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Brian Maddock

Bubble Gum

One thing my kids need to leam is how to question
everything they encounter in this world. They had better not
question me, of course, but so many of us blindly accept things
at face value. I just learned why bubble gum 1s pink. Turns out
that was the only color the inventor had on hand when he first
created the stuff. Nobody has bothered to change it since.

[ think the first question kids should ask 1s why our man-
made world 15 loaded with straight lines and precise angles.
You’ll never see oval-shaped envelopes. 1’d be hard-pressed to
find a hospital with curved walls. Or a door that’s wider at the
bottom than the top.

Didn’t humans first appear in the middle of a natural
world? One filled with randomly-shaped boulders and roughly
circular pools of water? How did we make the leap to table legs
that are rigidly straight and perpendicular to the tabletop?
Would nature have created a table that way?

Most of us revel in the beauty of an explosive desert
sunset, gently patterned butterfly wings, or the ocean’s frothy
fingertips. Artists strive to recreate these graceful images. So
why aren’t books manufactured with a wave-shaped right edge?
Or beds built in the image of a forest lake?

One could argue that we sacrifice such pleasing shapes
for the sake of efficiency. Rectangular boxes of tissue neatly
stacked nside rectangular storage boxes placed neatly adjacent
to each other on a rectangular shelf result in very little wasted
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space. [t’s faster and cheaper to cut a straight bed frame than to
sculpt 1t into a cloud shape.

There are also psychiatrists who confidently insist that
the human mind just isn’t comfortable unless it’s submerged in a
sea of clean edges and symmetrical shapes which are “pleasing
to the eye.” How many of us, after all, can look at a picture
frame hanging slightly askew and not feel a knee-jerk desire to
straighten 1t? What if a TV were designed with left and right
edges both slanted at an angle? Do these things project some
inherent wrongness? Would they have bothered a cave woman?

Or are we bothered by them today for the same simple reason that
bubble gum is still pink?

An attitude of unquestioning acceptance is like a
contagious illness which dampens our curiosity. “Oh, we’ve
always done it that way.” “Well, I don’t know why but it’s been
that way as long as I can remember.” “No, I’'m not going to
change it; nobody else ever has. It must be that way for a
reason.” If kids are trained to think this way, our society will be
headed back to the Dark Ages. Airplanes and computers were
not invented by those who live contentedly within the confines
of existing frameworks.

The next time your daughter asks why the sky is blue, try
telling her, “Maybe no one has bothered to change 1t yet.”
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Gordon Grilz

Laughing Matters

Since regular length pencils are now forbidden, [ write
my poems with a golf pencil. Short, no eraser. Not that ['m
allowed to play golf. After all, I’'m in prison. No fee times, no
divots, no refreshments on the ninth hole.

I was once in a prison in Tucson where they had golf
carts, but they were for the workers in maintenance and property.
I got to ride in them a couple of times, but they never let me
drive. Something about insurance I think.

I had to buy an eraser since I often revise my poems. ’'m
not allowed to have an arrowhead eraser that fits on the end of
the pencil. It could probably be used as some kind of weapon or
something. I got the big eraser. The kind you used in the third
grade, remember? 1 call it my industrial strength eraser. It
removes a multitude of my literary sins.

Mostly, I write on scratch paper. The backs of envelopes
or correspondence I receive. Why do they call it “scratch”paper?
Maybe it’s because my writing looks like chicken scratching.
I’'m not sure.

I guess I shouldn’t complain. I mean it could be worse.
Prisoners back in colonial times had to use quill pens. They
made them from bird feathers. There aren’t many birds around
here. The few pigeons we see on the yard tend to disappear
whenever they serve chicken in the chow hall. It could be a
coincidence. Maybe they get indignant when their relatives are
served up as food. They leave as a sort of protest. But they
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always come back the next day.

I’m not allowed to have a pencil sharpener. 1 don’t know
why. It is hard to write when the tip wears down and gets dull. 1
remember writing with dull pencils in the third grade m Mrs.
Monroe’s class. The paper was brown and I had to write around
the small pieces of wood that were embedded 1n it. Remember
that white paste they used to have? Some of my classmates ate
it. [ tried it once, but it tasted too much like the white gravy in
the lunchroom. But I digress.

We used to have typewriters in prison. That made
writing poems easy. As technology has advanced to word
processors, computers, and beyond, we have regressed to golf
pencils, gum erasers, and no pencil sharpeners.

I take satisfaction in being able to write poems, even with
all these limitations. Artists have always had to overcome
obstacles. Being able to turm my suffering into poetry redeems
my prison experience. And there’s nothing funny about that.
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Andrew Jaicks

Golden Gate Bridge

..Sweetie?

Can. You. Hear Me?

Sweetie?...Is that you? Are you there? Oh, I just hate
those damn phones there. I can never...

Can. You Hear Me Now?

Yes. Yes, I can hear you. Ican hear you now. Oh,
sweetle, talk to me.

So, how do you like my new girlfriend?

What?

My girlfriend. My message girl. Little Miss Never-Has-
Anything-But-The-Same-Old-To-Say. Just a little nasal, my
robot-girl, but I can talk all kinds of greasy shit to her and she
never changes her tune.

What are you talking about?

Yeah, and she takes shit but she’ll never talk to me.
Talks to you, though. At you and whoever else [ might dial up.
Talks at the world, but never me. It’s love, you know what I’'m
saying? Love. And T like it like that, don’t you know. Kind of
dominatrix, pinched-nose style. IfI could get her to climb out of
the phone just once, get her to unravel herself from her spool or
wherever they keep those same-old-same-old voices wound these
days; if I could get her to appear, 1’d make her handcuff me.
Know what I’m saying? A whole other thing — whole other
experience — than the way these assholes here do it. You know
what I mean? A little tough love, baby. Know what I'm
saying?...Are you there, baby, baby?...Hel-1oo... Earth to —

What the hell are you talking about?

What am [ — the message girl? The voice. The one that
tells you what buttons to push to hear my voice...You can hear
my voice, right?... Well, Jesus fucking Christ. Answer. Talk.
Don’t get all pissy. After all, I called to console you.
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Well, you’re not doing a very good job.

Hey, I ams what I ams, Olive.

That’s what I mean. I mean, I just don’t understand you.

I don’t understand why you call. 1 wrote you because it was
horrible. I mean, it was horrible to hear about it — when they told
me. And I wanted you to know, and to call me; so I could hear
your voice and you could make me feel better. And then you
waste all this time talking crazy about something — something
nutty. Some crazy thing that makes no sense. It’s just — well,
just... shitty. These calls are collect, and —

Hey. Hey. Miz Oyl —

I barely make it with enough money to have food at the
end of each month. Barely make it. And these calls are twenty
dollars. Twenty dollars, sweetie.

So maybe I should just hang up now. Save you twenty
dollars.

No! You know that’s not what [’'m saying. You know it.

I know, sweetie, what you’re saying. We both speak
English, right? We both speak the same damn language now,
don’t we? ‘

Please! You are such — just stop. Don’t be such an
asshole, sweetle.

Well, being an asshole — sweetie might not be the worst
thing ever...Hello...Hel-lo... Hey; hey. Don’t let me make you
cry.

I am crying, you asshole - sweetie ... and don’t make me
laugh.

Yeah, well.. Well. So i1s 1t still light out up there?

No —wait. Yes. Oh, I just hate when I do that. I'm
sorry, honey, you know me — sometimes [ just open my mouth
and ‘blah, blah, blah,” out come words. I didn’t really look. But,
yes, sweetie, it’s still light. I can still see sky — the sky is still
blue. It’s pretty. It’s like a robin egg color. Like that. And
there’s not a cloud, either. Not one; not 2 single one.

Well, really not to be an asshole, ‘sweetie’, but the
amount of sky you can see from the part of your window you
haven’t pasted over with newspaper or whatever is not exactly
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the complete picture.

No. That’s true. Not the complete picture.

No...but, listen, besides all that, why don’t you tell me
more about this — thing. You know, like, what was she thinking?

What do you think she was thinking? ] mean, you know, what
do you think could possibly have been going through her mind -
before jumping?

Well...it was — well, it was just the clearest day. You
know? I mean, there was just no fog. I mean, well you know
how it’s always, like, so foggy at four o’clock, usually. 1mean, I
know you remember, you know, how 1t’s always coming in then
— under the bridge and all, but —

[ don’t know — it’s just always been creepy to me too. 1 mean,
it’s beautiful and all, but all that fog, just tons and tons of it, just
oozing in; well, I don’t like it. It’s like something — something
taking over. Like a big puffy monster or something

Yeah, well... but don’t you, like, wonder? Don’t you
wonder if you change your mind or whatever? Think about it.
Not that it matters, of course. It’s too late by then, you know
what I’m saying? You can’t change it — I mean, you can change
1t, but after you already jumped, well, you’re going down — know
what [ mean? You are going down. You change your mind or
something and it’s really going to be a moot thing, 1sn’t it? It’s a
done deal, no matter what. 1t’s one big, ‘that’s all folks.” You
know?

Stop, honey. Please, let’s not talk about it — OK? Let’s
Just stop talking about it.

But I think 1t’s probably, like — natural, you know?
Probably, like, unavoidable to try to do something. Right?
There’s shit in this life you just can’t control. Like, probably
your arms try to swim in the air, try to make your body stay in
the right position — you know what I’'m saying? Try to keep
yourself going upright somehow...

Well, sure. 1 guess...I guess so, honey...But- well—so is
it dark there? Is that why you asked? I mean, 1s it, like, night
already? We can both look at the same moon tonight and feel
together.
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Oh, yeah, baby. Don’t you know that fat old moon goin’
to shine and shine its sweet old light down on us together
tonight. We’ll be, like, just swimming together in the warm
white milk of mama moon... But, come on, really — don’t you
wonder? I’m really wondering here, babe. 1’'m here wondering
if there’s all of a sudden a change, and, you know, then you
decide too late that after all this isn’t maybe what you wanted,
but then — well — 1t’s like, oh, well. You know? You know what
[’m saying?

No. [ don’t know, honey. 1don’t know. We can’t know
these things. You know that. So, please, sweetie, just stop.
Stop, please. You’re making me upset.

It’s like — I mean, I don’t know why, but it’s like when
they extradited me, you know? When they came sort of
unexpected one morning and just took me out of the tank and
brought me downstairs by myself to dress me out and everything,
and I found myself, like, waking up as I was being walked down
this corridor with all these cells on one side and on the other this
long fucking wall of big-ass windows made of frosted glass so
nobody can look out, you know? They make those windows so
you can’t see out, and people, if they even tried, look up and still
can’t see in —

I don’t know, baby. What are you saying? I don’t
understand. I just don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t know
what you’re talking about. I can’t even think where you’re
talking about. You keep saying things and well — well, why are
we talking and talking about all this, anyway? We have fifteen
minutes and it costs so much I can hardly pay for it, and you
want to talk about all this — this, well, I just don’t know what.

Outside, for Christ sake! Outside the fucking county jail
up there. Remember? Where they had me before they took me
here? That’s what I'm talking about. You think you can
remember that? Listen to what I’m saying, why don’t you. I'm
trying to tell you that if people outside on the sidewalk or
wherever were trying to look up and see in the jail, you know, to
like look for someone, well, there’s these frosted windows you
can’t see through. Like, if when you were leaving you might
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look up from the strcet to try to see me on the fourth floor or
something.

Well, yeah, O.K. 1 follow, 1 guess. Like after [ would
visit you, right?

Right. Right. That’s what I'm talking about. And so,
anyway, there I am being taken down this corridor past these
windows that are made like that, and you can’t see out. You're
not supposed to be able to see out. And there [ am and I see
some of them are, like, raised a little bit. Some of the windows
are open six or twelve or even, like, eighteen inches open. For
air or something. Or maybe because the trustees raised them so
the guys in the tanks could have them open. Like, maybe those
trustees better open them, or else. You know? Whatever. The
thing is, you can hear the city outside. I could hear traffic and,
well, all kinds of sounds really. Street sounds. And there was
the freeway, right there, elevated. Ramps on top of ramps.
Seemed like there were ramps curving all over the place, in all
kinds of directions. It was like some fucking tweaker vision or
something, you know what I mean? Like those tweak drawings
speed freaks start drawing and just can’t stop — whole days go by
maybe with one of these freaks drawing tentacles curling into
tentacles and on and on. And, anyway, | knew I had to look. 1
wanted to bend down to one of those openings and look. And so,
I took my time — you know what I’'m saying? — I was taking my
time, cuffed-up and, you know, like, straggling along the way
you always do when you’re cuffed-up and being escorted. The
fucking cop had gotten way ahead of me anyway. He really
couldn’t give a shit, was how I took his demeanor. So there he
was, all the way going down toward the slider, which was all the
way down that long fucking corndor, and, well, everything was
echoing in my head. I mean, the whole place was echoing. All
the time in those places it’s just one big echo. That’s what it’s
like. And there was a radio somewhere, like a magic chant or
something, echoing somewhere from along the corridor. Or,
maybe...well, yeah, of course it was. What else? It wasa TV
and 1t was playing something old school...Marvin Gaye. It was
Marvin Gaye.
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Oh, I love Marvin Gaye —

Yeah, well...anyway, it was like this chant, like filling my
head, filling everywhere, going: Brother, brother, there's too
much of this going down... Something like that. You know?

I love that one.

And so there I was, and I was thinking: “This is probably
the last time, motherfucker, the Jast time. This is the end, man,
the end of your fucking life here, or anywhere, really.” You
know? T was thinking shit like that.

Oh baby -

But mostly, it was just the city [ was thinking about. My
life there. You know? And how this was one of those big
fucking moments, you know what I mean? One of those big
dividing moments people always talk about or write about or
whatever. Like, you know certain moments are ones you are
supposed to recognize as important. Like, everything will
forever be separated there. This is big shit and we need to know
it. Right? Like, now is everything that has come afterwards, and
then — all the prior, previous shit — all that was the big before.
Like, sun gone, goodbye, now dumb as a duck you see night and
daytime was just some thing that occurred previous to the
moment the sun disappeared! You know what I’m saying?
Like, for instance, your birthday when there was no shading the
fact that now you’re fifty even though only one second earlier
you were, like, young. You know? Like, one second you’re a
big fat virgin and the next — whoopsi — now you’re just big and
fat and -

Hey!

Like, one second you’ve never had a dick in your mouth,
and the next — uh-oh — now forever after you’re someone who’s
had a dick in their mouth —

Hon-nee!

Yeah, and so there I am facing some kind of shit that I'm
thinking should be, like, decisive or something — something like
a sudden opportunity or something — and, well, I was...I don’t
know- stymied. I hadn’t given any thought to 1t, that was the
problem. Hadn’t given one previous thought to how — when they
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came and were schlubbing me along to go down and be
transported to my oblivion — I would suddenly be faced with this
big fat...opportunity, this chance at a last big important look at
the city and cverything about the city and my last big couple of
free years all packed into the big fat fucking city, and it was,
like, this sudden pressure...I can’t really explain...I mean, there it
was, through the crack at the bottom of the window and all...just,
like — waiting. And 1 kept thinking that I needed to make the
whole thing, you know...important.

Oh, sweetie, I know, I know. Poor baby —

But also I know — I kmew — that anything thought out in
advance (and already I was thinking — I mean, the fucking smoke
was coming out my ears — [ was going to cogitate this
‘importance’ thing out)...and, well important things thought in
advance never work. That’s my point here. They never work.
Never! But even as I'm knowing this, I’'m also knowing (and
here’s another fucked-up aspect of things in this life) it doesn’t
matter what you know, because you’re going to go ahead with
whatever anyway. You can’t stop yourself from any ‘advance’
kind of shit. /couldn’t stop myself, and so there I was —
thinking in advance and, like, planning; saying to myself, “This —
this — 1s the big fucking hinge; this 1s the hinge on the door that
will shut forever and I must lean and look and make my moment.
And I leaned down and took that last look from the jailhouse
window. And, of course, well- there it was: My big City all
fixed and floating in some kind of funny shade of tinted air, and
the air was somehow still — very still — even though there was,
like, all this noise —all this city noise. But somehow it was still
and there was, like, this sense of a place empty of humans.

There were no human beings, just this — architecture. Everything
just some kind of distant architecture where pale sky and the
whitest drifting cluster of clouds joined up with the freeway
tentacles and the very still eucalyptus tree with its peeling bark
that had grown up under all those tweaker convolutions of the
camps which joined up with beyond...beyond...well, beyond was
this very still, joined-up, hazy structure of, like crystals...I’m not
crazy — that’s how it looked, like tall, short, fat, squat crystals.
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One big bronze-lit ‘structure,” you might say though maybe
‘bronze’ 1sn’t quite right. [t might be that it was something paler
than that. Paler than bronze. Something like brassy, you could
say, only not sharp like ‘brassy’ sounds. The atmosphere was
more like hazy and thin and speckly, as if you could see the
individual dots of fog or clouds or water or whatever. I could
have been looking at the sunken city of Atlantis or
something...like, as if | was scuba-diving in pisswater without a
mask, eyes open and peering and everything seeming both inside
and outside itself...as though things were there alright — I could
see them — but maybe they were made out of the same water they
were planted in. And all the while I was getting this vibe — this
funny sense — of not people, which you might think was a bad
thing, like, maybe I might fake it in a bad way. But I didn’t like
that vibe. 1 feltit. Somehow I had made it — I had made
something important. That’s what I wanted to believe. 1 had
made this big moment, this structure that was full and empty at
the same instant — peopleless buildings and traffic and the weave
of ramps and the towers of the Bay Bridge and the bay itself and
the lines of separation the grid of streets made cutting among the
buildings...all those pale lines of separation in the fade and surge
of buildings... 1 leaned down to the bottom of that window, babe,
I Jeaned and looked at the City I had wanted forever. Do you
know what I'm saying here? There it was. The City that was
everything I had wanted forever— big City of sin, of people and
sin...good sin. 1t had been good, sinning with people who maybe
weren't there now — they weren’t in my eyes at that exact
moment — but they had been... they had been. What a big
fucking city of dreams, is what I thought. It could be the City of
God, I thought. City of the God who doesn’t exist — who can’t
exist. Big lost city, babe; lost by decree — by my decree, by the
decree of every fucking human who loves the embrace of
farewell. And everyone loves their farewells — don’t they, baby?
— their big farewells. Goodbye. Goodbye. Goodbye... | leaned
down and imposed this sudden fucking need of mine onto
everything I could see through that piece of window space — all
that need for owning the big farewell, and there it was, stuck in
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the sinful valves of my heart. And my blood— my blood, sweetie
— well, it was just pure fucking peanut butter — the cheap shit, the
really thick unspreadable shit from China or India or wherever
You know what I'm saying? You do know, don’t you? It’s all
made up, is what I’m saying — we make it up, babe, just like you
make a sandwich. A peanut butter or maybe a bologna
sandwich...well, let’s be fair, you know what I'm saying, babe,
you know what I’m saying? After all, you are a vegan, aren’t
you baby? Sorry, I forgot. No fucking slab of cold-fucking
meat for you, huh babe? Not for you. No sir-ee...but you do get
it, right? You get that 1t’s all made up, 1t always 1s just made up?
Not that that makes it insignificant or anything. Oh, no — no,
no, no. It is significant, 1sn’t it, babe? It’s still important, no
matter what. It has to be doesn’t it? Otherwise what would we
do? What would we be?...Important, important, important. It
had to be important there in that fucking corridor — that last look
had to be frozen in importance, it had to be frozen like that
perfectly frozen, freeze-dried five thousand year-old man they
found in the Tyrolean Alps or whatever. You know what I'm
talking about, baby. Like that. Like the way [ have freeze-dried
my designation of you, baby, as the big hinge of love. My big,
important hinge of love — that’s you, babe. Important. Made up,
maybe but nonetheless —

Hon-ee! Stop saying these things —

Stop saying what? That love is just some cheap fucking
sandwich we make on Wonder Bread? Stop saying that you are
my big, fat old hinge of love? Something I made up — something
I made? BHey, I don’t see you, baby. I can’t see you. Where you
are now, the sky 1s a2 robin egg; where I am 1t’s not — it’s night.
Night; day. Robin egg; egg salad sandwich — mm-mm good, you
know what I’m saying...and on Wonderbread, too, my favorite.

Stop. Just please stop. You’re hurting me. Stop saying —

Oh, you’re my sweet mem-or-ree, sweetie. You are just a
voice in my night world. You are nothing, and this — this is the
song of love, sweetie, the song of memory. Like the memory |
create when I leaned to the bottom of that fucking window. And
it wasn’t even really the act of making, it was really just the
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attempt of making and then, like [ was telling you before, shit
Just goes on ahead and happens no matter what. [ made that
memory happen out of the bullshit attempt at making. Can
you?...oh, oh, don’t cry now mama, mama. Don’t cry. Don’t
you know everything’s gonna be alright mama, mama. Just
because our thing is only made-up make-believe, well...well,
let’s just decree it as important. You hear me? Just like I did
with that fucking place I was leaving forever; just like I did with
that moment [ freeze-dried, that moment of leaving behind a
place packed with everything I ever wanted, everything 1 would
never be retuming to —

I will hang up. I will hang up and never answer again.
When you call — the next time you call, I won’t answer. ] won’t.
Do you hear me? [ won’t -

You won’t what? You won’t what?...0h, you mean you
won’t answer. Well, golly gee and shucks, the girl won’t --
answer. Well heavens to Betsy and heaven help us, we sure
don’t want that. So what can we talk about...what other thing —
hmmm, oh, I know, how about what do you think she thought
about? You know, before she jumped. What do you think she
thought during —

Don’t you do that! Don’t you dare! After what you've
been saying to me, don’t you dare just ignore my feelings. I'm
not your —

Hey! Hey! It’s not — I’'m not igrnoring anything.
Absolutely I’'m not. Really. It’s just that... listen, do you
remember when [ worked for that old drunk dude, the one that
lived in your hotel then moved to mine because of that psycho
titty dancer who was so fucking saggy and ugly that not a single
person believed she really was a titty dancer. Remember? She
stabbed him in the head when she was walking through that
fucking dump lobby of yours, the lobby of the living dead; and
some old geezer there.— some fucking lobby-lizard worse off
than her — wheezed behind her back that she probably had to go
to 2 homeless shelter and pay some greasy fuck loser for the
privilege of giving a lap dance. She thought it was old what’s-
his-name and pulled an ice pick and got him — doink! — right on
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the forehead, practically right between the eyes...poor old
fucking drunk. Shit, he bled like a stuck pig, but he’d only been
stuck on the forehead bone...Shit, what was his name anyway —

You’re a big jerk, you know that? You are such a
bastard—

Shorty! That’s what it was: Fucking Shorty. Shorty the
window-washer worked the downtown skyscrapers. Washed all
those fucking towers of glass, slopping soap and frigid water
while hanging a hundred miles up in the goddamn fog and wind
and everything. You’d fucking freeze up there. And for a week
he talked me into freezing up there with him. Got me
provisional apprentice with the fucking union and everything.
Told me what a great career opportunity I was getting. Yeah,
well, I got nightmares after the second day. Not that I ever lost it
while we were up there on the goddam plank washing. But at
night, I started having these dreams of falling...well, actually, it
was pretty much just this one dream, half nightmare and half
some other fucking thing...something not really so nightmarish at
all. I"d dream that the plank me and Shorty were on would break
free — the lines from the roof would break on one side, and ~
whoa — there I am sliding right off the plank, trying to catch hold
but not making it and instead I go sliding off into this superbright
blue space, falling, falling, my stomach upside-down, all the
while the wind tearing at my clothes like some big scraggly
claws of god, and the street and the bright concrete and all the
streaming patters of insect people and traffic zooms up at me,
and I feel like my heart is going to scream right out of my mouth,
though in reality, nothing — not one peep — i1s coming out. And
right then — right when I think my heart might just explode —
this, like, miracle takes over and the street and the people
zooming at me transform into this palest, pale-blue shimmering
ocean — water so perfect clear and swimming-pool blue that it
glowed from inside itself, shining as if it were deep in the page
of one of those glossy ads for vacations in Bermuda or Barbados
or wherever. You know? Like the kind of thing you see in
Playboy or GQ or Maxim. You know what I’m saying? Can
you feel me, baby? And this perfect, fucking serene blue water
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takes over and zooms right up to me like the arms of an angel
made out of jello so deep that I got this, like, center-of-the-earth
type vibe. And falling, falling, I go ‘kersploosh’ in the most
gentle fucking entry any diver could ever hope for — a fucking
ten, baby, a fucking ten in style points. And then...then, there’s
like this perfect silence, this gentle warmth, and my muscles are
meaningless, they don’t exist anymore and I have no interest in
swimming. | feel, like, unable and unmotivated to attempt
swimming or moving or anything, really, in this clingy liquid
blueness. And for some reason — even though in my mind I'm
like, fully expecting it — [ don’t sink...I don’t sink, and the
sensation of water is lost, the feeling of wetness...and I’m, like,
just there, somehow, and upright, and I can’t move but for some
reason I can move my arms — I can sort of wave them in a circle
the way a really good tap dancer does when he’s, like, tapping
out something super difficult — something, anyway, that to the
rest of the world looks difficult, but for the dancer 1t’s like his
signature move, if you know what I mean? Anyway that’s what
P’m doing — just revving my arms around 1in this superhuman
balancing move, all alone out in the middle of this endless pale
ocean of blue jello, making these ring-like waves that spread out
away from me in the blue where I'm, like, the center now of
these swelling, spreading rings that move away from me over
and over and over as I drift along with only the sun to see
me...and that — that’s why I wonder, you know, about what she
might have been thinking when she jumped.

I bate you.

Yeah, well...whatever. All I know is that I’d like to know
what the fuck was going through her mind...wouldn’t you? I
mean, she was your friend...
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James Anderson

On the Corner of Grey Street

Something sings in the rich earth beneath his feet; air
smells of conifer and pine. As he scrambles up the last stretch
of the steep path, Grey sees through forest dark that the cabin
door 1s closed but not locked. The cabin 1s a narrow rectangle,
has two square windows that look out throngh dense forest,
across a glassy lake to Leadville, Colorado, highest incorporated
township in the United States.

Nervousness pursues; something chaotic and hurried
pushes from behind. Grey needs quiet. Awakened too early, his
senses are frayed and demand a few more hours of
unconsciousness to meet the day in balance. He had a dream Jlast
night. In his dream he tore open the muscles of his chest and
became a dragon as his rib cage wrenched wide. Then, as
dragon, Grey looked down and saw over his breast and abdomen
a huge diamond-shaped scar. No scales, just a puckered cut
white scar.

Be smells the damp. Rotting things clog the old tin rain
gutters, windows are pasted with wet leaves. The cabin belongs
to his Aunt and Uncle. They live out in New York now. The
small enclosure feels like someone else’s past, a past that may
prefer to remain undisturbed.

He pushes on the door. It swings. Silence. Then an owl
tu-wits high above. Is it that early still?

Last night Sidney made it up the same trail in the dark. It
was raining, she was drunk. She held the thing she’d stolen in
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her closed sweaty fist, held it tight even when she slipped, then
swore at the gash in her knuckle. Once inside, she climbed to
the upper bunk of the handmade bunk beds — her favorite when
she was little — and passed out. Wet, exhausted, relieved.

As Grey noiselessly enters, Sidney lies asleep on the
bunk against the wall in the kitchen. The upper bunk sits higher
than the windows. She 1s curled up on her side facing out.

Misty light shining off the lake illuminates her face, softly;
gently brushes mean pinkish scars over her cheekbones, and
studs little shadows in pockmarks from a bad bout of chickenpox
when she was eight.

Grey closes the door behind him. It is warm inside.
Warm like the breath of a small child when you hug her and she
hugs you back and you feel her breath on your neck. Grey
doesn’t go into the kitchen. He flops down on the feather bed in
the corner, his one hundred and seventy three pounds sinking
molasses-slow. Below the horizon of the unsanded bed frame,
everything dampens and he drifts into woolly sleep.

An hour and a half later he wakes up knowing someone 1s
in the cabin. He is undisturbed. Like the new stones in the
graveyard, he thinks. Mute. Comforting presence. He still
hasn’t collected for scouring splotches of deep purple lichen off
the oldest stones below the westerly wall of the town graveyard.
He makes a mental note to catch the mayor at Gary’s Diner
before the mayor gets too drunk and decides to call his labor
community service. He’d finished his court-ordered community
service last year; still it won’t be the first time that drunk bastard
stiffs him, or the third. Probably he knows Grey will keep the
graveyard up for free, just to be there. Damn red-faced weasly-
eyed no good mayor. Oh well. Snow’ll come soon. Then
Leadwville will pay for roofs and driveways to be shoveled. And
when he gets up enough money to borrow Gary’s truck, he’ll sell
the cords of wood he cut last fall and has curing — for a year now
— in his secret stash place, the Quonset hut of the old slaughter
house. People think it’s haunted. Damn, even a cow graveyard
1s better than most people’s company.

Grey makes no sound. Is totally silent. He knows.
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Knows Sidney 1s asleep 1n the next room, knows without
thinking, before thinking. Clothes still damp; as he climbs from
bed warm smells fluff out around him smelling like, like...clean
genitals. He pushes through the kitchen door, sees Sidney’s
face: her closed eyes. Her lean body, the strange compliment of
her face’s jarring roughness. To his left below the window a
heavy cutting board sitting on a squat table, covered by a scatter
of kindling, gleams with the blade of a cleaver used as a hatchet
to split wood. Next to the cutting board an unplumbed sink juts
from the wall. Sidney opens her eyes. Blinks once at the soft
glow. Meets Grey’s eye.

“Hey handsome,” she says.

He smiles, says nothing.

“Were you here last night?” she asks. “I didn’t notice.”

“Nah. Came up a couple hours ago.”

She studies him,

“Maggie kicked you out when she left for work again
huh?”

“Yeah. And you? Ididn’t know you still came here. We
haven’t been up here together since...since we were little.”

I come here sometimes. To get away.”

“Away from Kemal.” Grey isn’t asking a question.

“Yeah” she responds, defensively, “s0?”

“What’d he do now Sid?”

“Said I was stealing from him, his own wife. He’s totally
paranoid. Miserable shit.”

“Were you?” Asking this, Grey is overwhelmed,
exhausted. He steadies himself against the cutting board; wood
creaks, the knife blade rattles.

‘Was I what?” says, Sidney, not wanting to keep talking
etther.

“Sidney” Grey hears his father in his voice.

Sidney stares out the window: wind is making daylight
shiver over the lake.

“Maybe I needed to borrow a couple dollars. And...and
something...else. Anyways, he always says he wants me to look
nice and if I don’t get my hair done at least once a week I get
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crappy tips at the club. It’s not cheap driving into Denver
either.”

“Why stay with him S1d?”

“Well we’re mamed aren’t we.”

Grey slides down, back to the wall. He takes out a bag of
skunkweed.

Coughing, laughing, tears in their eyes, Grey and Sidney
stumble out the cabin door. Sun shines, but inside the woods it
is wet dark; pinpricks glint through the canopy. Sidney stretches
her arms wide and spins around, head back.

“Hah ha! God that weed 1s good.

“Yep.”

“Where’d you get 1t? 1t’s delicious.”

“I grew 1t.”

“Bullshit. Really?”

“Yep.”

“But, but you don’t even have a house, you don’t even
pay an electric bill. There’s no way on God’s green that
Maggie’d iet you grow that at her place.”

“Huh! Yeah — no way. Nah, I grew it outdoors. That’s
why 1t tastes so good. 60% Sativa 40% Indica — Barbarian
Nepali Skunk times Kali Mist. Nice one, eh?”

Sidney takes a fresh look at Grey, decides her stepbrother
can still surprise her. He’s so quiet and ghostly it’s easy to
forget to notice him.

“So you grew it up here in the woods?”

“Nope,” he replies, grinning.

“Then where?”

“Cross your heart hope to die stick a red hot poker in
your...”

“Yeah, yeah. C’mon, I promise I won’t tell.”

“You know that flowerbed behind the hedgerow right
there on your left when you walk into the church...”

“Yeah...”

“Right there.”

“What!”

“Right there. In those rose bushes. Remember at Gran’s
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funeral when everyone kept saying how good the roses smelled?
I thought I was busted for sure.”

“You’re sick.”

“What?” His grin widens as he tries to sound defensive.

“That. That’s wrong.”

“Why?”

“D’you know what probably fertilized that stuff?”

“Well yeah. That’s why 1t’s so good.”

Sidney smiles madly. She loves him too much. It freaks
her out to be stoned on something grown on rotting corpses — she
imagines roots twining through gangrenous sinew, plants
sprouting little skull-shaped buds — but Grey is so wild and
perfect in this forest dream. She kisses him on the lips. He takes
her hand and they walk through the trees intensely aware of their
own breathing. They notice the lack of birds, everything dark
and damp. They look beyond the lake to Leadville. It must be
past eleven because the Golden Phoenix Chinese restaurant is
open, and the woodstove in the pool hall next door is chugging
white smoke into brisk air. Across from the pool hall the old
whorehouse where Jessie James had lived for a couple of years 1s
still vacant with the same FOR SALE sign 1n the front yard.
Sidney and Grey had broken into it when they were still small
enough to climb through kitchen windows. Inside it had been
empty and cold and smelled of stale paint. The house’s
vacuousness only fueled their imaginations. They still played a
game 1n which Sidney was Jessie James and Grey pretended
alternately to be a coquettish whore and the Leadville town
sheriff.

“Ooh,” croons Grey at Sidney. “Ooh Jessie, you’re so
big and dangerous.”

“Quiret, Wench!” she says.

“Sid, Jessie James never said wench — that’s British.”

Well maybe he was well traveled. Anyway, shut up
whore!”

Grey switches to the sheriff persona.
“Now, now Jessie, now lookie-heah pardner, you cain’t
jess go shootin up this heah town evry naaht. We’s law-lovin’
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folk, good ‘n decent, an’ don’t brook no new corpses evry
mornin.”

“Shut up you pie hole lawman,” cries Sidney, “before I
pistol-whip you for that completely bullshit Texas accent. Now
go round me up some more whiskey and a prettier whore. A
clean one this time.”

And now Grey as the whore:

“Why Jessie James (bats his eyes at Sidney) I have no
idea what you’re sayin’, I'm sure.”

“I can smell that bread bakin’ from here Big-Titty
Peggy.”

“Ma’am, [ aint no gentleman,” says Sidney, hands on
hips, “I’m an outlaw, dangerous’r ‘n a bag of rattlesnakes in
spring, an’ harder’n a sack of frozen chickennecks. And what’s
more,” she pushes at Grey’s chest, “You ain’t no lady.”

“Oh!” exclaims Grey and pretends to swoon. Sidney
responds with a gallant flourish, catches him in her arms. They
are both laughing. They stop, and smile. At each other. She
kisses him. They look at each other again, close enough so that
all either of them can see is each other’s eyes. Grey’s are pale
with flecks of honey. Sidney’s are jade green. She drops him on
the forest floor. Then runs off. He springs up and gives chase.
She runs faster. Grey is breathing heavily. He touches his chest,
remembers his dream. He pulls at the neck of his sweater and
examines the skin over his ribcage: no scar. Was that a dream,
or 1s this?

He catches up to Sidney, stopped, panting hard, at a fork
in the path. He starts to say something but she touches a finger
to his lips — he smells bitter herb — and points.

Miniaturized by distance, face shining in luminescence
thrown from the lake, Kemal is coming towards them. Watching
Kemal’s squat shape, Grey whispers, “He walks like a troll.”

“Shush!”

“What, I can’t even whisper?” he asks in a whisper.

“He’ll hear us.”
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“Sid. He’s like a half mile away. And the wind’s
blowing south across the lake, wait, no — that’s west.”

“Yeah, well, shush anyway.”

“What else did you steal from him?”

“Nothing. Something small. Really it’s mine. Anyway,
I’m just /iberating it.”

Grey looks at her — she is following Kemal with intense
eyes — sees how soft she 1s. Her scarred face really is beautiful.

“I don’t need to know, I don’t want to know. Well I do,
but you can tell me later, or not.”

“Thanks.”

“Alright. Go on then — get lost.”

“But...”

“No buts. Get out of here. I’ll deal with Kemal.”

“You won’t hurt him? If I go you have to promise not to
hurt him.”

“Why do you care so much? After what he’s...well he
deserves a good ass-kicking.”

“I know” she says, saddened, “but promise it won’t be
you, today. Just promise me.”

Grey flares his nostrils.

“I promise.”

Sidney squeezes his arm, touches his neck just below his
jaw, and leaves. He watches her go; like a crazy wood nymph,
he decides, flitting away through tree shadows.

Kemal makes his way around the near side of the lake.
He’s almost at the trailhead. Where is Sidney going? Where
does she have to go? Time slows down: a bird sounds. A small
animal scurries. Grey’s nostrils catch the scent a person notices
whenever they think of snakes. He hears heavy breathing.
Kemal. Sporadic cursing in Turkish, then English. Kemal is
drunk. It won’t be fair to beat him up now. Maybe Grey will
catch him New Year’s Day. He’ll knock him out, bury hum alive
— he sees the perfect spot in the graveyard — and he’ll plant weed
over him and when it flowers he’ll make brownies and feed the
whole town. And everyone will be pissed at him the day after,
when they wake up in their cars lodged in snow banks or next to
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the ugly Chinese lady who runs the register at the pharmacy...but
they’ll have a great laugh the day they eat them. And they’ll get
over it. Yep, not the right time to knock him out. It 1sn’t pretty
enough.

Kemal is making headway up the slope. He slips, falls to
his knees. Spits out something phlegmy in Turkish, then in
English.

“Son of motherless goat-whore!”

Grey smiles

It is a pleasure to watch. Kemal looks up, sees Grey and
stops climbing.

“You” he says with venom, “always you when she runs
away. Where is my wife?”

“Her name 1s Sidney and she’s not yours or anyone’s.
People don’t belong to other people.”

Kemal drains his nasal passages and hocks something
brown onto a tree root. He lurches up the last ten feet to where
Grey 1s standing. He stinks of Tequila. Grey sees he 1s wearing
a large hunting knife on his belt. As Kemal straightens to an
upright position, Grey takes hold of him like he’s a dance partner
who may have a highly contagious disease, and he manecuvers
him in a circle then pulls him close, keeping him off balance. He
smoothly plucks the hunting knife from its sheath then steps
away, knife behind his back. Kemal is unsure what just
happened. He blinks.

“You’re right” Grey tells him. “She is your wife. You
go deal with it — 1t’s none of my business.”

“Exactly yes, now you are man.”

“Precisely,’says Grey, squinting, looking him in the eyes.
He points.

“That way. If you hurry you’ll catch her.”

Kemal pushes past him and begins jogging down the
path, grunting at every other step. Grey figures, drunk as he is,
he’ll go at least twenty minutes before he realizes he’s been sent
in the wrong direction. Sitting down, he stabs the knife into
loamy earth. It incises past pine needles and then chinks against
a stone or piece of bone. It’s a delicate sensation in his palm.
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He thinks about his time in prison. Years behind walls. Always
hiding things. He thrusts the knife deeper, then stands and uses

his heel until the handle 1s buried. He walks down the hill, then
around the lake toward town, feeling a blue chill radiating from

the water.

When he reaches the top of Fifth Street, where a pile of
gravel and crushed cinder block gives birth to pavement, Grey
pauses to shed his green wool sweater. It’s an old RAF sweater
from a yard sale in Denver, has leather elbow patches and
buttoned epaulets on the shoulders. The mild sweat he’s worked
up feels cool and fresh. He looks down the street. Playing by
himself, trying to kick a deflated soccer ball into an upturned
milk crate, 1s Sidney and Kemal’s son, Michael. He’s eight.
Beautiful thinks Grey, those sad lady-killer eyes, that bitter
almond skin. “Mikey!” he yells. Michael looks up. He waves
and grins. He likes the weird Uncle Grey, especially since his
dad doesn’t. He’s been stealing from his weed stash for the last
three months. He doesn’t know you’re supposed to smoke it,
only that it’s secret and desirable. Michael has hidden all the
weed he’s stolen, a total of nearly three and a half ounces, tightly
wrapped in garbage bags and packing tape in the trunk of his toy
car. His mother will discover it a week before Christmas when
she takes some of Michael’s old toys over to Janet’s, her friend
who has twin four-year-old girls. When interrogated as to what
the hell he thinks he is doing with all that weed, Michael will
explain he’s hiding it “in the trunk so the po po won’t find 1it.”

“The po po?” Sidney will ask, hysterically.

“Michael, do you even know who the ‘po po’ are?”
Embarrassed, he will answer “No, Mom.” Then Grey will
receive a prolonged earchewing. For now, he has only good
feelings toward his nephew. Michael runs up.

“Hey, Grey!”

“Looks like you need some air.”

“Oh, this. Yeah, Dad says 1t’s still good.”

“I’1]l bet he does,” Grey says mostly to himself.
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“What’s that?” asks Michael.

“Nothing.

Grey has a saying that he sometimes uses when the time
1s right. “C’mon and walk awhile with me on Grey street,” he
says, meaning come share my life for 2 moment or two. He finds
that most people just stare at him in that funny way people have,
so he limits himself to special occasions when he’s sure whoever
he’s saying it to is wise enough to understand. Like people
under ten years old. He turns to Michael.

“C’mon 'n walk awhile with me on Grey street, Mikey.”
Michael] beams and takes his hand. They walk down the street.

“Did you eat breakfast yet, Mikey?”

“Nah. Mum wasn’t home when I woke up.”

“Yeah, she’s busy right now. Wanna go to Gary’s with
me?”

“Yeah! I mean, yes please,” says Michael, realizing how
hungry he is.

“Excellent.” Grey looks down at him “...but you’'re
buying.”

“But I don’t have any money.” Michael is crestfallen.
Grey immediately feels bad.

“Just kidding, just kidding. Come on my handsome
nephew — it’s on me, of course.”

“I’ve got a little in my piggy bank at home...”

“No.” He feels awful. “No, I was only messing with
you. Sorry. I have a bad sense of humor.”

Michael’s hair 1s straight and black, yet still messy. Grey
strokes it back from his forehead, then tucks a few loose hanks
behind his nephew’s ear; perfect little ears, dusky red in the cruel
air.

“C’mon then Mikey, let’s go get some grub, lots of it and
greasy, so you can grow up strong like your uncle.”

Grey flexes his arm — it’s a ritual they have between them
— Michael reaches up and hangs from his bicep and Grey growls
and talks like Amold Schwarzenegger.
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“Come on you little girly-man,” he says in a deep bass.
“You will eat a massive brealkfast or I will snap your little girly-
man pencil neck. You will do it now! And so on and so forth and
things of that nature.”

Michael giggles and tries to pull down Grey’s arm. He
hangs on 1t, then with his full weight pulls it slowly down. He
never used to be able to do this. “Fat little piglet!” cries Grey.
Michael smiles at him, eyes shiny. They walk down the hill into
town. Grey steals Michael’s ball and with a kick sends it sailing
into a pile of rocksalt-blackened sand in the parking lot behind
the bar. Michael yells, then runs over to the sand.

Standing on the curb waiting for Michael, Grey looks
down to the comer. On the other side of the street, next to the
pedestrian crosswalk, the hairdresser and nail salon has put a
new neon sign in the front window. It snaps on a few seconds
after he notices it, glowing, buzzing candyfloss pink. In oddly
modem block letters 1t reads: HOPE.
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