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            Introduction

         

         I never intended to do this. The National  Story  Project  came about by accident, and if not for a remark my wife made at the dinner table sixteen months ago, most of the pieces in this book never would have been written. It was May 1999, perhaps June, and earlier that day I had been interviewed on National Public Radio about my most recent novel. After we finished our conversation, Daniel Zwerdling, the host of Weekend  All  Things  Considered,  had asked me if I would be interested in becoming a regular contributor to the program. I couldn’t even see his face when he asked the question. I was in the NPR studio on Second Avenue in New York, and he was in Washington, D.C., and for the past twenty or thirty minutes we had been talking to each other through microphones and headsets, aided by a technological marvel known as fiber optics. I asked him what he had in mind, and he said that he wasn’t sure. Maybe I could come on the air every month or so and tell stories.

         I wasn’t interested. Doing my own work was difficult enough, and taking on a job that would force me to crank out stories on command was the last thing I needed. Just to be polite, however, I said that I would go home and think about it.

         It was my wife, Siri, who turned the proposition on its head. That night, when I told her about NPR’s curious offer, she immediately came up with a proposal that reversed the direction of my thoughts. In a matter of thirty seconds, no had become yes.

         You don’t have to write the stories yourself, she said. Get people to sit down and write their own stories. They could send them in to you, and then you could read the best ones on the radio. If enough people wrote in, it could turn into something extraordinary.

         That was how the National  Story  Project  was born. It was Siri’s idea, and then I picked it up and started to run with it.

         
            *

         

         Sometime in late September, Zwerdling came to my house in Brooklyn with Rebecca Davis, one of the producers of Weekend  All  Things  Considered,  and we launched the idea of the project in the form of another interview. I told the listeners that I was looking for stories. The stories had to be true, and they had to be short, but there would be no restrictions as to subject matter or style. What interested me most, I said, were stories that defied our expectations about the world, anecdotes that revealed the mysterious and unknowable forces at work in our lives, in our family histories, in our minds and bodies, in our souls. In other words, true stories that sounded like fiction. I was talking about big things and small things, tragic things and comic things, any experience that felt important enough to set down on paper. They shouldn’t worry if they had never written a story, I said. Everyone was bound to know some good ones, and if enough people answered the call to participate, we would inevitably begin to learn some surprising things about ourselves and each other. The spirit of the project was entirely democratic. All listeners were welcome to contribute, and I promised to read every story that came in. People would be exploring their own lives and experiences, but at the same time they would be part of a collective effort, something bigger than just themselves. With their help, I said, I was hoping to put together an archive of facts, a museum of American reality.

         The interview was broadcast on the first Saturday in October, exactly one year ago today. Since that time, I have received more than four thousand submissions. This number is many times greater than what I had anticipated, and for the past twelve months I have been awash in manuscripts, floating madly in an ever expanding sea of paper. Some of the stories are written by hand; others are typed; still others are printed out from e-mails. Every month, I have scrambled to choose five or six of the best ones and turn them into a twenty-minute segment to be aired on Weekend All  Things  Considered.  It has been singularly rewarding work, one of the most inspiring tasks I have ever undertaken. But it has had its difficult moments as well. On several occasions, when I have been particularly swamped with material, I have read sixty or seventy stories at a single sitting, and each time I have done that, I have stood up from the chair feeling pulverized, absolutely drained of energy. So many emotions to contend with, so many strangers camped out in the living room, so many voices coming at me from so many different directions. On those evenings, for the space of two or three hours, I have felt that the entire population of America has walked into my house. I didn’t hear America singing. I heard it telling stories.

         Yes, a number of rants and diatribes have been sent in by deranged people, but far fewer than I would have predicted. I have been exposed to groundbreaking revelations about the Kennedy assassination, subjected to several complex exegeses that link current events to verses from Scripture, and made privy to information pertaining to lawsuits against half a dozen corporations and government agencies. Some people have gone out of their way to provoke me and turn my stomach. Just last week, I received a submission from a man who signed his story “Cerberus” and gave his return address as “The Underworld 66666.” In the story, he told about his days in Vietnam as a marine, ending with an account of how he and the other men in his company had roasted a stolen Vietnamese baby and eaten it around a campfire. He made it sound as though he were proud of what he had done. For all I know, the story could be true. But that doesn’t mean I have any interest in presenting it on the radio.

         On the other hand, some of the pieces from disturbed people have contained startling and arresting passages. Last fall, when the project was just getting under way, one came in from another Vietnam vet, a man serving a life sentence for murder in a penitentiary somewhere in the Midwest. He enclosed a handwritten affidavit that recounted the muddled story of how he came to commit his crime, and the last sentence of the document read, “I have never been perfect, but I am real.” In some sense, that statement could stand as the credo of the National  Story  Project,  the very principle behind this book. We have never been perfect, but we are real.

         
            *

         

         Of the four thousand stories I have read, most have been compelling enough to hold me until the last word. Most have been written with simple, straightforward conviction, and most have done honor to the people who sent them in. We all have inner lives. We all feel that we are part of the world and yet exiled from it. We all burn with the fires of our own existence. Words are needed to express what is in us, and again and again contributors have thanked me for giving them the chance to tell their stories, for “allowing the people to be heard.” What the people have said is often astonishing. More than ever, I have come to appreciate how deeply and passionately most of us live within ourselves. Our attachments are ferocious. Our loves overwhelm us, define us, obliterate the boundaries between ourselves and others. Fully a third of the stories I have read are about families: parents and children, children and parents, husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, grandparents. For most of us, those are the people who fill up our world, and in story after story, both the dark ones and the humorous ones, I have been impressed by how clearly and forcefully these connections have been articulated.

         A few high-school students sent in stories about hitting home runs and winning medals at track meets, but it was the rare adult who took advantage of the occasion to brag about his accomplishments. Hilarious blunders, wrenching coincidences, brushes with death, miraculous encounters, improbable ironies, premonitions, sorrows, pains, dreams—these were the subjects the contributors chose to write about. I learned that I am not alone in my belief that the more we understand of the world, the more elusive and confounding the world becomes. As one early contributor so eloquently put it, “I am left without an adequate definition of reality.” If you aren’t certain about things, if your mind is still open enough to question what you are seeing, you tend to look at the world with great care, and out of that watchfulness comes the possibility of seeing something that no one else has seen before. You have to be willing to admit that you don’t have all the answers. If you think you do, you will never have anything important to say.

         Incredible plots, unlikely turns, events that refuse to obey the laws of common sense. More often than not, our lives resemble the stuff of eighteenth-century novels. Just today, another batch of e-mails from NPR arrived at my door, and among the new submissions was this story from a woman who lives in San Diego, California. I quote from it not because it is unusual, but simply because it is the freshest piece of evidence at hand:

         
            I was adopted from an orphanage at the age of eight months. Less than a year later, my adoptive father died suddenly. I was raised by my widowed mother with three older adopted brothers. When you are adopted, there is a natural curiosity to know your birth family. By the time I was married and in my late twenties, I decided to start looking.

            I had been raised in Iowa, and sure enough, after a two-year search, I located my birth mother in Des Moines. We met and went to dinner. I asked her who my birth father was, and she gave me his name. I asked where he lived, and she said “San Diego,” which was where I had been living for the last five years. I had moved to San Diego not knowing a soul—just knowing I wanted to be there.

            It ended up that I worked in the building next door to where my father worked. We often ate lunch at the same restaurant. We never told his wife of my existence, as I didn’t really want to disrupt his life. He had always been a bit of a gadabout, however, and he always had a girlfriend on the side. He and his last girlfriend were “together” for fifteen-plus years, and she remained the source of my information about him.

            Five years ago, my birth mother was dying of cancer in Iowa. Simultaneously, I received a call from my father’s paramour that he had died of heart complications. I called my biological mother in the hospital in Iowa and told her of his death. She died that night. I received word that both of their funerals were held on the following Saturday at exactly the same hour—his at 11 A.M. in California and hers at 1 P.M. in Iowa.

         

         After three or four months, I sensed that a book was going to be necessary to do justice to the project. Too many good stories were coming in, and it wasn’t possible for me to present more than a fraction of the worthy submissions on the radio. Many of them were too long for the format we had established, and the ephemeral nature of the broadcasts (a lone, disembodied voice floating across the American airwaves for eighteen or twenty minutes every month) made me want to collect the most memorable ones and preserve them in written form. Radio is a powerful tool, and NPR reaches into almost every corner of the country, but you can’t hold the words in your hands. A book is tangible, and once you put it down, you can return to the place where you left it and pick it up again.

         This anthology contains 179 pieces—what I consider to be the best of the approximately four thousand works that have come in during the past year. But it is also a representative selection, a miniaturized version of the National  Story  Project as a whole. For every story about a dream or an animal or a missing object to be found in these pages, there were dozens of others that were submitted, dozens of others that could have been chosen. The book begins with a six-sentence tale about a chicken (the first story I read on the air last November) and ends with a wistful meditation on the role that radio plays in our lives. The author of that last piece, Ameni Rozsa, was moved to write her story while listening to one of the National  Story  Project  broadcasts. I had been hoping to capture bits and fragments of American reality, but it had never occurred to me that the project itself could become a part of that reality, too.

         This book has been written by people of all ages and from all walks of life. Among them are a postman, a merchant seaman, a trolley-bus driver, a gas-and-electric-meter reader, a restorer of player pianos, a crime-scene cleaner, a musician, a businessman, two priests, an inmate at a state correctional facility, several doctors, and assorted housewives, farmers, and ex-servicemen. The youngest contributor is barely twenty; the oldest is pushing ninety. Half of the writers are women; half are men. They live in cities, suburbs, and in rural areas, and they come from forty-two different states. In making my choices, I never once gave a thought to demographic balance. I selected the stories solely on the basis of merit: for their humanity, for their truth, for their charm. The numbers just fell out that way, and the results were determined by blind chance.

         In an attempt to make some order out of this chaos of voices and contrasting styles, I have broken the stories into ten different categories. The section titles speak for themselves, but except for the fourth section, “Slapstick,” which is made up entirely of comic stories, there is a wide range of material within each of the categories. Their contents run the gamut from farce to tragic drama, and for every act of cruelty and violence that one encounters in them, there is a countervailing act of kindness or generosity or love. The stories go back and forth, up and down, in and out, and after a while your head starts to spin. Turn the page from one contributor to the next and you are confronted by an entirely different person, an entirely different set of circumstances, an entirely different worldview. But difference is what this book is all about. There is some elegant and sophisticated writing in it, but there is also much that is crude and awkward. Only a small portion of it resembles anything that could qualify as “literature.” It is something else, something raw and close to the bone, and whatever skills these authors might lack, most of their stories are unforgettable. It is difficult for me to imagine that anyone could read through this book from beginning to end without once shedding a tear, without once laughing out loud.

         If I had to define what these stories were, I would call them dispatches, reports from the front lines of personal experience. They are about the private worlds of individual Americans, yet again and again one sees the inescapable marks of history on them, the intricate ways in which individual destinies are shaped by society at large. Some of the older contributors, looking back on events from their childhood and youth, are necessarily writing about the Depression and World War II. Other contributors, born in the middle of the century, continue to be haunted by the effects of the war in Vietnam. That conflict ended twenty-five years ago, and yet it lives on in us as a recurrent nightmare, a great wound in the national soul. Still other contributors, from several different generations, have written stories about the disease of American racism. This scourge has been with us for more than 350 years, and no matter how hard we struggle to eradicate it from our midst, a cure has yet to be found.

         Other stories touch on AIDS, alcoholism, drug abuse, pornography, and guns. Social forces are forever impinging on the lives of these people, but not one of their stories sets out to document society per se. We know that Janet Zupan’s father died in a prison camp in Vietnam in 1967, but that is not what her story is about. With a remarkable eye for visual detail, she tracks a single afternoon in the Mojave Desert as her father chases after his stubborn and recalcitrant horse, and knowing what we do about what will happen to her father just two years later, we read her account as a kind of memorial to him. Not a word about the war, and yet by indirection and an almost painterly focus on the moment before her, we sense that an entire era of American history is passing in front of our eyes.

         Stan Benkoski’s father’s laugh. The slap to Carol Sherman-Jones’s face. Little Mary Grace Dembeck dragging a Christmas tree through the streets of Brooklyn. John Keith’s mother’s missing wedding ring. John Flannelly’s fingers stuck in the holes of a stainless-steel heating grate. Mel Singer wrestled to the floor by his own coat. Anna Thorson at the barn dance. Edith Riemer’s bicycle. Marie Johnson watching a movie shot in the house where she lived as a girl. Ludlow Perry’s encounter with the legless man. Catherine Austin Alexander looking out her window on West Seventy-fourth Street. Juliana C. Nash’s walk through the snow. Dede Ryan’s philosophical martini. Carolyn Brasher’s regrets. Mary McCallum’s father’s dream. Earl Roberts’s collar button. One by one, these stories leave a lasting impression on the mind. Even after you have read through all fifteen dozen of them, they continue to stay with you, and you find yourself remembering them in the same way that you remember a trenchant parable or a good joke. The images are clear, dense, and yet somehow weightless. And each one is small enough to fit inside your pocket. Like the snapshots we carry around of our own families.

         Paul Auster
 October 3, 2000
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            The Chicken

         

         As I was walking down Stanton Street early one Sunday morning, I saw a chicken a few yards ahead of me. I was walking faster than the chicken, so I gradually caught up. By the time we approached Eighteenth Avenue, I was close behind. The chicken turned south on Eighteenth. At the fourth house along, it turned in at the walk, hopped up the front steps, and rapped sharply on the metal storm door with its beak. After a moment, the door opened and the chicken went in.

         Linda Elegant
 Portland,  Oregon

      

   


   
      

         
            Rascal

         

         The resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s was a phenomenon nobody has fully explained. Suddenly Midwestern towns found themselves in the grip of this secret order, which aimed to eliminate Negroes and Jews from society. For towns like Broken Bow, Nebraska, which only had two Negro families and one Jew, the targets were the Catholics. Klansmen whispered that the pope was preparing a takeover of America, the church basements were arsenals, and priests and nuns had orgies after mass. Now that World War I was over and the Huns had been defeated, there was a new focus for men who needed somebody to hate. The astonishing thing was the number of such people.

         In Broken Bow and Custer County, scores were lured by the mystique of the secret, masculine society that appealed to the “Us vs. Them” urge that seems universal among men. Two of the people who held out against them were the local bankers: John Richardson and my father, Y. B. Huffman. When a Klan phone call warned them to boycott the Catholics, they defied it. Inasmuch as both banks resisted, that Klan effort was frustrated, but my mother, Martha, paid for it when the school board election came around. She was decisively defeated by slanderous gossip that she was carrying on an affair with the leading druggist.

         Came the time for the annual parade of the Ku Klux Klan around the town square. They always chose a summer Saturday when the town was crowded with ranchers and farmers. Clad in white robes and conical caps and masks with eyeholes, they strode forth to remind the citizenry of their dignity and their power, led by the powerful but anonymous figure of the grand kleagle. The curb was lined with people speculating about the marchers and whispering about their mysterious powers.

         Then there came bounding out of an alley a small white dog with black spots. Now, just as the folks in Broken Bow knew everybody in town, they also knew the dogs, at least the prominent ones. Our German shepherd, Hidda, and Art Melville’s retriever were famous personages.

         The spotted dog ran joyously up to the grand kleagle and jumped up on him, clamoring for a pat on the head from that beloved hand. “Rascal,” the word started around. “That’s Doc Jensen’s dog, Rascal.” Meanwhile, the majestic grand kleagle was thrashing his long legs through the robe trying to kick away what was obviously his own dog. “Home,  Rascal, home!”

         Now the word was running along the curb ahead of the procession. People weren’t whispering, they were talking out loud to show how knowledgeable they were. Elbows nudged fellow watchers, snickers moved along the lines like rustling leaves before an errant gust of wind. Then Doc Jensen’s boy appeared and called off the dog. “Here Rascal! Here Rascal!”

         That broke the tension. Somebody took up the cry, “Here Rascal!” That was when the snickers turned into guffaws, and a great gale of laughter swept around the town square. Doc Jensen stopped kicking his dog and resumed his stately march, but the spectators were having none of that. “Here Rascal! Here Rascal!”

         So that was the last of the Ku Klux Klan in Broken Bow. Doc Jensen was a fair-to-middling large-animal vet and kept a good practice among the ranchers and the farmers. Maybe they enjoyed calling him for the conversational value with their neighbors, but few teased him. Once in a while some smart-ass kid would see Doc Jensen driving by and holler, “Here Rascal!”

         And the small white dog with black spots was kept close to home after that.

         Yale Huffman
 Denver,  Colorado

      

   


   
      

         
            The Yellow Butterfly

         

         In the Philippines, the tradition was to begin the rites of Holy Communion in the second grade. Every Saturday, we had to go to school to rehearse how to walk, how to carry the candle, where to sit, how to kneel, and how to stick out your tongue to accept the Body of Christ.

         One Saturday my mother and uncle picked me up from practice in a yellow Volkswagen Beetle. As I slid into the backseat, my uncle attempted to start the car. It gave several dry coughs, and then the engine stopped turning over. My uncle sat in silent frustration, and my mother turned around and asked me what we should do. I was eight years old, and without hesitation I told her that we had to wait for a yellow butterfly to touch the car before it would work again. I don’t know whether my mother believed me or not. She only smiled, and then she turned back to my uncle to discuss what to do next. He got out of the car and told her that he was going to the nearest gas station for help. I fell in and out of sleep, but I was awake when my uncle returned from the gas station. I remember him carrying a container of gas, filling up the car, the car not starting, and him tinkering some more, and still the car wouldn’t start. My mother then got out of the car and hailed a cab. A yellow cab stopped. Instead of taking us home, the driver looked at our predicament and suggested that my uncle squirt some gas on the engine. This seemed to do the trick, and after thanking this Good Samaritan, my uncle turned the ignition and the car started right away.

         I began falling back to sleep. Half a block later, my mother woke me up. She was all excited, and her voice was full of wonder. When I opened my eyes, I turned to where she was pointing. Fluttering around the rear-view mirror was a tiny yellow butterfly.

         Simonette Jackson
 Canoga  Park,  California

      

   


   
      

         
            Python

         

         Vic bought the python after a very bad week at the halfway house. His clients were flipping. Mellow Marty brought in some street drugs, which was a definite no-no. Then the Midget went ballistic, grabbed one of the wussy college volunteers, and held her captive for two hours. When the Midget nearly choked the college girl, Vic tackled him and got him to the hospital. The buck stopped with Vic, Manager, Big Nurse—mess after mess piled up on his shoulders.

         To make things worse, the media were waging a war against privately run mental-health facilities. On the six o’clock news, Vic defended the corporation’s McLoony approach to group homes. He believed that private houses were a big improvement over gray-brick institutions, that patients were better off living in the community than being warehoused behind barred windows. Why shouldn’t the folks who did all this good work make a profit? After shooting his mouth off, Vic felt a powerful need for a relaxing distraction.

         His wife, Carrie, had insisted that snakes were her limit, but with her day job teaching and her nighttime gigs playing saxophone, she was out a lot. Besides, she and the girls had really dug it when he’d brought the iguanas home. Zoloft, the silvery one, posed all day in her floor-to-ceiling glass cage in the middle of the dining room. At dinner, Vic felt calmed by her blinking yellow eye. Prozac, the pink one, had his own plywood box in the kids’ room. When Sherry, their four-year-old, got down on her hands to push kale and lettuce leaves into Prozac’s lair, Vic kept a close eye on her. Iguanas had sharp claws, and he’d been scratched pretty badly himself.

         Vic read all about pet therapy and the calming effect dogs and cats could have on old people. Though the snake was his own particular therapy, he could claim it as a job-related expense. Maybe that would convince Carrie. He took the girls along to shop for snakes; then he enlisted them in his campaign.

         “Mom, it’s so cool,” Ella, the older one, begged.

         “He can keep Prozac company,” Sherry said.

         “What does it eat?” Carrie wondered. Vic could see her softening.

         “No problem,” Vic said. “He eats rats and rabbits, but I can get them at the reptile supply store. You won’t have to look at them.”

         “Please, Mom,” the girls said in unison.

         Carrie agreed—she was cool. Vic never complained about her music gigs. Why should his hobby bother her? Just wait until she saw how beautiful the python was—that thick, leathery skin with its gorgeous diamond pattern. She’d have to agree it would be the best piece of art they’d ever owned.

         Vic named the python Jung. He considered calling him Freud, but that was a bit over the top. The first time he took Jung out of the cage and draped the fat serpent around his neck, Carrie and the girls were dazzled. He let them touch the hard, scaly skin. They loved watching the little tongue—it flickered and shimmered, a thin flame, moving so fast it almost seemed like a mirage. Vic felt the snake’s power, its danger, yet he could control him. Compared to a houseful of schizophrenics, the python was a breeze.

         He knew it would be a hassle getting Jung out of the cage and into a carrying case, but he needed something different at work. At the home, Vic carefully balanced Jung on his shoulders. Silence descended on the noisy common room as the eight schizophrenics sat transfixed. Slowly, Vic circled, letting anyone who was brave enough touch the python’s skin. Mellow Marty’s grin seemed to stretch all the way to the Midget’s pudgy face. Better than drugs, better than group; their attention didn’t waver. Vic felt the powerful beast wrap itself more tightly around him. He held out his arms, letting Jung uncoil. Scales glittering, the python seemed to enjoy his performance. Slithering from Vic’s shoulders, he wound himself around his owner’s broad chest. As the crazies watched in awed silence, Jung coiled his way down Vic’s torso, trapping him in an astonishing embrace.

         Judith Beth Cohen
 North  Weymouth,  Massachusetts

      

   


   
      

         
            Pooh

         

         In my hippie days thirty years ago, I took on the ownership of a dim white German shepherd, the former pet of a married couple moving to a no-pets condo in Aspen, Colorado. I was living in Leadville, a rough mining town ten thousand feet up in the mountains.

         I was two people, as many wage-earning hippies were. One of me lived for free as the caretaker of a house in downtown Leadville and worked as a reliable medical transcriptionist at the hospital. The other me lived in the endless pine woods, sharing a two-story converted garage with Pooh and Jak, an energetic six-foot-three Dutch-Korean speed-freak gunsmith with long black hair tied in a ponytail. The wage-earning Jak was a reliable machinist who possessed a presidential commendation letter for machining components used in a moon lander.

         Like most of the pets that lived outside of town, Pooh roamed freely in the woods and checked in at home base more and more infrequently as winter turned into spring. We saw that she was pregnant, but then she was off and away. Next, we received a complaint from some neighbors that Pooh had given birth under their trailer. Thirteen puppies! We brought the dogs back home. Dim little Pooh became a pretty good mom.

         One morning, just as I was starting work at the hospital, the sheriff called. Pooh had moved her pups back to the neighbors’; they’d called out animal control, and could I please come to the sheriff’s office and do the paperwork to get my dogs out of the pound? My motherly boss, a stout Oklahoman named Lahoma, allowed as how usually I was not a troublesome girl and gave me an early coffee break. I tore downtown. To my horror, there was a release fee of ten dollars per dog. One hundred and forty dollars! It might as well have been a thousand. I raised a huge stink, to no avail, and stomped out.

         Up the revolution! I was a wolf in sheep’s clothing! I rushed to my “town house,” grabbed implements of destruction and a big clothes basket, and headed out to the dog pound. Astonishingly, at ten in the morning the runs were unlocked and unguarded. I heaped the pups into the basket, threw Pooh in after them, and drove hell-for-leather up the mountain pass. A mile out of town, I decanted everybody by the river and drove back to work.

         About an hour later, the phone rang. It was Jak. The puppies and Pooh were missing! The sheriff’s office was mortified! An all-county alert had been issued for the dog-nappers!

         At lunchtime I joined the law and Jak at the pound. Jak went satisfactorily berserk, so much so that I took him aside and filled him in before he could organize a lynch mob. He wasn’t much of an actor, so we decided that I would live in town for a while, leaving him in the dark about developments to preserve his innocent relationship as a good drinking buddy of the sheriff and his deputies. Not that he wasn’t extremely proud of me. But I was a criminal now, and on my own.

         After work I drove to a neighboring town to buy a big bag of Purina. In the cold night, under a big moon, I took food to Pooh by the river. And every night I visited the dog family. Here would come proud Pooh, looking like a white wolf. And after her, flowing toward me in the moonlight, stumbling a bit over the willow roots, came her thirteen beautiful, sturdy puppies, eager to be cuddled. It was one of the most magical times of my life.

         Then, one night, nobody came to meet me. The dogs were gone. I had no way to investigate, and the only thing I could do was wait at the town grapevine.

         When Pooh’s puppies were given out for adoption from the sheriff’s office, wasn’t it strange that nobody phoned to let us know that they had been found?

         A few weeks later, Jak got into a bar fight when one of the deputies got to boasting about how he shot himself some white bitch that was guarding her pups so ferociously he couldn’t get near them.

         Patricia L. Lambert
 Eugene,  Oregon

      

   


   
      

         
            New York Stray

         

         In one of my moments of despair following my husband’s death, I decided to go to a play, hoping that a night at the theater would lift my spirits. I lived in the East Village, and the theater was on Thirty-fourth Street. I decided to walk. Within five minutes, a mongrel dog started to follow me. It did all the things that a dog normally does with its owner—exploring some distance away and then running back to check on its companion. I became intrigued by the animal and stooped to pet it, but it scampered away. Some passers-by also seemed taken with the dog and tried to coax it to come to them, but it ignored them. I bought an ice-cream cone and offered some to the dog, but it still wouldn’t come near me. As I approached the theater, I wondered what would become of the dog. Just before I entered, it finally approached me and looked me full in the face—and I saw the compassionate eyes of my husband.

         Edith S. Marks
 New  York,  New  York

      

   


   
      

         
            Pork Chop

         

         Early in my career as a crime-scene cleaner, I was sent to the house of a woman living in Crown Point, Indiana, about two hours from where I lived.

         When I arrived, Mrs. Everson opened the door, and I could immediately smell the scent of blood and other tissues emanating from the house. This told me that there was a real mess inside. A rather large German shepherd followed Mrs. Everson everywhere she went.

         Mrs. Everson told me how she had come home to find the house silent, even though her aging and quite sick father-in-law was living there. Her German shepherd sniffed me with the curiosity usually shown by a large carnivore.

         The basement light had been on, so she knew he must be down there. She found him sitting slumped in a chair. He had stuck a twelve-gauge shotgun in his mouth and pulled the trigger, removing most of his head and splattering brains, bone, and blood all over the finished basement.

         I went down there for just a quick look and knew I would have to put on a Tyvek suit. More to keep blood off of my clothes than for protection against anything in the blood.

         “Wow, what a mess,” I thought to myself. In spite of my best efforts, I was soon covered from head to toe with blood. No matter how long I do this work, I still find it to be gross and disgusting. I guess that’s a good sign.

         I made several trips to my truck with contaminated items from the basement: ceiling panels, odd pieces of clothing, parts of the chair the old guy had been sitting in. I noticed that the curious dog was beginning to follow me around with increased interest.

         I have learned that it’s often better to say nothing than to say something really awkward during someone’s time of grief. But this lady was sitting at the kitchen table with her head down, sobbing as though she had never cried before in her life. I felt that I had to say something to ease the tension. Her dog was still following me around the house while I worked, so I thought I would use that to break the ice. I said, “Ya know, Mrs. Everson? This must be the friendliest dog I’ve ever seen.”

         Suddenly, as if a cold glass of water had been dumped on her head, Mrs. Everson sat straight up, looked at me as if I were stupid, and said, “Well hell!… Ya smell just like a pork chop!”

         Eric Wynn
 Warsaw,  Indiana

      

   


   
      

         
            B

         

         As a girl of fifteen, I was introduced to a dog whose breed was quite rare in this country. There was a remarkable chemistry between us. He had a strong personality and a strong name to go with it, a single syllable beginning with the letter B. I visited B every day after school. When I went off to college and left the dog behind, I missed him terribly. Ten years later, I contacted a breeder and inquired about a puppy like B. I was told that a single-parent household in New York City was no place for such a noble puppy. They refused to sell me one.

         I registered with the SPCA and left the next day on a business trip to another country. There a friend took me to spend a weekend at his mother’s country house. She had wanted to meet me. A place was always set for her at mealtime, but the woman never showed up. On Sunday, driving down a wooded lane on our way back to the city, we came upon a very tall, austere woman flanked by two of the biggest, quietest retrievers I had ever seen. My friend introduced me to his mother. I didn’t get out of the car, and she only said a word or two to me. As I watched her speaking, giving no excuse for her conspicuous absence, I was struck by a feeling I had not felt since my school days with B. There seemed to be the same inexplicable kinship between the woman and the two dogs standing beside her. We said a brief good-bye and drove on.

         Back in New York one morning about two weeks later, I got a call from the SPCA. There was a large-breed puppy for adoption. They had given up on me because I had not answered any of their previous calls during the time I was out of the country. This call was a database glitch. But the puppy did exist; I called in sick at work, got a taxi, and went straight to the SPCA on Ninety-second Street by the East River. I was taken to a small cage in a small room in a vast maze of kennels three levels high. Lying there listlessly on ground level was a black puppy. Except for the fact that he was emaciated, he looked exactly like B. I opened the door, crouched low, and tried everything I could to get the puppy to come to me. The stern, emotionless orderly assured me I did not want this puppy. He was obviously too willful. I stood up and turned to leave. But then for some reason the word “Ben” came to mind. I said the name aloud and stopped in my tracks. When I turned around, the puppy bounded out of the cage, jumped up, put his paws around my neck, licked my face, and peed all down my front. Against the protestations of the orderly, I adopted the retriever puppy called Ben.

         Both of us were exhausted when we arrived at my apartment late that night. When I opened the door, a blue air-mail envelope, apparently misdelivered, was lying on the threshold. The puppy froze, fixed on the envelope, and would not enter my apartment until I had picked it up. He sat and looked at me as I read the letter. It was from my friend’s mother, the one who lived abroad. She apologized for writing, since we hardly knew each other. She had gotten my address from her son. For some reason, she wrote, she felt that it was important to tell me that her dog, Ben, the one I had met on the wooded lane, had died suddenly. She just wanted me to know. She asked, in closing, if I had found the puppy I had been looking for.

         Suzanne Stroh
 Middleburg,  Virginia

      

   


   
      

         
            Two Loves

         

         In October 1977 I was twelve years old and nuts for both baseball and Colby (our swaggering, sophisticated black cat). One afternoon, those two loves collided eerily.

         Having tired of pitching tennis balls against the wall behind our driveway, I hoisted my Wiffle bat and began driving my four or five Spaldings back and forth across the yard. One by one, the balls became snared in the limbs of an old pear tree. Soon I was down to one surviving tennis ball—which finally surrendered to the same fate. At this point, I was very dismayed. I knew I couldn’t quite climb that tree. I began heaving my Jim O’Toole-model glove at the balls. The glove got stuck. I resorted to chucking my flimsy bat at the balls. The bat got stuck. Before I had a chance to lose my sneakers, Colby swayed upon the scene. He sat briefly, head cocked, studying my helplessness. My hero then resolutely scaled the tree, expertly negotiating its far reaches to locate and deftly swat at each hostage sporting good. Moments later, the last one successfully tumbled into my disbelieving grasp.

         Will Coffey
 North  Riverside, Illinois

      

   


   
      

         
            Rabbit Story

         

         A couple of years ago, I went to visit a friend, carrying a new CD I thought we’d enjoy listening to together. I perched myself on a wooden chair in her living room, scrupulously avoiding contact with the cat lounging on the far-comfier couch.

         After the music had been playing awhile, I spotted out of the corner of my eye a second cat creeping down the stairs. I made a mildly disapproving remark, the kind you might expect from someone with an allergy.

         “But that’s not a cat,” my friend corrected me. “It’s my daughter’s rabbit.”

         I remembered something I had once heard. I asked her, “Aren’t rabbits inclined, if you let them roam around the house unsupervised, to bite into electrical cords—and then … ?”

         “Yes,” she said. “You have to keep an eye out.”

         That’s when I made my little joke. I told her that if she ever found herself with a zapped rabbit, she should call me right away. I’d come over and take it home and cook it for supper. We had a good laugh about that.

         The rabbit wandered away. Shortly afterward my friend left the room in search of a pencil. Moments later, she reappeared with a spooky look on her face. I asked what was wrong, and she told me that the rabbit had just bitten into a lamp cord and electrocuted itself—exactly as I had described it. She had reached the scene just in time to see it kick its legs and die.

         I ran to the next room to view the evidence for myself. There lay the inert animal, its two front teeth still sunk in the brown cord. Every few seconds the teeth were bridged by a tiny arc of electricity.

         My friend and I looked at each other, a little giddy and disoriented. We weren’t sure whether to be entertained by the situation or unnerved. When something finally had to be done, I grabbed a broom and knocked the slowly cooking rabbit clear of the cord.

         For another little while we simply stood there and gawked at the corpse. Then my friend spoke up. Something had occurred to her.

         “Do you realize,” she said, “that you could have wished for anything?”

         “What do you mean?” I asked.

         “Back when you mentioned taking the rabbit home and cooking it for supper,” she said, “back when you suggested that possibility. You could just as easily have wished for a million dollars, or anything else you wanted. And that’s just what you would have gotten. It was that kind of moment, a moment in which any wish would have been granted.”

         There has never been any doubt in my mind that she was absolutely right.

         Barry Foy
 Seattle,  Washington

      

   


   
      

         
            Carolina

         

         When I was working in rural Honduras as a Peace Corps volunteer, the government sent a crew of surveyors to my village to map out the best path for laying down an electrical line. One of the men, Pablo, became obsessively infatuated with me. The feelings were far from mutual, not least because he was pathetically drunk whenever I saw him. He followed me everywhere, banged on my door, and asked the neighbors where the gringa was when he couldn’t find me. Pablo then decided to carry positive thinking to the extreme. He announced that we were getting married on Sunday and invited everyone to our wedding, laying out the best food anyone in the area had ever seen. Unfortunately, nobody came to the big bash, not even the bride.

         He then noticed that I confided in my mule, Carolina, who came trotting over to see me whenever I went out to her pasture. She nuzzled up to me as I poured out my troubles into her huge, sympathetic ears. Pablo decided to capture my heart by using the mule as an intermediary.

         The problem with his strategy was that Carolina absolutely detested drunks. She stomped her feet and snorted whenever she smelled alcohol. Pablo was too drunk to get the hint. He approached her, and she tried to walk away from him. When he cornered her, she kicked him and knocked him to the ground. He pulled himself up, staggered back to the mule, and was promptly back on the ground again. He didn’t give up until he was bruised from head to toe.

         The next day, Pablo deluded himself into thinking that Carolina was dead, even as he stood outside the pasture where she was contentedly eating grass. He tried to recruit everyone who walked by to bring their shovels to help bury the mule because I was too distraught over her death to do it alone. He scolded everyone who refused to help, saying they were lazy and lacked compassion for me, especially since I was working so hard to help the children of the area.

         Several friends then came to my house to let me know that the rumors of Carolina’s death were greatly exaggerated. She looked healthy and peaceful in spite of what Pablo was saying. I decided to move her to another pasture so he couldn’t hurt the mule or be hurt himself any more than he already had been. When I got there, he was passed out on the ground and never saw me take her.

         A few days later, I was riding Carolina down a mountain path and met Pablo, who looked relatively sober but very perplexed. I exclaimed, “Mire! Se resucito!” (Look, she came back from the dead!)

         Pablo turned white as a ghost and muttered “Dios mio!” (My God!) He turned and ran away as fast as he could, never to return.

         Kelly O’Neill
 Lock  Haven,  Pennsylvania

      

   


   
      

         
            Andy and the Snake

         

         Andy was fascinated by animals. Every day he told us about snakes, dogs, and cats. He spoke with the passion of an animal-rights activist and, frankly, with the twisted love of a stalker.

         He read me a story from his journal. He said it was a true story from his own past. He had been living in a new neighborhood in what had recently been country and near wilderness in Texas. He was about fourteen and had no friends, except for his little brother, who wasn’t a friend so much as a punching bag. From living with Andy and listening to his stories, I’m sure his brother ran whenever Andy came near. It was a little before he became a drug addict, and his brother wasn’t around to receive his attentions and divert his boredom. Andy went for a walk out past the new neighborhood and into what natural land was left.

         This was an area where the dirt on the ground was thin. You could kick the topsoil off with the toe of your boot. Underneath, you’d find rock. The dirt couldn’t support much growth, but the weeds didn’t care. They grew tall and deep. There was a stream running through the area, which was diverted into a large underground pipe close to the neighborhood. The banks of the stream were deep, and when it rained the stream became a forceful and dangerous river. Andy and all the kids in the neighborhood were told every day to stay away from the area. Since he was bored, Andy went right to it. On his way, he saw a huge snake that must have been at least six feet long. It slithered along the bank of the stream, in and out of the weeds. It glowed and shined when the sun struck it. Its scales were like armor that held all colors and released them at the speed of light, but one at a time. Andy couldn’t bring himself to stop looking at it. He thought the snake had been given to him as a special present from God. He followed it until it went down the bank of the stream. The bank was shale, crumbly and dangerous. It was dotted with potholes and caves. Clumps of weeds grew from the sides. Andy stood there and watched the snake. It had stopped. Even still, though, it glittered, glowed, and shined.

         Andy was in a trance, a state he wouldn’t reach again until he started shooting cocaine into his bloodstream, mixing it with just the right amount of LSD. He didn’t hear the cars come up behind him. He didn’t move until a rock hit him.

         “Hey!” he said. “What the fuck are you doing?” He turned and saw a group of about five guys and three girls, none of whom looked to be over twenty. He thought he recognized some of them from school.

         “Who’s saying ‘fuck’?” said one guy, who was also looking bored. Andy could smell the need for blood excitement on that guy, too, but he was cautious. “I did,” said Andy. Then he immediately said, “There’s a snake over there so big I bet you’d never touch it.” Everyone immediately looked to where the snake was. The guy said, “What the fuck you talkin’ about? I don’t need to touch it to kill it.” Then he went to a car and brought out a little pistol. He took aim and shot at the snake. He missed, but shale splinters went everywhere. The snake slithered down the sides of the bank and into a cave.

         The guy said, “What snake?” and then turned to look at Andy, with the pistol still in his hand. “You got another snake I can shoot?” he asked. Andy said, “No. But I can get you that snake.” All the guys started to laugh and call him names. No one could get down the bank—except a snake. Andy said, “If I get down there and get the snake, you gotta give me your gun.” The guy said, “No way, man.” Andy said, “You scared I can do it?” In front of his group, the guy said, “Okay. Go for it. You get that snake and bring it up here and you can have my gun.”

         Andy had no fear. Or, if he did have it, he never let it stand in his way with stuff like this. He walked to the edge of the bank and slid down to the cave where he had seen the snake go. The angle was so steep, the guys and girls on the bank could hardly see him. They kept yelling at him, “Stupid,” “Dumb fuck‚” “Chicken.” Andy said nothing. Knowing him now, I’m sure he had this intense, death-grip smile on his face.

         He slowed down as he got to the cave. He went around it carefully. Then he leaned into the bank and slowly crawled up to the entrance. The cave was huge. If the sun hadn’t been rising, no one would have seen the cave, let alone have seen inside it. But Andy saw inside it. He saw the snake, just beyond the entrance. He saw it shimmering and glittering in the sun against the background of the unseen cave walls. He saw the snake move its mouth as though it were yawning. He saw its green eyes stare at nothing. He saw it and then he grabbed it and then he killed it by smashing its head on the rock floor of the cave.

         He had stopped hearing the cries of the kids up on the road, but now he heard them again. One insistent cry of “Hey man!” kept coming through. He yelled back, “I’m on my way up.” New questions were yelled at him: “Did you get it?” which were answered by others: “No way, man. No way could he get that snake.” The gun guy said, “He’s chicken and stupid anyway.” Andy said nothing as he crawled up the bank. He needed both hands, so he wrapped the dead snake around his neck as he inched up the shale on all fours, cutting the palms of his hands and the tops of his knees. He started sweating and wiped the sweat from his forehead with one bloody hand and then the other. He got to the overhang of the bank and stopped. No one could see him. He got his breath and then slung one leg over the overhang and pushed himself up with the other.

         The guys and girls were startled. No one said anything, but Andy grinned. The gun guy was still holding his gun, but he dropped his jaw. The girls all looked at him as if he were more than just an attractive nuisance. The gun guy said, “Well, that’s cool, man, but you ain’t getting my gun.” Andy said, “You promised.” “Promises to nuts don’t count.” Andy walked up to the guy and said, “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” The guy backed up a step or two and started to raise his gun. “Get away from me, man.” Andy said nothing, but he kept walking toward him. As he did, he unwrapped the dead snake, now colored only gray but still huge, and tossed it at the gun guy. The gun guy threw up his hands to keep it away and fell backward with the snake on him. Andy leaned over, picked up the gun, and said, “You can keep the snake, man. It’s no good now anyway.” The other guys and girls laughed. The gun guy stood up and said, “Hey, give me my gun back.” Andy said, “My gun. You got a snake. Shoot it.” The gun guy was ready to start a fight, but Andy got that look again that made his own brother run from him. Another guy, a big guy, said, “Cool it. You promised him your gun for the snake and he delivered.” He then looked at Andy and said, “See you around, man.” They all got in their cars and left. One girl looked back through the rear window. She smiled and waved. Andy walked home with the gun in his hand, the grin still on his face.

         Ron Fabian
 Parma,  Michigan

      

   


   
      

         
            Blue Skies

         

         In 1956 Phoenix, Arizona, was a city with boundless blue skies. One day as I walked around the house with my sister Kathy’s new parakeet on my finger, I had the notion to show Perky what the sky looked like. Maybe he could make a little bird friend out there. I took him into the backyard, and then, to my horror, Perky flew off. The enormous, relentless sky swallowed up my sister’s blue treasure, and suddenly he was gone, clipped wings and all.

         Kathy managed to forgive me. With fake optimism, she even tried to reassure me that Perky would find a new home. But I was far too canny to believe that such a thing was possible. I was inconsolable. Time passed. Eventually, my great remorse took a modest place among the larger things of life, and we all grew up.

         Decades later, I watched my own children growing. We shared their activities, spending soccer Saturdays in folding chairs with the parents of the kids’ friends, the Kissells. The two families went camping around Arizona together. We piled into the van to go on outings to the theater. We became the best of friends. One evening, the game was to tell Great Pet stories. One person claimed to have the oldest living goldfish. Someone else had a psychic dog. Then Barry, the father of the other family, took the floor and announced that the Greatest Pet of All Time was his blue parakeet, Sweetie Pie.

         “The best thing about Sweetie Pie,” he said, “was the way we got him. One day, when I was about eight, out of the clear, blue sky, a little blue parakeet just floated down and landed on my finger.”

         When I was finally able to speak, we examined the amazing evidence. The dates and the locations and the pictures of the bird all matched up. It seems our two families had been connected long before we ever met. Forty years later, I ran to my sister and said, “You were right! Perky lived!”

         Corki Stewart
 Tempe,  Arizona

      

   


   
      

         
            Exposure

         

         My sister and I slowly walked the dirt road home from school. The air was warm like summer and I think we both wanted it to be summer, but it was fall. The aspens had lost their leaves. The deer and elk hunters had come and gone. The mountain valley was quiet once again.

         I was thinking about what our teacher said we should do if there was going to be a bomb. She said we should go outside and crawl into the culvert and be safe under the road. I had looked into the culvert many times and it did look safe, but I never wanted to crawl into it. Our teacher said dirt would stop the radiation.

         On the way home I asked my sister if she thought there would be a bomb. She said, “Not here, but over in Korea probably.”

         I thought of our teacher telling us every morning where the battle lines were while pointing to a map of Korea on the wall. I think she listened to the Durango radio station and then came to school and told us what she had heard.

         When we got home, our dad was getting ready to butcher the steer we had been feeding grain to all summer. He asked if we wanted to help. My sister said no, but I said sure. I think my sister was friends with the steer.

         My dad took his rifle from the pegs on the wall, got a handful of shells from the kitchen drawer, and we walked to the corral where the steer was standing alone. We opened the gate and went into the corral with the steer and then closed the gate so the steer wouldn’t get away. While he loaded the rifle, my dad told me, as he had the last time we butchered, about drawing two imaginary lines from the steer’s ears to his eyes and then shooting the steer where the lines crossed. He said, “That’s where the most critical part of the brain is, and they’re killed instantly without knowing what hit them.”

         The steer was looking at us, and I was glad he didn’t know what was about to happen.

         My dad aimed carefully and then fired the gun. To my surprise, the steer only flinched. I think my dad was even more surprised than I was. He said, “I couldn’t have missed,” and then he quickly shot again before the steer moved. But the steer just shook his head. My dad said “damn” and then fired the gun. Again, the steer shook his head, but then I saw that he had thick blood coming from his nose, and he dropped his head very low to the ground. My dad saw it too. He looked really angry, and he took out the handful of shells from his pocket and inspected them and yelled, “Where did these come from?” I looked into his palm, and he told me that the shells were filled with bird shot and were used for scaring away stray dogs, and then he threw the shells into the dirt, handed me the rifle, and left me standing in the middle of the corral, alone with the steer, while he went to get the right shells.

         While my dad was away, the steer looked at me for a while with blood and snot oozing from his nostrils. Then he shook his head once more and began to trot along the corral fence. I kept my eyes on him and soon felt dizzy because I was turning as he ran. Finally my dad returned, and he took the rifle from me and put one shell in, raised the rifle to his shoulder, aimed, turning as the steer trotted, and then yelled loudly, “Hey!” The steer stopped running and we stood there waiting. Then the steer slowly turned his head toward us. His nose was inches from the dirt. His white face was splashed all over with blood and he looked like he knew what was about to happen.

         Michael Oppenheimer
 Lummi  Island,  Washington
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