s depart-
ment store. Richard went away in his shiny penny
loafers.

We drove home, east on the four lane blacktop of
Highway 36 until it narrowed down to two and
changed to Highway 96 and made a large sweeping
curve toward Stillwater which brought us in view of
the river. Mary had slept, her head bouncing against
the window, her arms wrapped around her stomach,
her skin an odd shade of gray and summer mixed.
We were silent. We were still waiting for Mary to
return to us.

That night, as planned, we took Mary up the
river away from town. Farther up the St. Croix than
we had ever been before. We passed the families with
their children, the parties with their something for
everyone. We were at our best that night. We slowly

- proceeded north. The bottoms of our feet scraping the

broken shells of river clams and jagged rocks as we
guided the boat across the shallows. The sound of
water slapping the shore and the smell of rotting
wood and dead fish had warned us when we were too
close to land. Somehow we found a suitable resting
place for the night. We unloaded our cargo of sleep-
ing bags and other things and Mary.

That night Mary bled, drowning the fly-fisher-
men who lined her father’s Coleman sleeping bag.
She sailed off without us, and in the morning after
cigarettes and orange juice we discovered she had
gone farther than we had ever imagined. We cried a
rapid flow of fear and confusion, our hands tearing at
her body tried to bring the pain of life back into her.
With each breath we pleaded with her to come back
to us, to come up from the depths of her unfath-
omable sleep. Defeated, we sank down into the sand
that had been dampened by the early morning fog.
Not knowing what to do had made us silent.

Sometime during that day that had followed that
night we found our voices in the swollen thickness of
our throats. We talked slowly at first, incongruously,
our teeth biting at our lips, our hands shooing the
staggering flies that labored toward Mary. Growing
with our pain, we realized that somehow we would
have to take her home, back down the river.

Clutching the corners of Mary’s father’s sleeping
bag we dragged it across the sand down to the river’s
edge, creating a furrow in the earth, a gully that



waves or wind or the rain in time would wash away.
We unzipped the bag all the way down and across the
bottom and spread it open like a blanket. We rolled
Mary into the water and washed her with the river
we knew so well, our childhood flowing out of us,
taken by the current.

After we felt finished, we laid Mary on another
of the bags that was the traditional Coleman lives of
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our fathers, and zipped her tightly in. We buried the
fishermen under a pile of sand and driftwood and
laden sadness. We carried Mary on to the boat and
rested her on the floor, coffined between the four blue
and white awning striped seats along with the rest of
our night, and started to drift slowly down the St.
Croix back to Stillwater.













in A Dream

By DANIEL MYERS

A cricket kept me up last night
It made me think of a man I knew
Hard and cold one day

Dead the next

The wind woke me in the early hours
I thought what forever is
Friends seem to come and go,

Like leaves falling from a tree

A crow cawed in the morning hours
I thought of true love
Some find life in someone else

I plexed that it was a lie

I thought about things at work today
How the frost has taken all the crickets
How peaceful the wind is

How the crows have fled for the winter

I'd like to fly away, and think of sleeping no more—

Something in a dream that makes me sit and wonder.







Night Excursions

By DEB SLoss

When | started reading murder mysteries just before going to sleep, my husband built a wooden

box to put our one kitchen knife in, and he put a padiock on the box.

He said he was doing it “just in case,” but every night
when he locked up the knife, he kept the key and hid
it in a place where I wouldn’t find it.

I didn’t have to ask why. I have this little prob-
lem.

It started when I was about ten years old. I was
dressed in my school uniform, no differently from any
other day. I smelled the eggs and bacon cooking.
Then out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the heap
of broken glass right inside the living room.
Something in my memory startled me. Did I know
something about it? No, it was just my imagination.
Then why did I have this weird feeling? 1 sat
through breakfast, slightly embarrassed, knowing
that I knew something about the broken lamp, but
what?

Bridget said, under her breath, “Well, it’s one
less thing we gotta dust,” but Mom and Dad couldn’t
figure out how it had happened, and even though I
thought I might have been responsible, I offered no
clue.

Months later, on one mysterious night, someone
set the table with breakfast dishes. Whoever it was
even poured the cornflakes and milk. Mom figured it
was us kids. My brothers and sisters thought it was
the Friendly Ghost, trying to save us work. I sat qui-
etly with the feeling. I knew something about it, but
I didn’t know how.

Not too long after that, I woke up one night in
the kitchen, standing on my sister’s high chair bal-
ancing bowls in one hand and glasses in another. I
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was so scared. I quickly put everything away. I
couldn’t get back to my bed fast enough. The
warmth and security of my quilt felt good because
once I was back in bed, I was safe again. I thought,
“T must be going crazy.” Now my parents will send
me away. I had to make myself quit it. I couldn’t let
my parents find out. The morning didn’t come fast
enough. I had to find a way to keep from getting out
of my room at night. I didn’t share my new discovery
with my brothers and sisters. They would’ve just
used it to blackmail me sometime.

I was in charge of taking the trash out, and the
solution to my problem occurred to me while I was
doing my morning chore. I gathered up several
Campbell soup and green bean cans and cleaned
them with the water hose behind the barn. I decided
to tie the cans together and hang them on the inside
of my bedroom door. When I opened it, the sounds of
the cans would surely wake me up.

That night I put my device to work. I also
placed a chair, weighted with my school books in
front of the bedroom door. It became my nightly rit-
ual. Before I went to bed, I also set my alarm fifteen
minutes earlier than my mom’s so that I would be
able to hide my cans in a drawer.

My mom never came upstairs, but I didn’t want
to take any chances. How did I know I wasn't crazy?
I didn’t have to worry about my brothers and sisters
finding out. It was an unwritten rule that no one
was allowed in anyone else’s room. Violating this
rule gave a person the right to beat the living crap
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out of a brother or sister. It was a rule everyone
learned young.

I continued this all the way through junior high
and high school. Several times I was awakened by
the sounds of cans hitting the door, or me tripping
over the chair blocking my exit.

By then, I knew the name for my condition,
“sleepwalking,” but who wants to admit at that age
they are something less than perfect?

My system worked until I was eighteen when I
moved out of my parent’s home and started my job at
the Woodward State Hospital-School. I had no need
to do a childlike thing like “sleepwalk.”

One day after working sixteen hours, an after-
noon shift and then a night shift, I found myself in
my car in my driveway. The roar of the engine must
have woke me. It was 2:00 o’clock in the afternoon,
and I was dressed only in my underwear. What
could I do? I thought fast. I looked around, crossed
my arms at my chest, and ran as fast as I could,
praying no one would see me go into my house.
Inside my heart returned to where it was supposed
to be, though my face was still a deep red. I slowly
made my way to the curtains and quickly glanced
between them, checking to see if the two teenage
boys who lived next door were at home. Thank God
they were gone. From then on, I locked my car, kept
my keys in my purse, and hid my purse in a place
where I hoped I wouldn’t find it if I was asleep and
on the move. Additionally, I put two more locks on
the door. Anyway, I never found myself outside
again.

Time passed. Sometimes I woke in different
rooms than I went to sleep in. Usually, I woke up
when I ran into something or tripped. After I got
married, my sleepwalking seemed to decrease for
awhile.

Then, the children started to arrive at three
year intervals. Working full time, staying up with
the newborn, getting up at 4:00 in the morning, and
hauling the kids to the sitter was taking its toll. I
wasn’t getting enough sleep.

I would wake up in the morning and find that
during the night I had taken a dirty diaper off the
baby, but forgot to put a clean one on. Had I started
sleepwalking again? A couple of times I woke up to
find six to eight baby bottles filled with Pepsi in the
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refrigerator! One morning I couldn’t find the bread in
the drawer, and later when I opened the oven I found
twelve untoasted grilled cheese sandwiches. I also
waxed the kitchen floor with Crisco cooking oil. Once,
after cashing a check, I hid a hundred dollar bill while
sleeping. As soon as I found it missing I knew I had
done something with it, and I had a strong suspicion I
had flushed it down the toilet.

By this time, I had figured out what my sleep-
walking nights had in common. They happened when
I had less than five hours of sleep, when I was under
stress and needed the sleep the most.

It was deer season, December, 1985. My hus-
band’s buddies were all nestled in our kids’ beds and
the kids were camped out in the living room. I had
just finished making ham sandwiches for the big hunt
the next day.

Later I woke up and was yelling at my husband
that he was hogging the blankets, when it dawned on
me that this hairy guy wasn’t my husband. I was in
bed with his hunting buddy and best friend! I quietly
got out, thinking all of the way, “if I am going to have
a heart attack, it would be now,” so I hurried just a bit
faster. I got in my room, sat on the edge of the bed,
and tried to get my breathing under control. I debat-
ed telling my husband, secretly hoping that his friend
was too drunk to wake up and remember it. Just in
case he wasn’t, I thought I had better tell Paul before
morning. Waking him, I quietly and very gently told
him that I accidentally, while sleepwalking, ended up
in bed with his best friend. Being used to my nightly
roaming, he just laughed and said, “You woke me up
to tell me that. What else is new?” I could hear him
telling his friend the next day and both of them laugh-
ing about it. He thought it was even funnier when he
found out a month later that I was pregnant with our
fourth child.

He has told my sleepwalking stories to everyone,
but there is a different side. There are some nights,
especially after we have a fight or argument, when I
can tell he is debating whether or not to actually go to
sleep in the same house. To get even with him about
his storytelling, I started reading several murder nov-
els, always at night. This made Paul quite nervous.
Just to be safe, he made a wooden box to put our one
sharp kitchen knife in. I didn’t have to ask why. He
feared the worst. I just laughed!






publishing her short stories in their The American
Mercury. But they sent her longer stories to Century
Magazine. The first of these, her novel, Country
People, was published in four installments, and then,
in 1924, published as her first book.

In the next decade Suckow wrote five novels,
three short novels, some three dozen short stories
(which were collected in two editions), a book-length
collection of essays, reviews and “A Memoir,” a short
autobiography. The quality of Suckow’s work led to
favorable national reviews and, as well, a reputation
as one of Iowa’s best writers of fiction and also a
major American author.

In 1929, she married Ferner Nuhn of Cedar
Falls, a book reviewer, critic, and author of short fic-
tion. The newlyweds moved to Cedar Falls where
Suckow served as a “guest instructor” in the depart-
ment of English at the then Iowa State Teacher’s
College. Her later career included guest lectureship
at the Universities of Iowa and Indiana, a move to
Washington, D.C., and a summer residency in Robert
Frost’s home in Vermont.

Suckow died in 1960 in Claremont, California
where she was living because of recurring health
problems. She is buried in the Cedar Falls, Iowa
cemetery.

Suckow is the subject of an excellent 1969
Twayne United States Author Series volume by
Professor Leedice Kissane of Grinnell, and several
theses and dissertations. Kissane was also the orga-
nizer of the Ruth Suckow Memorial Society which has
met annually, either in Earlville, [owa where Suckow
spent her summers for several years while operating
an apiary, or in one of the other locales where Suckow
lived and wrote. In 1992, the centenary of Suckow’s
birth, the Society produced a series of well-attended
programs about Suckow in Hawarden where she was
born, and in each of the Iowa towns and cities where
she had lived and worked. Several Suckow scholars
and enthusiasts presented evaluations of aspects of
her work and career.

The University of lowa Library’s Iowa Authors
Collection has a complete collection of Suckow’s books
as well as letters, typescripts and other documentary
material relevant both to her career and to her hus-
band’s. The Kissane book has a complete list of all
Suckow’s short stories, the publications in which they
appeared, and book publication data. National con-
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temporary reviews of her work are listed in the Book
Review Digest.

A shorter description of Suckow’s life and career
is in this author’s Literary History of Iowa (1972), the
first book published by the University of Iowa press.
A bibliography and checklist of secondary sources is
in A Bibliographic Guide to Midwestern Literature
(1981) edited by Gerald Nemanic.

“Mrs. Vogel and Ollie,” one of the last short sto-
ries Suckow wrote, was not first published in a mag-
azine or journal as were many of her earlier stories.
It appeared only in her final book, Some Others and
Myself (1952), with six other stories, all focusing on
women, and “A Memoir,” her only published autobiog-
raphy.

Typically, Suckow set the story in a small rural
Iowa town, much like her birthplace, and the other
small Iowa towns where she was reared or lived. Its
realistic setting and characters who are ordinary peo-
ple give the story a distinctive flavor of Iowa small
town life in the mid-1920s. The fictional narrator,
“Susie,” recalls the events of a frustrated romance
involving a Mrs Vogel, her daughter Ollie, and a suit-
or, LeRoy, which took place several decades earlier
during summer vacations she spent with her “Aunt
Grace.” The latter’s orderly home and life style con-
trasts strongly with those of the romance’s central
characters. The narrative also contrasts past time
with the narrator’s present time.

Suckow’s use of a story character as the narrator
who knows some events as they happen, but at first is
ignorant of others, allows Suckow to hold the reader’s
attention honestly by leaving unsolved for a time
some mysteries in the story’s events. The story’s
structure is not based on predetermined story formu-
las like many other magazine fiction of the times but
instead derives from its events and its character’s
motivations and actions. It is a fictional slice- of-life
past, presented with such realistic atmosphere and
details of seemingly actual biography that the reader
is almost persuaded that the “Vogels,” “Aunt Grace,”
“Queenie,” the unfortunate “LeRoy,” “One-Legged
Joe,” and “Susie” actually lived in a small lowa town,
and took part in the events described.

“Queenie’s” role in the story may have been
intended as an object lesson to would-be authors,
with many of whom Suckow would certainly have
been familiar. Weekly, Queenie reports minor town










Mrs. Vogel and Ollie

By RuTH SUCKOW

Throughout several years of childhood—from about eleven, say, to fourteen—I used to spend

part of every vacation in the rural town of Woodside. | stayed with Aunt Grace, my father’s

unmarried sister.

Aunt Grace was alone there, after my grandpar-
ents died, and I was supposed to make myself
useful to her, and be company.

But the charm of those vacations did not
lie in the visits with Aunt Grace. Neither Aunt
Grace’s house nor her conversation had much to
offer in the way of entertainment to a young
girl, full of romantic fancy, and used to associat-
ing freely with older people. All my spare time
was spent over at the Vogels’. My memories of
Woodside came to be centered around the Vogel
place, and around Mrs. Vogel herself.

think of that house. I see it in its setting, in

the old part of town, with the woods and the

two Spring Creeks beyond. It was a plain

frame house, rambling in structure. Some
painter of “the American scene” might have cho-
sen it as typical of small town, part-rural life.
Nothing much in itself, it seemed to blend with
the landscape, to fit the changing weather, to be
characteristic of each season in turn. On the
sagging back porch, I see rough black walnuts
scattered over gunny sacks, pale ground cher-
ries spread on cheesecloth, half-ripe tomatoes in
a row along the railing, bullheads flopping fee-
bly in a wooden candy pail from the store; or
piles of overshoes, a half-frozen rag rug with
snow in all its stiff wrinkles—the way it looked
once at Thanksgiving.

Aunt Grace had a fair-sized lot, neatly
marked off into front yard, vegetable garden,

flower beds, fruit trees, and place for the wash-
ing to hang. The Vogel lot took up about an
acre. It was shocking to Aunt Grace, the way
that place had been allowed to run wild. John
Vogel would turn over in his grave. I told her I
liked the place that way. She said, “Oh well,
you don’t know.”

The Vogel back yard was like an outdoor
attic, full of horticultural relics—old fruit trees,
berry bushes, spreading patches of perennials.
I used to pick some of the perennials and take
them in to Mrs. Vogel, and she would accept
them with the most ingenuous delight.

“Are those from here? Ain’t they pretty?
Somebody must have give me the seed and 1
stuck it in the ground and forgot where. Ollie,”
she would shout to her daughter, “come here
once and see the nice bouquet. It come from
our yard.”

here were the ruins of swings, too far
gone for use, but with local historical
interest. I asked Ollie about them. This
one, she told me—an old automobile tire
dangling from an elm—she’d had Leroy put up
for Mother’s second cousin’s little granddaugh-
ter the summer the child stayed here after hav-
ing had the scarlet fever. That one, the
Whitfield children had played with, when they
lived across the road where the deaf and dumb
couple lived now. The seat had been wide
enough for three, and the ropes as big as your
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wrist—now there were only two frayed, tar-
nished strands left hanging. The broken-down
lawn swing, Ollie confided, was where the old
crowd used to do most of their courting. My own
Aunt Grace had sat out there many a summer
night! But Ollie wouldn’t tell me with whom.
““Twas all the good it did him,” she remarked, in

€EMrs. Vogel
grabbed Captain,
thrust him into the
suds along with
Ollie’s house dress-
es and One-legged
Joe’s shirts (Mrs.
Vogel begged the
neighborhood bach-

elors to bring Ollie

her tone of cryptic irony,
which I accepted without
question as Ollie’s way of
talking.

The orchard, Aunt Grace
called a “witch’s orchard.”
Her own was a miniature
work of art, the tree trunks
whitewashed to the correct
height, and the blossoms
sprayed at the right moment.
“Go ahead, then,” Aunt Grace
used to tell me, “if you prefer
wormy fruit! It takes no
effort to get worms.” Plums
fell and made nests for them-
selves in the long matted
grass in the Vogel orchard.

their washing!) and

They looked like piles of
small Easter eggs, with a
frosty smudge over their rich

scrubbed him.%? colors. When I picked up

some to eat, the undersides

were darkly rotted. Why
should a misshapen russet apple partly dug out
by wasps taste so much better to me, when I ate
it under the gnarly trees, than one of Aunt
Grace’s fine Wealthies? 1 thought it had a spe-
cial flavor. Everything did that grew in the
Vogel garden.

“Now, Mother, we have to get after that
garden.” I can hear Ollie say that! “We can’t
wait with those plants another day.”

Ollie would have everything ready. Then
she would fume to no purpose.

“Look at the way Mother plants potatoes!”

Out on the back porch, in an old rocker,
Mrs. Vogel would sit, chuckling, making a doll
out of a seed potato.

“Mother’s been working on that doll all
morning. You see how our gardening goes!”

ut some other morning, Mrs. Vogel would

be up at four, working like an old peasant

woman. And everything grew for her!

Ollie said she planted with no more plan
than little Dickie Wilts, who just grabbed a
handful of seeds and threw them!

She had the same “hand” with animals as
with plants. Children brought her their pets.
“Mrs. Vogel, my dog won’t eat.” The animal
was far gone that wouldn’t respond to Mrs.
Vogel. “Now, you eat for me,” she would coax.

Ollie had got their own livestock down to
one dog, Captain IV. He was so fat, his little old
terrier legs looked brittle. There was nothing
Mrs. Vogel couldn’t do with that dog. He took
anything from her. One day he came in muddy.
Ollie had just put the clothes in to soak. Mrs.
Vogel grabbed Captain, thrust him into the
suds along with Ollie’s house dresses and One-
legged Joe’s shirts (Mrs. Vogel begged the
neighborhood bachelors to bring Ollie their
washing!) and scrubbed him. “It’s all washing,
ain’t it 7?” was her defense.

Once, I remember, Mrs. Vogel had taken it
into her head that she was hungry for a nice
bowl of berries. Dismayed, she came back into
the kitchen with the empty bowl. “Ollie,
where’s our berries? What’s happened? Looks
like somebody’s been in there picking!”

Ollie retorted, “What do you expect? You
invite folks to come here anytime. ‘Pick what
you want. We got lots. Just bring a pail over!” ”
Ollie mimicked Mrs. Vogel’s air of expansive
welcome.

“Well, the berries ain’t wasted, then.
Somebody got the good.”

Ollie flashed a look at me. She always
seemed to take it for granted that we shared
some occult understanding. She stood scowling.

“Yes, Susie, and that’s the way things go
around here! This dump gets on my nerves.
But I can’t get rid of a thing, or Mother sets up
a wail. Look at that old lawn swing. Nothing
but kindling wood. And by the way, don’t you
ever try to sit in there, Susie! I don’t want to
send you back to your Aunt Grace with a broken
leg. Oh, but the swing has to stay there! It's
where Hansie and May Hollister used to sit!







because of the fas-

there; Mrs. Vogel

and her circle.??

tell her.” As if I needed to tell her that! “She’s

not to send me anything in return. I don’t want

any return.” Mrs. Vogel

€¢I went first made one of her expansive
gestures.

“There’ll be no return,”
Ollie grimly muttered. She
gave me private instructions
to dump the stuff along the
way. She wasn’t going to

because of Mrs.

Vogel, then

cination of house have Grace insulted. “She

may not know how to take

and yard, and then Mother.” I thought the bas-

ket too artistic to be spoiled.
because of the Mrs. Vogel had lined it with
grape leaves, filled it with

other people I saw green apples and red plums,

all imperfect, and in the cen-
ter put a bouquet of velvet
pansies. The whole had a
dilapidated charm. I hid the
basket among some sumac. Next day when I
looked for it, it was gone. Children had taken
it, or Mrs. Fickel, the neighborhood scavenger.
Well, as Mrs. Vogel would say—somebody got
the good.

Why I should want to spend my time over
at the Vogels’, Aunt Grace simply couldn’t see!
A child who, at home, thought she must have
the best of everything.

unt Grace told me that while Mr. Vogel

was living, the family had been promi-

nent in Woodside. But later, Mrs. Vogel

ad dropped out of church and club, and

slipped back happily into her chosen ways—

“reverted,” Aunt Grace said. Ollie was dis-

tressed that she couldn’t get her mother to go

even to the Church Fair, one of Woodside’s big

events. “Them shoes you make me wear hurt

me. If you'd let me go in these slippers.” “Well,

I won’t let you go in those old felt slippers. I'd

rather you'd stay home. Oh, you’re just an old
heathen, Mother! I don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t do nothing. I don’t.”

“I should say you don’t.”

Mrs. Vogel refused to put herself out. She’d
gone plenty in earlier years. If people wanted to
see her now, they could come to her house.
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eople came. I wonder if Mrs. Vogel and

Ollie spent a single day without compa-

ny! The coffeepot was always on the

stove. I remember with awe the enor-
mous tin box from which Ollie would bring out
coffeecake, rolls, cookies, a big cake with rich
runny frosting—and everything baked fresh
that morning. Whoever dropped by must step
into the kitchen and have a cup of coffee.

“Come have a cup coffee! There’s lots.
Come on. You can set long enough for that.”

The motley groups around that kitchen
table extending nearly the length of the room!
Aunt Grace said that anybody who had any-
thing wrong with himself or herself just natu-
rally drifted over to the Vogels’.

“So you see!” she pointedly told me.

Aunt Grace seriously considered whether
she was doing right by my parents in allowing
me to spend so much time at the Vogels’. Aunt
Grace mourned because this older part of town
was getting so run-down. When Grandpa and
Grandma had decided to retire, and live in
Woodside, this was where the nicest families
had their houses. But Aunt Grace knew that
my parents were “lenient.” She knew that her
own occasional callers, spinsters and widows,
weren’t too socially enlivening. Now and then
she asked over some nice little girl to play, but
it was a long way to her house from the other
part of town. She wouldn’t have known what to
do with me around the house all day, either. So
I ran off to the Vogels’ whenever I pleased.

There I was always welcome. “Come in.
Set down. There’s always room for one more.” I
don’t think I went for the food, although the
food was wonderful. I went first because of Mrs.
Vogel, then because of the fascination of house
and yard, and then because of the other people
I saw there: Mrs Vogel and her circle.

That circle! First, Mrs. Vogel’s old cronies.
They would begin drifting over, when they’d got
their own work done up, from three o’clock on.

As chief crony, I would name Mrs. Dee
Slack: a widow woman, as she enjoyed calling
herself, short, aging but lusty, tremendously
broad in the bosom and beam. Mrs. Slack would
come in chugging and puffing.












name in her sweet

childlike voice; yet

it was so beautiful that even Aunt Grace was
moved to wander in the moonlight. The night
time world was flooded with an enchanted
glow. As Aunt Grace and I stood on the wood-
en bridge, we saw coming down the road
through the soft moonlit dust two other wan-

derers: two ample figures,
¢¢Mrs. Vogel Mrs.Vogel and Dee Slack.
They were eating raw
turnips.

“Here,” Mrs. Vogel
said, “have some. Don’t be
scared. Old Man Dingbaum
won’t miss’em.”

Aunt Grace was so
mazed by the moonlight

sometimes men-

tioned Hansie’s

in the innocence of that she accepted a turnip.

All four of us stood in the

her gaze, wide and road and munched.

“Ain’t this nice!” Mrs.
ingenuous, wasn’t Vogel said.

But thinking of Mrs.
Vogel, first of all I remem-
ber her eyes. She was past
seventy when I knew her.
Her figure was motherly, her walk a grand-
motherly waddle, the thick little curls at the
nape of her fat neck were silvered. But her
eyes were young. Looking into them sudden-
ly—when she came to the door exuding wel-
come—there was always that shock of delight:
the marvel of discovering, within the shining
brown of the old woman’s gaze, the world of
childhood all intact and joyously alive.

Even in those days, I was aware of a
dark underside to the enchantment of the
Vogel place.

r. Vogel was somehow concerned in
the strangeness—the papa whom

there some

strangeness?9)

Ollie missed. Perhaps it was only

that things had been different in his
day, according to Ollie, and my Aunt Grace.
His portrait, painted darkly in oils (from
memory, I was told) by the bearded poet, “the
old coot with the flute,” hung on the sitting-
room wall: a profile view, stiff as the head of
a wooden rocking horse, but with the peculiar,
piercing convincingness of a primitive.

But Hansie, the son, was at the center of
the mystery. Once I questioned Aunt Grace.

“What did Hansie die of?”

“Didn’t Ollie tell you?”

“No.”

“Then she didn’t care to have you told.”

I was content to leave it that way, satisfied
by my own dim conjectures. Hansie “should
have married May Hollister”—I had heard
Aunt Grace say that. Perhaps Hansie and May
had both died for love, like Romeo and Juliet.
Mrs. Vogel sometimes mentioned Hansie’s
name in her sweet childlike voice; yet in the
innocence of her gaze, wide and ingenuous,
wasn’t there some strangeness? Ollie seldom
spoke the name, nor did the cronies. Even Dee
Slack looked embarrassed. Mrs. Fickel looked
scared, and put up her hand to her mouth. I
wished the poet had painted Hansie’s portrait!
But there was only a photograph, an enlarged
snapshot in fact, in the small east room where
Mrs. Vogel kept plants. Sometimes I would go
in to see the ferns and the colored foliage; and
then I would stand looking solemnly at the pho-
tograph in its round wooden frame. It was hard
to find anything tragically mysterious in the
picture of the fair-haired young man in shirt
sleeves, smiling, and holding up a string of fish.
I never saw any picture of May Hollister, but
for some reason, I have no idea what, I saw her
as the big-eyed fragile Greuze girl in “The
Broken Pitcher.” I never heard anyone mention
May Hollister in terms of the present. Yet no
one spoke of her as having died. She had van-
ished—lived forever in a faded, pastel-colored
landscape, mourning for Hansie. Although cer-
tainly this romantic May, and the pho-
tographed Hansie smiling, and squinting up his
eyes in the sunshine, didn’t match!

Aunt Grace had looked angry and disgust-
ed when I spoke Hansie’s name. I shied away
from more questioning.

he mystery was an overtone and under-
tone to Ollie’s sputtering, Dee Slack’s sto-
ries, and the slow, shy voice of LeRoy.
The plant-scented air of the east room
held it. I felt it when I looked at the broken-
down lawn swing. When I stood alone one day,







































The Ritual

By DIANNE LILLIE

It begins again—the ritual.
It is pleasurable sometimes.
Sometimes I just do it because
my grandmother did it,
and my mother did it.

Now it’s a part of me.

I release my tensions

and take out the frustrations.

Amid a cloud of white I pound it and punch it.

It is resilient and grows

in spite of me ( or because of me ).

It is finished.
They sit in a row on my table—
golden in the sun, works of art,
an outward symbol of who I am.
I formed them and made them

into what they are.

In their making, they have nourished my soul.

Now they will nourish my body.
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My Destined Insanity

By AbaM RAMSEY

“You're just like your father, and | hope you know what you have to look forward to. Insanity

runs in his family, and you’re next in line.”

“Nobody’s insane in Dad’s family,” I said. But
my mother’s correction was swift with conceit and tri-
umph.

“Have you forgotten about your cousin Ronnie?”
she jeered. “He’s crazy as a bedbug, a diagnosed
schitzo. And your father used to let him stay in the
house with us, against my will of course. But when
did he ever listen to me? He never cared about what
I wanted.” Her words were desperate and forceful
attempts to convince me... or herself... that she had
every right to be bitter.

“I was always afraid he would hurt one of you
kids. They used to have to give him shock treatments
and keep him locked up. He even tried to escape
from that mental hospital, but the fool shattered his
ankle jumping from the third-story window.”

Her solemn tone did little to affect me. I smiled
as I drifted back to a boy of twelve, struggling to keep
pace with two grown men. I had been listening
intently to their discussion. Ronnie was telling my
father about computers. “You know, Richard, peo-
ple’s brains is jus’ like those fancy computers. Only
mine’s was made in Taiwan.” They both chuckled as
we made our way down to the barn to feed the sheep,
one of Ronnie’s favorite chores.

All of us kids loved it when Cousin Ronnie would
come to visit. We would gather round him on the
couch, close enough to smell his cheap cologne and
the lanolin in the hair oil he used. We didn’t pay
much attention to his double-knit pants or the mis-
matched shirts he wore. We just wanted to hear his
stories, and we had already forgotten all Mother’s
cautions.

When Ronnie arrived, laden with two jugs of
root-beer, a bag of plums, and a big box of cookies
(those chocolate covered kind Mom always said were
too expensive), we rejoiced and secretly waited, hop-

ing for an end to the adults’ conversation. Ronnie
was telling about one of his stays in a mental hospi-
tal.

“Yep, everday they gave Ronnie about sixteen
differ’nt pills, red ones, green ones, blue ones. You
know blue is my favorite color.”

“What about the pills?” someone prompted.

“Oh yeah, well, everday ole’ Ronnie puts the pills
under his tongue, but doesn’t swallow ’em see, and
ole’ Ronnie hides those pills in the plant in his room,
and pretty soon Ronnie sees the plant get sick and
die. Then Ronnie knows them pills is no good, and he
gots to go.”

After what seemed like an eternity, the adults’
conversation would end. Ronnie would then lead us
to the trunk of his big green car that wore its coat of
dust as comfortably as Ronnie wore his double-knit
slacks. Ronnie produced his keys to unlock the trea-
sure chest of items he had collected at garage sales.
We immediately started to dispute who got to be first
in line. “Don’t fight, love one another,” Ronnie gently
scolded, pointing to the five-by-seven Jesus hanging
from his rear-view mirror.

Later we jubilantly displayed the prize that each
one of us had carefully selected. “That’s nice,”
Mother said vaguely. I sensed the underlying annoy-
ance. Her words, thinly masked with sweetness,
were like the chocolate covered cookies Ronnie had
brought.

“I didn’t want a crazy in my home, but your
father had no concern,” my mother growled, bringing
me back to the present. And with her bitter, blam-
ing, unforgiving blows dealt to an ex-husband, she
prompted me to think of Ronnie once more. From
that moment on, I began to look forward to my des-
tined insanity.
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By CHRIS ALDRICH

My dreams are of a world
Where Platypae are kings;
Where Elephants wear corsets
And Aardvarks have four wings;
Where Rabbits carry posters,
And Unicorns abound,

And Chickens are town criers,
Yet seldom make a sound.
Where Dogs and Cats sport feathers,
And Lions report the news;
Where Eagles live in burrows,
And Centipedes wear shoes.
My dreams are not the norm,
So obvious, it’s true.

I do conform,

But I like my dreams.

Don’t you?
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Remnants of Lunch

By TYRONE J. TYLER

A comfortably crumpled, brown paper sack,

with grease stains of unknown origin.

Sandwich wrappers decorated with mayonnaise,
and pearly drops of milk that cling for life

to the inside of the empty carton and straw.

I brush tasty, brown bread crumbs from my moustache
and wonder
how in the hell I'm going to get

mustard out of a borrowed, silk tie.
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When the organ began to play Julien thought of music by the Doors. He smiled, knowing that

the Lizard King (Jim Morrison) was not presiding over this. ceremony.

The pulpit at center stage was still bare. Julien sup-
posed the preacher was putting the finishing touches
on today’s masterpiece of fear, guilt, and sin. Julien
shifted in his seat, pulled at his tie, and scratched at
the stubble on his face the blade had left behind. He
thought about his mother. Why did she insist he visit
his great aunt on his way through Iowa? He guessed
Helen’s mashed potatoes, fried chicken, and spare
bedroom compared favorably to a dinner at Sambos
and bourbon in plastic cups at the Motel Six. He
hadn’t expected this compulsory dose of Sunday
morning service, though. He had tried to reason
without offending his aunt. He did not want to go to
church. The more he resisted, the more she insisted.
She began to talk of miracles, the laying on of hands,
speaking in tongues, and what a pious man the
preacher was. Julien agreed to go to church to
silence his aunt.

At church Julien’s Aunt left him upstairs to min-
gle while she taught Sunday school. Julien fell vie-
tim to a heavy set woman with large, jeweled rings on
every finger. Skin hung in loose pouches at the bot-
tom of her jaw. They jiggled when she spoke. This
woman interrogated Julien thoroughly. She hadn’t
seen him at the service before. Had he recently been
born again? Where did he come from? What did he
do? Etc.

“Those are interesting rings you have there,”
Julien said hoping to end the barrage of questions.

“Yes, of course, you like those, huh? Well, they
are actually dinner rings. My mother left them to
me,” she said twisting one ring by its enormous red
stone. This woman began to talk about the other
members of the church. “That young couple over
there. They are good people. They come almost

every time.” She was saying how important it was for
Julien to meet brother so and so, and sister so and so.

“Could you tell me where the bathroom is?” He
broke in.

“Well sure, it’s right past the nursery and to the
left, sweetheart,” she cooed thickly.

Julien made his escape. He shut the bathroom door
and locked it. It was light green and smelled so too.
The bathroom was clean and orderly. Julien couldn’t
imagine that the preacher and his family had cleaned
it. No, they probably had a cleaning service. He cov-
ered the toilet and sat down. He sat in the dark
breathing the cool air. Somehow the air seemed
cleaner in here.

He wondered why they were all here. He had
always wished for a magical insight into people’s
lives. How strange that would be. But all those psy-
chology courses he took in college didn’t do that. It
took him till his third year to realize. He dropped out
and went to embalming school in San Francisco. He
was a mortician. “I know something about man’s
mortality,” he thought. He considered the people and
their individual reasons for being there. They just
need an explanation for the things they don’t under-
stand. And most of all, they are unable to accept that
this is all there is. Julien felt a vague sympathy for
their sorry souls. More though, he felt disgusted by
their weakness. He knew now why they did it; he
understood. “I just don’t want any part of their delu-
sion,” he reassured himself.

He wanted to stay in the bathroom until the ser-
vice was over. But this was the only road to relieve
oneself. And someone was knocking at the door.
“Religion is the opiate of the masses.”
Karl Marx, Das Kapital
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Do | Rhyme with You?

By JoEL BLoMm

For the price of a meter
I pick up the guide, “
scanning through rows and columns of hype,
are the letters of love

a voyeurs delight.

They list all the manners
so innocent if not new, I
my eyes keep scanning

are you poets or muse?

Alas the lines only do justice

to romantics, *harps, and hunks.
No virgins, bisexuals, cross dressers or lushes. I
Hypocritic reports, we all play the game

lest a celibate editor might learn of our name. l

Agnostic Hispanic Bewildered Jew

Pretender, past pondering, I want someone new.

You read me again, shall I write, call, or prey?
Our bodies ourselves we give it away

for hot passion in bed and a virus that don’t care.

*Editor’s note: The word “harps” is perhaps used in lieu of “harpy” or “harpies”—a predatory per-
son, (commonly used in fairy tales).
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Deep Roots Family South

By TYRONE TYLER

We were negroes those summers
of our travels
to Texas.

Six kids,

piled on top of old suitcases,

piled into an old station wagon;

I remember

the wet, rubber drone of the tires on the road and
losing my breath in the hot wind

that pushed past my face as it flew

in the other direction.

(my mother didn’t like the window open and
always made me close it because bugs got inside
and the wind messed up her hair)

I was not Texan, really;

Nebraska was my center of the world
and I didn’t understand much about
my southern relatives;

I loved them, but I didn’t know it.

Kansas and Oklahoma

offered only flat, desolate landscapes
and two-lane highways

(the cars WHOOOOOOshed going by);
an occassional farm,

whose parallel, symmetrical

rows of something green

slid by like the fanned pages of a book.

Drone, drone, drone;

farm after farm

and the hushing wind

would lull me into fitful sleep.

51



52

We were ‘negroes’ those summers;
‘black’ was still too radical a term for the good ones,
and ‘colored’ came as no surprise.

Six kids

who grimaced and complained

about warm, rusty water,

which, sometimes, was all there was to drink on rest stops.
I was repulsed by the smelly, soot-covered bathrooms

we had to like or leave.

“I know 1t’s dirty, just shut-up and pee.”

my mother ordered;

my father paced

(we thought angrily),

snapped at us to hurry

and grumbled at having to stop...
“... and what’s taking so long? shit!”

He didn’t know why he had to drive all this way
when it’s hot as hell outside

and he ain’t got no goddamned money to be makin’
trips like this all the goddamned time!

“You don’t have to talk like that in front of those kids.”

(... aw, hell, we were used to it, we'd just act
uncomfortable)

... aw, hell, he’d shoot back, these dirty white folks

at these dirty little gas stations don’t give a damn

about niggers pissin’—they could care less where we piss—
if we take too long, they’ll think we’re up to somethin’;

and they kill niggers for nothin’ in these little hick towns,
you know it and I know it, we was raised in one—

but these kids don’t know nothin’ about that,

that’s why we moved north, so they wouldn’t have to deal with

that, but here we are draggin’ right back into it...

... shit, we lucky we can stop anywhere at all
the way they kill niggers around here...

Sometimes we drove for miles but couldn’t stop
because “it wasn’t the right place”;

many times the bushes on the side of the road
received our offerings.



“... oh, uh, hey mister officer, sir, how are you?”

Daddy talked friendly and sharp, flashing his gold tooth,
and told the policeman everything about us

like they were old friends.

A little while later, we'd stop again;

“Your daddy doesn’t feel good right now...”
was that why his hands shook

and why sweat beaded across his

strong, broad, coffee forehead?

Sometimes we'd drive for miles without stopping,
running from the gray tentacles of

threatening storm clouds. No shelter for us
because of who we were those summers.

We drove on, my parents, heavy-eyed and drawn,
leaning on stoic pride,

in the face of bitter acquiescence.

Are we there yet?

We were close, we could tell;

Daddy talked more

and his deep laughter came easy,
showing his gold tooth.

The nervous tense miles behind us
were forgotten,

the tense miles that had to be retraced,
not thought of for days.

How strong the ties that brought us back;
they fortified us to challenge the roads
again and again.

The roots of my distant family

that pulses through our veins,

like instinct from deep within,

calls to us

to come south,

calls to us

to come home.

(man, was it good to get out of that car

and get away from my brother who drove me crazy
and to finally sleep in a bed,

even though everything smelled funny

and felt different

and everybody kept talking all the time).
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The Skill Woman Juggle

By KatHY TYLER

“Defeat defines the victory,
And beggars banquets best define
And thirsty vitalizes wine,”

Emily Dickinson

she says

So I toss my life
into the air and
catch it, toss
it up again

I, a skill woman,
juggle, two balls,
three, four, and
then every addition
makes the trick
more true,

I just make the hard
trick seem as easy
as the easy one to

do and amaze
myself if the last
ones fall when

picking up
each ball
I toss it

once again.

(Defeat defines the victory over more than gravity)
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