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      Psalm


      Each morning I wake to a hunger


      not for food at my table or meaningful work


      nor love for my neighbor can staunch.


      Each morning a thirst that cannot be quenched


      by light, by the deepest draught of water.


      That I come to Him at all is through her,


      who is the table who sets herself


      over and over, who is a basket of fishes,


      bread in the mouth,


      a cool pitcher of wine


      tipped


      and pouring.


      —Samuel Green


      Lightning, your presence


      from ground to sky.


      No one knows what becomes of me,


      when you take me so quickly.


      —Rumi


   

      I. At the Center


      [image: art]


      “This is the central bead of the only universe I know.”


      The Center of the Known Universe


      Pattiann Rogers


      It’s exactly here—mark the moment—the tip


      of my breast kissed and held


      in his mouth, now the one clear grain


      around which all goldfish gather to nip


      and feed and fleck their fire, now


      the circling ring where all river


      waters descend, swelling and surging,


      this tight bud in his mouth


      whose petals, thin as light, I feel


      as they loose themselves singly,


      peel away like breath, falling


      by falling, dissolve only to rise again.


      By this falling I understand


      how resurrection is central


      to knowing.


      And this moment is congruent,


      the very same moment where Mother


      often held Father cradled to her breast,


      the same exact moment where Mary nursed


      the Christ child feeding, that bud,


      that mouth pulling. Astral bodies,


      we remember, were drawn into orbit


      around that place. By this I understand


      how event gives order to matter.


      Found nipple nestled in the warmth


      of his nudging mouth, inside the curled


      and sucking funnel of his tongue—


      this is the central bead of the only


      universe I know, the very pin


      around which the open window, the white


      sheet pushed to my knees, the house,


      its dishes and doors and eaves,


      the curlew calling in the fields outside,


      all go whirling. It is the hub where I


      in my own knowing go swinging round,


      eyes closed, head above, head below.


      My toes, my fingertips define


      themselves properly only by measuring


      their circumferences circling this axis.


      God bless the small, central power


      and point of this loving instant


      upon which all angels, forever countless,


      bore and spin and pivot, naked angels


      embracing naked angels, mouths at breasts


      everywhere inside the center of this moment


      holding time and its great wheeling


      lariat fixed and found and knowable.


      
Spending, excerpts

      


      Mary Gordon


      I suppose you want me to tell you what he looks like.


      It’s hard for me to remember looking at him as a person whose body I didn’t know, a person I’d never seen without his clothes

            on. Thinking about his hair right now, what I’m focusing on is what his hair is like as I’m looking down on it when his head’s

            between my legs.


      WE WERE WALKING UP Commercial Street in Province-town. I’d been walking up Commercial Street for years, but this was new. Now I was walking

         with a man with a lot of money. He had his arm around me. No, not his arm, he had his hand on the small of my back, a little

         spot of warmth, delicious.

      


      There’s something about walking down a street with a man who’s selected you, making his preference public and obvious. You

         don’t have to indicate anything, because he’s the one who’s sure he wants you, you’re not sure yet if you’re going to take

         him up on it. You’re walking as a chosen woman. You watch yourself being watched, you’re being watched by him, yet already

         chosen, so you don’t need to watch him at all. You can’t possibly lose. He’s watching you and you’re watching yourself. And

         you know there’s nothing you can do that he won’t like. Your body weighs nothing. It would be quite easy to fly up, and float

         away. He would watch you, flying up, floating away, not at all surprised because the whole time he’d thought you were miraculous.

      


      What an odd thing it is, this business of looking and being looked at. Being looked at is a bit like being tasted. It doesn’t

         have to feel like being eaten up, so that there’s nothing left of you. How can it be, though, that something is being taken

         from you—your manifestation—yet the consumption adds something? I have been added to by being looked at by men. Also subtracted

         from.

      


      But he was taking nothing from me. I felt, as I walked by, that every time he looked at me I was getting wonderfully larger.

         But at the same time, my bones were being emptied of their fatigue, their heaviness. I was tall, but light, like a bird, without

         a bird’s unsubstantialness. What kind of creature was I? Perhaps I wasn’t a creature at all. Perhaps I was a great ship. Instead

         of two breasts, I had a prow. I was at sail. No obstacles. And in between my legs, occasionally, just a thrum, a little thrill,

         a little rolling joist from navel to knees.

      


      We went to a place by the water, for dancing. You had to have your hand stamped by the bouncer; I wondered how hard it would

         be to wash off the image of a hammer and nails. The music was pulsing and unmelodic, and every song went on for about ten

         minutes.

      


      “Do you like this music?” he said.


      I told him I thought it was dreadful.


      He asked me what kind of music I liked to dance to.


      “Motown,” I said. “Sixties soul.”


      “Just a minute,” he said, and then disappeared into a back room where you could see the disc jockey through plate glass.


      I watched B look at some kind of list, then hand the disc jockey money. Just as he came out of the little room, the disc jockey

         announced over his mike: “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have a very special treat for you. Tonight at the Hammer and Nails

         is Soul Night.”

      


      Some people, younger people, groaned. But a lot of people clapped. And in a second, Martha and the Vandellas were blasting

         out “Heat Wave.” Then Aretha Franklin’s “Respect.” Then Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell’s “Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Thing.”

      


      I asked him if he knew Marvin Gaye had been shot by his father. They were having a fight over a hundred dollars’ worth of

         insurance.

      


      He told me he knew.


      Neither of us wanted to talk anymore. We wanted to dance. He was the kind of partner I’d always longed for, he was really

         a good dancer, but not a showoff about it. And he didn’t bend his knees too much, or wave his arms around. He understood there

         had to be a limited range of motion, that all the exuberance in the world could happen within that range. I’d never been involved

         with anyone who could dance. Who could dance as well as I could.

      


      I was almost afraid to meet his eyes. What we were doing was so much about sex, so clearly a pantomime of sex, that I couldn’t

         begin to pretend it was anything different. I had to understand that I was giving in. I had to understand the exhilaration,

         and the danger and the loss. I had to look right into his eyes and relinquish something. I had to say: “All right, yes, all

         right.” I had to move my hips knowing exactly what I meant, let my shoulders relax not as a completed gesture but a prelude,

         acknowledge that my breasts weren’t bouncing for nothing. I’d danced before as a kind of free-play, danced by myself whomever

         I was dancing with, danced to express abandon, not attachment, giving the message: Look at me, not to desire me, but to admire

         my moves, as you’d admire a basketball player on a court. Now it was a different kind of court. I wasn’t being judged, but

         a sentence was being passed down. It was exciting in that way, like the silence before a sentence.

      


      Then I just wanted to let everything go. I looked at his lips. They were very full, a bit reddish. I saw that he had a heavy

         beard, he was the kind of man who probably should have shaved twice a day, and I was wondering if it would chafe. I let my

         eyes fall to his crotch, which revealed, unfortunately, nothing. I let him put his arms around me and bring me close. Our

         hips ground together, like the kind of teenagers I at least had never been. Scandalous people: she’d get pregnant, he’d have

         to work in a gas station the rest of his life. Of course they would, you couldn’t dance like this and not have a life of disaster.

         Dancing with him like this I was a girl with no prospects. Just the prospect of being taken home and being fucked.

      


      But I was too old now to lose anything by it. I almost certainly couldn’t even get pregnant anymore. One of the things we

         could both count on was that we were past many things that once might have been at stake.

      


      Johnny Mathis was singing “Misty.” I knew there was a movie called Play Misty for Me, about some woman stalking Clint Eastwood, before he became middle-aged and sensitive, but I didn’t feel like thinking about

         it. I wanted to think about that insinuating sax. We kissed as we danced; we were scandalous, or we should have been, except

         that no one was looking at us, no one cared. He had his hands right on the base of my spine and was pressing me against him

         and we moved in slow circles that felt like a whirlpool. I let myself be taken up in it, or down.

      


      I guess we were a little tight, but just a little. Or he probably wasn’t at all. A vodka tonic, two glasses of wine, had loosed

         my pelvic hinge. When the music stopped, I could just float beside him, let him lead me to the car. I figured I would leave

         my car in the driveway of Louisa’s gallery. I’d get it in the morning, I said to myself.

      


      “How much did you give the disc jockey?” I said, as he paid the parking lot attendant.


      “Five hundred.”


      “Jesus,” I said, “I live on that for two weeks.”


      “Did you enjoy yourself?” he said.


      “Of course.”


      “Then you might think of shutting up about how much it cost.”


      He had his hand on my knee and was moving it up between my legs. We’d danced so hard that my skirt was damp, my legs were

         sweaty, and between them was a swamp. But he didn’t go that far. Traveling up and down, a five-inch path beginning with my

         knee.

      


      I didn’t notice what kind of car we were in. I never notice that kind of thing. We drove a while. The sky was very bright;

         the moon was full. We drove up a hill. I couldn’t tell where we were. I could have been in danger, but I didn’t think I was.

         We made a turn; he stopped the car. “We’re here,” he said.

      


      The house was behind a hedge, and I could hear the ocean, I could smell it. He told me to wait in the car till he opened the

         door. He said he couldn’t stand someone watching him fumble with keys.

      


      The house was mostly glass, and I kept hearing the phrase “people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones,” and I

         thought that was a good sign for me, a sign of potential safety. Then I dwelt on the idea that the phrase was “shouldn’t throw

         stones” not “don’t throw stones.” From the side of the house where we stood I could only sense the ocean; I could tell that

         it was calm. Then I went into the house.

      


      One wall of it, or what would have been a wall, was completely glass, so you could look right down onto the ocean. My eye

         followed the silver track the moon made on the black surface of the water. He stood behind me, his hand on my shoulder, and

         seeing that I was enjoying looking out at the water, he turned the lights off so I could have the full pleasure of the light

         of the moon. He asked if I wanted anything to eat or drink. I said just some cold water.

      


      I followed him into the kitchen, completely black, except for the appliances, which were white. I became absorbed in the identity

         of being a thirsty person. He opened his white refrigerator and took out a pitcher made of cobalt blue glass. Ice cubes clinked

         against the glass and when he walked toward me, holding the pitcher, I could see shadows of lemon slices. He poured the water

         for me. I have never had anything so delicious. Beads of moisture collected on the cobalt skin of the pitcher. More than anything

         I wanted to put my cheeks, which seemed so hot, against that cool glass surface. Then I said to myself: “Why not, why not

         do it, this is the kind of situation in which you’re meant to do anything you want.” So I took the pitcher from him and held

         it against my cheeks, then moved it down toward my clavicle, and stopped at my breasts.

      


      “Are you warm?” he asked. “Would you like a bath?”


      I said I’d like it very much.


      “I’ll draw it for you.”


      He showed me into the bathroom. It was huge, with a stall shower the size of a servant’s room, and a movie star mirror surrounded

         by lights. The tiles were white and large and cool, the bath mat was white too, made of some kind of fur. Across from the

         sink with the fancy mirror was an enormous white bathtub. He took his shirt off and bent over to turn the water on. Then he

         took his jeans off. He was wearing light blue boxer shorts. He filled the tub with green salts from a clear bottle with a

         long, thin neck. He twirled the water with his hand and this made visible the movement of his back muscles below the skin.

         His shoulders were broad, there were a few fine hairs. I thought his back was beautiful; I followed it from shoulders to waist;

         the inverted triangle, the lively muscles of the scapular. I knelt behind him and ran my tongue up and down his spine, lingering

         at every vertebra.

      


      I didn’t want a bath. It seemed right to be sweaty. It was only my clothes that were the mistake, so wrinkly, and the way

         they stuck to my skin. I took off my skirt and blouse, and then my bra. I kept my green silky underpants on. I stood behind

         him and I pressed myself against his back. Then I sat back on my heels and he tipped me onto my back, and onto the cool tiles.

         They felt wonderful against my hot skin. His fingers were inside me very soon. I kept moving my hands over him, back to front,

         then back again, then forward. It made a nice variety, the smooth round globes, and then, after all, bringing to mind more

         vegetable shapes than anything, but so unvegetable in its texture, the velvet head, the bulk. I felt wrong to be so open and

         so empty. I splayed my legs as if I’d just been shot.

      


      It’s always a bit of a shock, isn’t it, not to be empty when you’ve been so empty. He made his way inside. It was relief,

         nothing but relief to be filled up, to be touched in such a deep place you’re sure it never existed before, it only came to

         be at just that minute. But after a few minutes my skull grinding against the hard white tiles was uncomfortable, and I said,

         “Can we move inside now?”

      


      It was so sad to be without him for the walk into the bedroom. Just a few steps, but I felt bereft. And after such a short

         acquaintance.

      


      He put his head between my legs, nuzzling at first. His beard was a little rough on the insides of my thighs. Then with his

         lips, then his tongue, he struck fire. I had to cry out in astonishment, in gratitude at being touched in that right place.

         Somehow, it always makes me grateful when a man finds the right place, maybe because when I was young so many of them kept

         finding the wrong place, or a series of wrong places, or no place at all. That strange feeling: gratitude and hunger. My hunger

         was being teased. It almost felt like a punishment. I kept thinking of the word “thrum,” a cross between throb and hum. I

         saw a flame trying to catch; I heard it, there was something I was after, something I was trying to achieve, and there was always the danger that I’d miss it, I wouldn’t find it, or get hold of

         it. The terrible moment when you’re afraid you won’t, you’ll lose it, it won’t work, you won’t work, it is unworkable and

         you are very, very desperate. At the same time, you want to stay in this place of desperation, tantalized, arching and leaping

         for the fruit just out of your mouth’s reach, and yet you don’t want the arch, the leap to be quite over. You want to go on

         having it forever—the arch, the reach, the desperation—at the same time, you’re saying to yourself, you’re almost there, you’re

         almost there, you can’t possibly lose it now, keep on, keep on a bit longer, you are nearly there, I know it, don’t give up,

         you cannot lose it. Then suddenly you’re there.

      


      I was so wet from my own desire, and his tongue, that my need to be filled up became enormous. But I held off. I lay him on

         his back. I explored his shoulder, his flanks, the line from neck to pelvis, following it with my tongue.

      


      He swelled inside my mouth, a fruit that has to burst its skin. Comfort me with apples for I am sick of love. And it is a

         comfort, isn’t it, the root, growing so solidly from its mossy bank, the bounty of abandonment, the cry that means full stop.

      


      We were riding each other now, perhaps not kindly, like twin animals. I gave over first. He waited a while, then joined me.

         On top of me, he was all weight. His head was on my shoulder. My arms were around him, and my legs. I joined the soles of

         my feet together. We must have slept.

      


      When we woke, or came to, I really wanted a bath. We walked into the bathroom. We had left the tub with a quarter of an inch

         of water in it and the salts, unmelted, collected near the closed drain. He turned the water on and the salts turned into

         green suds.

      


      The bath was large enough for both of us. I felt I had to comment on its size.


      “Did you get a bath this big so you could bring people into it?”


      “What people did you mean?”


      “People like me.”


      “There are no people like you.”


      “I mean women you’ve fucked.”


      “Do you like the scent of these bath salts? Calendula. From nasturtium.”


      “You’re changing the subject.”


      He took a thick, pinkish cloth and washed between my legs. Then he put the cloth down and with the lather he’d made between

         his hands, he soaped me, as if what he really wanted was to clean me, but we knew that was a dodge, a trick. I reared up out

         of the water, held myself up, then sank down.

      


      He helped me out of the tub and dried me, chafing me with the roughness of the towel. He brought me back to bed. He lay on

         his back. I knew what he was expecting.

      


      Why does being sucked make men look so overwhelmed? There’s a kind of surrender to it—maybe because their legs are so big—that’s

         unlike anything I can imagine a woman conveying.

      


      He moved my head and put me on my back.


      “I won’t be up to much for a long while. I could when I was younger, but not now. I’m delighted, though, to be at your service

         all night long.”

      


      “You’re on,” I said.


      We fell asleep and it was serious this time. I felt I could sleep forever. The fan overhead lapped my exhausted skin with

         fresh air. Fresh, as if no one had used it before. I loved the feeling of his warm skin, but after a while I had to roll away

         from him; his body was a furnace. I wanted to hold his hand, but at the same time to feel alone, so I could sleep, next to

         him but not too close.

      


      I didn’t sleep for long. I could see that it was four-twenty by the digital clock. I could concentrate only on my own hotness

         so I got up and went into the kitchen. I opened the refrigerator door looking for that blue pitcher, hoping he’d refilled

         it. And he had! I stood naked in the kitchen, which was dark except for the moon. My feet looked very white and thin on the

         black tiles. I took the whole pitcher of water and poured it over my head. I admired myself for the gesture. I stood in the

         middle of the floor, letting the icy cold drip onto my shoulders. When I opened my eyes, I noticed him in the doorway. He

         came over to me and touched my wet hair.

      


      “Do you know you have slices of lemon on the top of your head?” he asked.


      I felt a little foolish, how could I not, but he laughed as he took off a couple of the slices, he was still laughing as he

         put his face on my breasts, nicely cool from the ice water. I knew he wanted his rough cheeks cooled. He led me back into

         the bed. He opened a bottle of lavender oil and oiled my breasts and stomach, paying particular attention to my belly, which

         he covered in circular motions. He used a shockingly wasteful amount of oil to stroke me: I could see waste was the point.

         I was the most voluptuous thing in the world, more fluid than solid; I gave in to my own liquidity, and to the thrumming motion

         of his middle finger, which traveled up and down as if there were a string it was plucking, a string I now understood must

         have been there all the time.

      


      Reading (You) in Bed


      Edward Kleinschmidt Mayes


      You are what I read, creamy handmade paper you


      bound


      with love


      bound for


      love


              your vellum


      wet wet


      ink


              blush


      I can blush for you


      wet pages


      folding and


      unfolding folds of wet paper


      hard


      under soft covers


      close that book


      and open this one


      slip into something


      slip into something


      you leave your watermark


      you slide out of something


      you slide


      when the bed moves


      the bed moves


              we are in a house that shakes


              turn all the pages


      I’ve memorized


      your vowels


      proofed


      every inch


      your crossed T’s


      I want to uncover you with silk


      there


              your body is not what


      I just read about


      there


      you are once


      again open for me


      I want to place


              my finger


      (there)


      on all your pages


      April


      James Scofield


      She played all day in the center of my field,


      supple and strong, a shape from deep in the eye,


      arched below a game of ball and catch,


      caught between the blossom and the fruit,


      and I tied to a day of dying light.


      Alive with dance and song the ground gave way,


      fifty-six summers in motion at once;


      my blood slowed trance-like in the altered scene,


      as fresh cream legs broke my breath in half,


      a martyr to a motion not my own.


      Turning and turning in that spinning day,


      I watched the wind gather up her blue dress;


      breathing hard I rode between those lovely tits,


      and young shoots spread upon my inner world.


      Throughout my field the green came up forever.


      Another Sign of June


      Robert Shuster


      DOMINICK’S CLOTHES, SOGGY, droop in the Kansas heat. Even his socks seem heavy. Words mix with dust that hangs everywhere. Stop that kicking, Sampson,

         you just make more of the stuff, he wants to yell, but instead, throat dry, his brain still half full of last night’s whispered

         fragments, he reads the lineup: Tucks at first, Conner at short, Roy catching, who’s he kidding? Roy is pathetic at the plate.

         But Dominick puts Roy third to quiet the kid’s bleating goat-father and to please Ruth who thinks everyone should get a chance.

      


      Fielding practice was pathetic, too, because that’s when his wife Ruth arrived, wearing the cap he’d forgotten, lugging the

         beer he likes to sip after games, and suddenly he couldn’t hit a damn ball past the infield dirt. The outfielders, a scrawny

         bunch, not one with an arm, except maybe Silette, looked surprised, even scared. Hey, Dom, we need practice, too, they finally

         said. He dropped the bat, said that’s enough, and greeted Ruth at the backstop. Her feet, bare except for sandals, were already

         dirty. Domino, don’t look like you just lost. Opening day. And she laughed, pushing his cap through the wire. He smelled the suntan lotion on her arms. Wait, Dominick. She fished in

         her bag, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped his brow. Lies, he thought, my head is leaking lies. You know, she laughed again,

         I might get drunk just tryin’ to cool off. But I’ll save you some.

      


      In the dugout Dominick watches his players, slouching teenagers, shuffle out to the field. Run, look alive, he yells. Still

         low, the sun gives their white uniforms a yellow hue. The smell of Ruth’s lotion lingers—on his cap?—a smell of freshness,

         of June, of beginning.

      


      Muffled thwacks, Randy’s warm-up tosses. Randy’s a quiet kid, sloppy, even his delivery is sloppy, but the fastball is speedy

         somehow. Ruth likes him (he’s how I imagine you at that age, Dom), the kind of kid she thinks about having. Maybe in a year,

         Domino? He grips the wire squares, heart pounding. Beyond the outfield fence is an airstrip. Planes, like cattle, stand in

         quiet groups. One can fly him to a big place—where can a science teacher lose himself?—Kansas City maybe, or St. Louis. Even

         the long stretches of wheat, of nine-inch corn look promising as sanctuaries. An escape from this dust fog, from the urges

         that brought him here last night. Odors rise again, this time imagined, but he sniffs his hands to make sure, brushes the

         bench, then sniffs again.

      


      Batter up. The umpire crouches. On the mound, Randy pounds his mitt then looks over to the dugout. Dominick’s fingers, caught being

         sniffed, make quick fists. Randy screws up his face, as if to say, I don’t know that signal, Coach. His substitute players,

         kids he has to put in the game later, stand on the top step and start shouting the usual things. Thatsa way to fire. He wants

         a walk, wants a walk. Scorebook in hand, Dominick sits on the bench.

      


      Dom, Teri laughed, the bench is too small—bending the last word, giving it another syllable almost, not the way an English

         teacher is supposed to sound. On his mind because of opening day, the dugout seemed a logical choice.

      


      With a stubby pencil he blackens a diamond in the scorebook: one run. Randy looks nervous, his windup is stiff, he’s aiming

         the ball. Stop that shuffling, Sampson, you put grit in my teeth. It sounds too stern for opening day, so to be nice, he says:

         you replace Stark in the fifth, OK? After an inning, the other team, Fortin’s Supermarket, leads 1-0.

      


      He needs to stretch his legs, loosen the nerves. Randy’s in trouble again. Two men on, a good excuse for a walk to the mound.

         Tingling, Dom’s knees ache. He emerges from the dugout, and when his eyes recover from the sudden glare, the crowd is right

         there, a bright, solid unit of T-shirts and caps behind the backstop. He looks down, crossing the foul line chalk. They stare,

         he imagines, examining every step, twitch, every moral atom. A mistake to come out, he’s on stage. But they know nothing.

         He hears the goat voice: Thatsa way Roy, you talk toom. Roy pops his catcher’s mask and saunters to the mound. A relief to

         have Roy here, too—takes a little eye-pressure off his back.

      


      Dom, he’s tryin’ to throw too hard, Roy pants. Dom pushes some dirt with his foot. Settle down, Randy, he says, release the

         ball lower, push off from the rubber. Squinting, Randy rubs the baseball, adjusts his hat, nods.

      


      The rubber. Dominick’s heart flips. But he must’ve taken it. He turns to look at the dugout—ridiculous because he can’t see

         inside from here but, turning, he faces the crowd, and now their colors swarm, blues and whites, hands waving at him: they

         know it’s there, know who used it. A motel would make me feel cheap, Teri whispered, holding him. No no, they’re fanning themselves.

         Caps flutter next to lolling red faces.

      


      Settle down. Yeah, I know, Randy mumbles and Dominick realizes he’s said it out loud. He sees Ruth in the stands now, her

         arms held away from her sides, the way she looks when she’s hot, as if she’s trying to float. No hat to fan with, she rolls

         a beer can across her cheeks, smiles. Dom, she said last summer, let’s move east where it’s cooler, next to the sea. Better

         for a kid there anyway. Don’t push it, he tells Randy, just go easy.

      


      Back across the chalk, calmer, he remembers picking it up (These things look silly, don’t you think? Teri said). In the dugout

         he doesn’t even check but looks across the corn and wheat. The distance—how far can he see?—draws him. If he and Ruth leave

         this town, Ruth would not have to know. I’m entitled, he thinks, to one mistake. He gulps from a jug of water. The heat, the

         summer came too quickly. No more teaching for a while, no more lunches with Teri. Far off, three hot air balloons dot the

         sky, another sign of June. Each summer Ruth gets a dreamy look when she sees the balloons, orange against blue, drift above

         the fields. Dom, she said once, if you had a balloon, where would you go?

      


      Teri—her name whispered, the dugout’s first whisper probably—where do we go now?


      No, Dom, we both have to get back, it’s late, we’ve each got someone waiting for us.


      The substitutes start yelling again, Ran-dee, throw strikes.


      I mean, Dominick said, still half-naked, what happens to us?


      Come on, Ran-dee, zing it, zing it.


      Oh, she said, pressed against him, her neck slippery with sweat, I don’t know. We’ve got two choices, I guess.


      A smack, bubbles of dust at the plate, an arc of white near the fence. Silette circles under the ball, his glove up, mouth

         open, and makes the catch, third out. Down 3-0. The players tumble into the dugout, a clatter of gloves tossed, bats gathered.

         With each inning a tiny renewal. OK, Dominick says, let’s get some now. The order is Hewitt, Matson, Coles, got that? Give

         it a ride, Hew.

      


      A ring of wetness lines his cap. His back is soaked, the shirt clings, his groin stirs. Your back is a river, Teri said, her

         hand under his shirt. But we should both be home.

      


      He didn’t plan it, just suggested they find an empty place first near the river, but couples walked there. No one will be

         at the field, he said. In the car she took his arm. Dom, I’m not using anything right now. At McPherson’s Drugs he bought

         the package. Is that OK? Sure, she chuckled, but I feel like I’m back in high school. His fingers—dustless last night—crept

         across her belly. At least put your jacket down, she said. Gawd, this is crazy. Their jeans slipped off with quiet zips, her

         panties luminescent. Her breasts prettier than what he imagined behind her blouses at the faculty lounge, at the cafeteria.

         English embraces Science, she said. Kisses made little clicking sounds. He smelled her shampoo, then just her. Maybe we have

         to get this out of our systems, she whispered.

      


      Hewitt’s on first—did he walk?—and the count’s 3 and 1 on Matson. Players move to the top step, expectations risen. Another

         ball and now Matson’s on, too. Coles shakes the weights off his bat and stalks to the plate. He goes through all the motions,

         things he probably saw on TV: spit on the hands, sprinkle dirt in the palms, put one foot in the box, make the pitcher wait.

         But he slams the first pitch, just clearing the fence, and Dom rises from the bench, lifted by that innate urge for winning.

         Cheers, like a breeze, seem to break the heat for a moment—he can hear Ruth’s voice and Coles, beaming, slaps hands as he

         jumps back down the steps. Thatsa way, we got ’em, Dominick says. Nice hit, Coles.

      


      Tied at 3, Fortin’s Supermarket looks shaken, their pitcher worried: he walks two more. Dominick hears Ruth cheering again—maybe

         she has had a few beers. Gripping his bat, Silette asks, What’s the signal, Dom?

      


      Bunt or steal, he thinks, looking at the field. Two choices, I guess, Teri said. Stop things now or we go somewhere far away.


      Bunt the fucking ball, Silette. Jesus, look where the runners are, OK? Silette staggers back a little, hits his bat on the wall—Shit,

         OK Dom—then gets to the plate and drops a nice bunt. The pitcher scrambles, throws to third, and the umpire’s fist loops downward.

      


      No no, Dominick yells, starting up the steps, he didn’t have his foot on the bag. The bag! He’s across the chalk, dust on

         his tongue. His neck prickles with heat. Then over to third, close to the ump: What were you watching? His foot was this far,

         my God.

      


      Hey, the ump explains, the ball got there—


      Dominick stomps. No, his foot wasn’t on the bag, can’t you see?


      Dom, I saw it and he was out. The ump separates his legs, crosses his arms over his blue uniform.


      You’re crazy crazy crazy. Dom waves his arms, he tries to see Ruth in the crowd, his chest nears explosion. I saw it, he was

         safe, safe, make me safe.

      


      Dom, I ain’t never thrown someone out of a game, but—


      Kick me out, kick the hell out of me.


      Just go back now, Dom.


      I’m sorry, I’m sorry for it. Shaking, Dominick starts toward the other dugout, realizes it’s the wrong one, and stops. Now

         he sees Ruth near the concession stand holding an ice cream bar. She angles her head and lifts her shoulders, a long shrug.

      


      Dominick comes back down the steps and Sampson, leaning on a bat, says, Well, it was a close call, do I go in now? Yeah, Dom

         mumbles, next inning. Dominick stands in the corner, away from the substitutes. He feels dizzy and dissolved, as if he’s now

         part of the thick air and dust. Every so often he sips from the water jug to keep himself from falling. If we could just go

         to another country, Teri, stop the clocks for a while, get this out of our systems.

      


      When his team wins (3, a rally started by Roy), Dominick is relieved rather than excited. The players slap palms, bang fists,

         and swear with exuberance. He gathers the equipment into the bag, stuffing bats, plopping balls. He hauls it up to the gate.

         The crowd is gone, the field bare except for a man raking the dirt. One of the planes on the airstrip buzzes, then taxis slowly

         down the narrow runway.

      


      Dominick, you won. Ruth hurries toward him, a bouncy step, takes his cap and pushes it over her hair. Did you see the balloons?


      Closer now, against a few puffy clouds, the hot air balloons are lined up like bloated exclamation points. Ruth’s freckled

         arm reaches into the cooler and pulls out a beer. You worried me out there yelling, she says. I’ve never seen you like that.

      


      Dominick takes the can she offers, and it’s moist and cold, a stunning, joyous cold.


      Ruth, he says.


   

      II. From the East


      [image: art]


      “Under the silk of a sari so fine.”


      Not an Angel


      Paulann Petersen


      Wings of my desire grow—


      I swear, they do—


      from my breastbone,


      under my very eyes,


      from this uneasy place


      easing out, easing in


      with each dizzy swell of breath.


      Unholy at best, they sprout,


      they spread feather by feather,


      each plume escaping


      its gaudy sisters


      like fingers of an opening fan.


      Enough to have such wings


      and not be an angel.


      But here! between


      my breasts—their wild rustle


      coaxing my nipples into


      fierce knots of unrest.


      Why can’t these wings


      sprout from my shoulders?


      Then if I turned


      my back away, I could be


      a little discreet.


      But no. Lifting away


      to pump in front of my body,


      they wag me around as if


      I were a wisp of smoke.


      Of course I wear oversized coats.


      Of course I keep my arms


      Folded across my chest.


      I’m afraid their huge


      flapping will churn


      the air in this room,


      will set forth


      an irreparable storm—


      first here and there


      and over there—of sighs,


      of heartbeat racket


      wherever I go.


      The Angels of Tian-An-Men Square


      Ingrid Hill


      MASSED AGAINST THE GATES of heaven: angels’ wings, a dense profusion. This is truly a mass: hierarchy is nowhere. They push and they press, with profound

         desperation. The gates—high-burnished bronze set with mother-of-pearl and with stones, precious and semiprecious (for these

         are earth’s classifications, not heaven’s)—are shut quite as tight as the valve of the shell of some celestial mollusk, and

         nothing will pry them apart. It might as well be that interminable, bottomlessly sad time in between Adam’s weakness and Christ’s

         hanging limp on the tree at Jerusalem, but it is 1989, counting from that same Christ’s birth.

      


      From below, the great massing of wings is lit with a red glow, sinister and infernal. Tanks burn in the streets of Beijing.

         There is the smell of urine in concrete that wafts heavenward from these long two months of the peaceful occupation. There

         is the white sticky smell of rice, the pungent brown smell of soy vinegar. There is the smell of the aftershave of Western

         adventurer-journalists. There is the smell of Kentucky Fried Chicken: the franchise abuts the square, and the billboard Colonel

         smiles out benignly above the crush. There is the smell of blood, student blood, soldier blood; there is the smell of birth-blood

         of a baby born in the heart of the Square just before midnight the third of June, the mother unable to leave in the crush

         of the thousands, and then of the baby’s death-blood mingling with the mother’s, the child dying in the wild firing of rifles.

      


      These angels range from the earthliest to the most gossamer, close-to-the-throne, and ethereal. The feel of their wings is

         this way: the archangels and guardian angels’ are most like swans’, solid and silken of surface; beneath that, a wry muscularity.

         These angels are the closest we know to earthly birds: the same principles of flight apply, and they seem to have a fleshly

         and quasi-human weight.

      


      Angels from the Second Heaven—the Virtues, whose job is to bring all things embryonic to fruition—are there, too. Their wings

         have the insubstantial feel of old rags used to wipe chalk from an ancient classroom’s blackboard. These angels hum. The Dominions,

         also from the second rank, seem not to have wings but rather to be apparitions of rings, light that glows like the neon sunset

         bottom of an old Wurlitzer jukebox.

      


      There are Seraphim, too, the highest: they have wings next to which those of dragonflies seem heavy armor. These wings are

         spun of air too thin to breathe: they flash gold, and their humming is out of the range of our hearing.

      


      But these are all angels imported from the West, perhaps trailed along clamped to the hems of the cassocks of missioners.


      There are also the xian, the “feathered folk” who in Han times dosed themselves with the germ of gold and jade—magical elixirs—and ate the fruit of

         purple polypore fungus. Wang Chung, first-century Chinese philosopher, spoke of the xian. “By eating what is germinal,” he wrote, “their bodies are lightened, and so they are capable of spiritual transcendence.”

         The book of Chuang Tzu describes them: “divine persons … whose flesh resembles ice and snow, soft and delicate like sequestered

         girl-children; they do not eat the five cereals; they suck the wind and drink the dew; they mount on clouds and vapors and

         drive the flying dragons—thus they rove beyond the four seas.”

      

OEBPS/images/Art_P001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P027.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780446556965.jpg
EpiTep BY LiLY POND

"An exquisite coupling of the erotic and good literature.”
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