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  Preface




   




  Small fictions, like the eighty stories constituting The Immediacy of Emotional Kerfuffles, make for great means to explore our pathos, to unabashedly strip away old-fashioned prejudices, and even to dally at the bizarre edges of living. Ordinarily, we have to be goaded into examining such “minutia” since we remain comfortable minimalizing, rationalizing, and otherwise discounting the little features of our existence. While there are important ramifications, for instance, of nursing a baby, of quaffing Quaaludes, of battling lice, or of being a victim of a drive-by shooting, most often we miss those significances because we elect not to think about them.




  By engaging in roughhewn fiction, we let literature beg the question for us. Sure, such poking around might initially hurt, but, ultimately, this type of deconstruction, the sort supplied by unpretentious narrative, can relieve much internal pressure. By using brief tales to vivisect marriage, family units, friendship, and passing fancies, we can: reify our ideas, celebrate the meaning we assign to our mentations, and explicate some of the responses we have to our notions’ actualizations.




  It is instructive to explore rape, murder, and the cost of not protecting children from fiduciary exploitation. Likewise, there’s utility in grasping the essence of: our relative readiness to jump into our dreams, fluid social strata, and the morphing of “what ifs” into functional realities. In parlaying near-future dialogues between seer and mental health professionals, in getting the gist of select bachelors’ solutions to pressing parenting dilemmas, and in deeply understanding the sort of greed that is too often shared among executives and their unskilled workers, we gift ourselves with knowledge useful to our daily lives.




  The Immediacy of Emotional Kerfuffles bites, nibbles, and even, sometimes, mauls aspects of our condition from which we might, left to our own cognizance, shy. In piercing topical taboos, in evoking groans, moans, exhalations and tears, this collection returns us to the truth of our humanity.
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  The Morass of Marriage




  




  Deferring to Family Custom




  




  Gravity, especially as expressed in inertia, diminishes when objects pass through a parabolic arc. It is only when things change directions, horizontally, that G-forces are experienced.




  




  At family gatherings, Barnett tried to connect to Ramona, to appreciate Sal, to make small talk to Yarb and to defer, during conversations, to Sigbjorn. It was less important to Barnett that he understand the unfolding of domestic events than that he work to accept them.




  Sure, he detested the frequently present goat cabrito and passed on offers of the family’s featured reindeer roast, doubling back to the long buffet only for extra helpings of blood orange tapenade and of stottie cakes, but such behavior was expected as Barnett was a stalwart vegetarian. Less predictable was his affinity for the war stories of Uncle James or for the gossip of Great-Grandma Sophie. As though he had been incorporated into the collective decades, rather than months earlier, Barnett paid premium for the right to sit with the elders.




  His strategy profited him; short weeks after elbowing his way next to Uncle James, Barnett was marrying Ramona. Sigbjorn hustled to compose a speech for the wedding. He meant to scribe that marriage is about giving, that parenting is about perpetuating values, that true friendships have depth and that communities are, ideally, havens, but all he could think of were references to his and Barnett’s fraternity days.




  Thus, he penned that married men were like Gotlanders; all brawn and no clout, that parenting meant a permanent end to partying, that true friendships could be bought and sold as easily as blue chips and that communities, actually, usually suffered enough extensive demarcation from their gates and fences as to keep out all but the most boorish of individuals.




  Despite the content of Sigbjorn’s oration, all would have gone well at the wedding feast had Yarb not chosen that very celebration to challenge Sal to a duel. From one side of a linen-covered, chandelier-laden table, Yarb shouted enough profanities about Sal to silence a fleet of fishermen. Sal drew a checkbook. Yarb countered.




  Faster than the most stout-hearted of penny stock investors could click their heels together; the men were at it, wielding their writing implements as though theirs were the only charitable donations being made to a certain boys and girls’ orphanage that year. Uncle James fainted before the two finished passing around their inscribed bits of financial paper, so great were the numbers of zeroes on each succeeding cheque.




  Great-Grandma Sophie finally brought to an end to that combat by declaring that the next family member who deigned to shower large amounts of riches upon strangers’ offspring would be the next family member to accompany her on her annual sojourn to Quechee, Vermont. She hosted a yearly quilting circle there.




  Sophie traveled north every summer at the bequest of her friend George Smith, a pioneering anesthesiologist. What he lacked in facial hair, he more than compensated for with skilled mixology. Great-Grandma was particularly fond of the Sazeracs he served in egg cups. Her quilt patterns were exceptionally creative mornings after she had sipped with George.




  Ramona took advantage of the break in activity and called all of the unmarried women to the hall’s kitchen. The first one to locate a live waiter would receive her bouquet. She had no intention of tossing, and thereby ruining, her flowers.




  While the young girls, accompanied by a few fey divorcees, scampered across the banquet space, Sigbjorn began to toast anew. He meant to wish the groom the best of lizard bladders and of hedgehog tongues. Had a bridesmaid, who had been disinterested in Ramona’s summons, and who was decked in a bright fuchsia tutu, not tackled him just as he was discerning between agamid and helmet reptiles, he would have progressed to describe, in detail, the mating habits of spiny mammals and would have wished Barnett similar success.




  As it were, the wrestling move of Ramona’s attendant caused such a domino effect that Sigbjorn was knocked into Sal, who fell backwards against Yarb, who screamed so shrilly that his gender preference was revealed, in turn causing Uncle James to slap his own knees so hard as to disturb one of the few busboys who had ventured into the fracas, who, in turn, threw his tray into the air, managing to hit a not-so-hidden generator and to cause all of the lights to go out. Half of an hour later, when the guests reconvened by candlelight, it was noted that the bride, the groom, and Great-Grandma Sophie were missing.




  The subsequent smugness, which shone from Yarb’s face, was attributed not to his lineage, but to his emotional and intellectual attributes, i.e. to his animal nature. In the dim light, it was impossible to surmise whether that spot-lit man dripped blood or barbeque sauce from his jowl. Cousin Nancy screamed anyway. Yarb, who was unfortunately seated next to Nancy, seemed to be interested in flesh of one sort or another.




  Whereas the room’s illumination did not fade out, completely, for a second time, Nancy’s husband Elmer, a tax accountant of no small measure, whipped his pocket calculator out of his vest and beaned Yarb with it. The ruckus that followed enabled a handful of twenty-something year-old cousins, a wheezy ex-wife of a stately brother, and the bride’s best friend to make their exits.




  Barnett’s siblings, too, were itching to walk out, but could find no cover for their departure until an inventive niece threw a handful of lemon and potato pudding at the reception hall’s manager. The ensuing arrival of a biker pack, all relatives of the multi-pierced, chartreuse hair-colored supervisor, and the advent of an a capella boys’ choir, the bride’s mother’s choice of entertainment for the festivity, transformed the staid event into an extravaganza, the likes of which the family witnessed only on alternate holidays.




  In a corner of the room, the groom’s mother and father began to recite, in exaggeratedly long syllables, mantras meant to shepherd crowds toward acts of non-violence. Concurrently, in the room’s four corners, motorcyclists were comparing notes on the latest issue of Analytical Chemistry; by day, the majority of them worked for the National Institute of Health.




  Those leather-clad men and women were high on adrenaline having stayed awake the night before stuffing bags of candy, a seasonal gift, for the same orphanage patronized by Yarb and Sal. Had they known that the bride’s relatives were major donors, those gang members would have carried Yarb and Sal on their shoulders and out into the night. As it were, leather studded and tuxedoed guests, alike, were stuck in a large space where a food fight was ensuing.




  Those club members leaned woozily against the room’s walls trying to determine which ruffians they were supposed to quell with their puny muscles. The chief caterer was no longer of help to the celebrants as he, too, had fled.




  By the time that the bikers had given up acting tough and had returned to arguing about footnotes, there were few comestibles left to fling. The party’s children, all of whom were ten year-olds, matched in height, haircut and clothes, in order to add glamour to the wedding procession, and all of whom had been hiding under tables, during the banquet, quaffing all manners of noxious food and beverages, were no longer pointing or snickering. Instead, those elementary school-aged children had taken to making evil faces and barfing.




  Eventually, one among their number suggested that they float boats, which they were to construct from paper tableware, on the pond at the property entrance to the festive hall. Giving no heed to the parking lot’s now rapidly moving cars, to the non-swimmers among them, or to their expensive wedding couture, the children, too, scuttled away.




  In the end, Uncle James, as aided by Great-Grandma Sophie’s newest husband, Bob, paid the bills and supervised the cleanup. The event stayed fresh in the family’s mind for a month or so until the next gala occurred.




  That occasion was Ramona’s thirtieth birthday party. Savvy to family customs, Barnett hired a cake-decorator with an advanced degree in anthropology. Accordingly, the chef had built, on Ramona’s primary party treat, giant ruins depicting the winning score of her favorite badminton team. Only a few second cousins noticed that the oversized hamburger, beneath that delicacy’s icing, was still moaning.




  Precipice




   




  I plan to improve my judicial status by showing that impossible woman’s culpability in the entire matter. My lawyer suggested, as we shared a few lines of bright dust, that clues could be planted to expose my ex-wife as a ditzy Alice B. Toklas. For months already, I have suffered the indignity of Internet postings regarding her intent to serve me with a patrimony suit. It is of little wonder that I spill entire teaspoons of street caviar when I try to snort.




  Ted suggests, that in the courtroom, I ought not to try to shush that gal and, ought, if possible, to encourage her to get wiggers during sentencing. He claims it wouldn’t be my problem if that K-club proxy gets so animated as to be charged with contempt of court. Albeit, I’d rather get her served with one of the restraining orders I already purchased, surreptitiously, from one of the judges who owes me. Ted, though, says such a strategy would bode poorly for future court appearances. I’m not sure how to weigh his counsel. He’s a Jim Jones man if ever existed, whereas I take my powder straight.




  Regardless of whether that huffer babe, with whom I once shared my bed, gets slapped with a warrant or not, it looks as though I am not going to be left alone to cool. My ex’s representative, that fossil who runs hot and cold, is such a stoner that she answers none of my subpoenas. Rather, that fey gal orbits around my charges like a gravitationally opposed open cluster. If only I had had more quiet time during which to complete my doings. I would seem a nicer guy to the jury and could emerge, at least in the press, as “The Mindful Millionaire.” Instead, I stink in the yellows like a mackerel two weeks old.




  When Tracy Anne and I got hitched, I was a stringer for a girlie paper and a would-be novelist. A year and change later, my expose’, on New York’s supply of hot ice, won no Pulitzers, but morphed various important distributors of herbal bliss and of hearts into my best friends. Shortly, thereafter, I was asked to supervise select goings on of supply-side economics. Few citizens argued against the important results I was achieving in lowering trade barriers and in subsequently bringing large streams of the good stuff to the general population.




  Tracy Anne, unfortunately, was one such rare antediluvian. Too bad it wasn’t until I met Ted, nearly half of a year later, that I began to believe that the judges’ writs, delivered on Tracy Anne’s behalf, were largely ineffective injunctions based on specious proof, which, more often than not, were backed by politicos who wanted a chunk of my wealth. I had been retired to my Florida Keys estate and was dumb about further of Gotham’s vexing legal issues.




  While I shaked and baked in the South, it seems that Tracy Anne had also severed most of my cartel connections by making large contributions to government ties and suits. What money couldn’t buy, she plied with skin, sleeping with almost all of the lackeys of the most publically vitriolic antidrug officials. At the same time, her media ruses, too, blasted on full. That lady waved, on national television, the disc containing my most precious business associates’ contacts.




  After that bit of drama, that she is alive is no small wonder. It was incredibly expensive to persuade Ted’s most elite goons, an entire cadre of professionals, not to silence my beloved. I paid many ounces to make those hired helpers desist. Hence, my hag thrives. Bringing sexual excitement to men three times her age, while wielding the media like a six inch pump of happy dust, makes her glisten and glow. That chick gets off again and again from popping social blisters and from watching the resulting pus of my business ooze all over YouTube.




  Ted, a swordfish sailor of good record, has tried to bring about my renaissance. He avers it wasn’t the gem-studded pinky ring with which I gifted him, but the sweet reek of goofballs oozing out of my pores, which constituted his initial fiduciary attraction, I mean basis for friendship. My newfound pal hired a captain, took me aboard, and has been making my chemical world grand again ever since.




  Except, of course, he’s neither lawyer nor man enough to get me through tomorrow’s hearing. Tracy Anne’s newest inclination is to fry me by broadcasting choice cuts of my fraudulent paperwork. It seems that after the IRS eyeballs failed to get their regular donation, during the time when Ted and I were at sea, they’ve been bent on doubling their take even if they have to stoop to legal means.




  As for Tracy Anne, I’m convinced she wants more than jingle. Gamma G and letter biscuits no longer keep her from attempting to hit my head against any available railing or from sending her crew to open new orifices in my face.




  I gave her a son, four houses, lots of sparkle and a taste for multi-stacked goods. Yet, she insists, still, on my undivided attention. Not even those burly youths, with which I tried to distract, ahem, gift her, sufficed as appeasement. Twenty-something year-olds ought to have been able to rock her in ways geezers can’t. Those lads seemed willing to make her happy in exchange for Italian watches and leisure suits. They seemed studly. Pity that I forgot my doggie’s sentimental nature. All she yaps about is her wanting to dismiss the divorce, to hook up again, to rebuild her credit line, and to get our Ralphie released from juvie. I could spin that song if she would stop acting like such a spaced player.




  Hence, impotent Ted. He means to cork that broad, on record. Ted, who can hippie flip better than the most track-marked of street people, is the only man I know willing to try to cleanly stymie my ex. For the price of a new car, a fast boat and a small, Swiss inheritance, Ted is arranging for special computer filters to be inserted into Tracy Anne’s PC. All of my sweetheart’s business correspondence will be regarded by her machine as spam. Hazardous waste cleanup will clog her.




  Such machinations would have be unnecessary if Tracy Anne had esteemed me. I don’t expect that it’s yellow fevers or hooch or even middle aged loins that she’s after when she says she’s missing, her husband. She wants love and money and a free kid, but she mostly wants me to fess up, to give up the trade.




  She’s jealous. Worse, she’s hot. An invidious fem is one thing. A woman who is possessed of libido-inspired zest is another. Ted’s warned me to look straight at the jury or only at the judge. Stupid man. Whereas he’s good with white gold, and even fabulous with the Asian boys, he knows nothing of loving Tracy Anne.




  My fair one is possessed of the very real knowledge that with a blink of her eyelashes, she can reduce me to the thinnest of zigzags. Worse, she has no compunction against wooing me in front of the press, public officers, and any other parties participating in our courtroom actions. I wager that as our proceedings wind down, but before the panel jigs, she’ll have undulated her belly at me, rubbed her corpulent hand across her face, and let her blouse gap enough to reveal her abundant adipose tissue. There has yet to be manufactured any icing that can keep me from wanting to taste all of her magnificent, womanly inches.




  Ted had planned to safeguard me by bringing, to court, magazines full of queen-sized women dressed in little less than teacups. Tracy Anne’s ice monster of an advocate, though, got a stricture passed requiring court monitors to search all briefcases, backpacks, and the like for fat porn. During the pretrial, guards seized and confiscated all three of my team’s caches of fleshy illustrations and related good reads. Ted rots as a mule.




  If Tracy Anne had been an ugly, skinny girl, I’d be enduring no litigious losses. Yet I attribute, in the end, my suffering to me. I choose the good life. I chose to marry one of the world’s most notorious mistresses of blubber.




  I crave her bounteous body. I suspect I’ll be paying alimony, patrimony and a monthly allowance to my Valkyrie for decades to come.




  Twice as Long as Wide: Obelisk




   




  Rosemary ran her finger through the pile of clipped job announcements and twiddled the index of her atlas. The notices she’d cut from the professional newsletter were printed in blue ink. The notices she’d pinched from The Chronicle of Higher Education were printed in black. Other notices, taken from a free, local paper, were grey on grey newsprint. Together, those bits made a dreary montage of words and aspirations.




  One of the cats, who mistook the intent of Rosemary’s finger wiggling, dove. As he lunged, he chirped. Rosemary’s papers jumped, landing near where Rosemary had sprayed enzyme on cat piss. She hadn’t wanted the preschoolers to get their toes dirty.




  Other stains, menstrual ones, seemed easier to remove. A good scraping of panties or of jeans against a sink’s inner wall, using non-castile soap and cold water, eliminated most blood. The concomitant bloat, though, could not be banged off or otherwise scrubbed away. There always seemed to be something that hung back as a reminder of difficulties.




  For her distended abdomen, Rosemary drank "water free" tea. Those cups worried her, though; if she accidentally conceived, those herbs might affect a fetus. Moreso, those drinks constituted a cheat, an artifice that did not directly address Rosemary’s weight problem. Preparing for babies ought to be easier. Maybe she should postpone finding a new position.




  Rosemary picked at the wart on her nose. Toni, the next door neighbor with the rabbit, had moved. Toni had kicked Niles "out" of the house, having gotten tired of being beaten by him and of watching her son being similarly smashed around. Yet, since Niles owned the building, in the end, it was Toni who had had to search for a new home. Even after two children, Toni’s stomach had remained flat. After Toni left, Niles remained Rosemary’s neighbor.




  As she reorganized her papers, Rosemary found half of a race car, a doll’s head and a clump of unidentifiable material under her desk. In less than an hour, nap time would be over. The magic would end sooner if one of the cats climbed into the smaller boy’s crib. Uncontrollable variables populated her days.




  During her final course of weeding, Toni had left celery, red and brown tomatoes, and kale gone crazy, in the ground. She had pulled out only the black radishes, the sugar beets and the zucchini plants as she sipped at the last can from a six-pack. Waving her arm, she had invited Rosemary to the remnants of her harvest. Toni then crunched her empty can and walked away from the garden she had spent years tending.




  Little boys grow into older ones. Older boys grow into men. Men are sometimes misogynous.




  Toni’s teenage daughter had morphed into a blob of belly and pimples and her teenage son had become the ward, respectively, of a parole officer and of a gay minister. Her daughter had run away with a trucker and her son had refused to leave the man of the church. Toni saw herself, she told Rosemary, before backing down their common, narrow driveway and nearly executing a woodland snake, as merely a victim.




  Life was messy, Toni had offered. She was okay with the fact that her portion included untidy amounts of human excess and exigency. At least she had the option, she explained, blowing kisses from the window, to move on.




  The snake slithered completely off of the road’s margin. Rosemary heard the jalopy’s departure long after she could no longer see its cloud of dust. She stared at the spot where the reptile had been; it had lacked the sense to understand what it had escaped.




  Rosemary had slow-baked and then had frozen the tomatoes. The celery, though, had been too bitter for use. Although she had collected it, she had no need of the zucchini.




  Beyond her office, Rosemary heard growls. Likely, the dominant cat had encountered one of the other ones. She hoped the ruckus would not wake the children. Before they had arrived in her life, the cats had been her focus. These days, though, those pets’ utility was questionable.




  Her husband’s utility, too, often came to mind. Although Rosemary had stopped praying for his death and had tried to rededicate herself to his care, she found that change difficult. The other night, for instance, Jimmy had exhaled noisily after taking his pleasure, but before pulling himself closer to Rosemary. When, at last, he had remembered her, she was asleep.




  In balance, Jimmy was good at changing diapers and at making sandwiches. In counterbalance, however, Jimmy otherwise found himself “too busy” to help with the boys. Rosemary’s solution was to kiss his forehead in the same way that she kissed the foreheads of her sister’s little ones.




  Most nights, her nephew Jace adorned the dining room floor with the evidence of his having eaten too quickly and her nephew Ramiro missed the potty. Those children, though, were more whole than Toni’s teens could ever hope to become and more sunny than a month of her husband’s smiles.




  Although they were frightened by those small adventurers, at times, the cats persisted on trying to wedge between Rosemary and those damp, smelly little people for cuddles. At such moments, Rosemary persisted on hugging both the two-legged and the four-legged loves of her life and on allowing herself to be a bit lax about phoning up employers. Only at naptime was she insistent on resuming her hunt.




  Fortunately, her sister’s two towheads were as quick to fall asleep on Rosemary’s lap as they were to deconstruct the contents of her bookcases. They often forgot which end of the cats to pet, but made up for that antic by being willing to have their hands scrubbed with soap. Smiling and skipping, those nephews readily drew sticks and circles on any scrap of paper Rosemary provided and had even sung songs to her, about the dishwasher breaking down, when her kitchen had flooded. They played boats and skyscrapers, in turn, with the basket of zucchini Rosemary had brought home, too, and left her gifts of blocks on the staircase.




  It was turning out to be okay that while the boys’ parents hiked Europe, Auntie Rosemary was unemployed. It was turning out to be okay that life alternated between a warm stream and a cold, stone pillar.




  Poses




   




  Charlene exhaled noisily as she willed her flexors and extensors to move her hand toward her face. She imagined her biceps also aiding that effort. While the replacement dowel pin joint, which anchored together the matron’s forearm and lower arm, prevented her from further wasting away, it also limited her ergonomics.




  Whereas Charlene’s organic connectors had slowly decayed from decades of her synovial fluid washing against her cartilage, her corrosion-resistant, inorganic parts had proved themselves to be synarthrosic. Worse, few of her friends cared about her increasing restricted mobility. Those associates were usually otherwise occupied celebrating her successes.




  A short time ago, for instance, her department had held a luncheon to fete Charlene on Cambridge University Press’s publication of her Treaties on Dio Chrysostom’s Orations and on The University of Chicago Press’s declaration that it would print her Social Construction in Zenobius’ Proverbs. At that august entertainment, the professor had been unable to grasp the ordinary utensils that the caterers had provided. While observing her junior colleagues and department chair knock back rare roast beef and virtual mashed potatoes, she had allowed herself the luxury of a few sighs; she occasionally paid tribute to the days when she had been entirely made of flesh.




  In fairness, despite the fact that the members of her mentor’s faction had questioned Charlene’s decision concerning her physical remediation, the scholar had gone ahead, anyway, and had exchanged her diothrosic chunks for bits made from titanium and rubber. Afterward, when that research exemplar, as well as the generation that succeeded him, had become as physically obsolete as were the ancient philosophers to whom the group of them paid professional homage, the intellectual awarded herself fresh credence for the way in which she had chosen among available physiologies.




  Only much later, Charlene bungee jumped off her intellectual cliff. Specifically, in the decade that followed the death of so many of her peers and advisers, she took on the electronic persona of a part-time retail employee from Iowa City, Iowa. Under that guise, the researcher began assembling and submitting writings based on all of the wiggly images that burrowed through her brain when she was supposed to be lecturing on western civilization’s cultural history.




  Although Charlene developed a forte in both horror flash fiction and in lipstick poetry, she was not at all displeased when Analog Science Fiction and Fact made known that it was going public with her “Eyes of the Uromastyx,” and when Ploughshares advertised that her sonnet, “Georgie’s Pudding,” was going to appear in a future volume. To commemorate those successes, she scheduled additional innovative surgeries. Charlene had deemed it timely to replace her vertebral articulations with more reliable segments.




  While Charlene healed from those invasive cuts, she penned “Ramos’ Salvation.” Straight away, that piece, too, was accepted for publication. The editors at Glimmer Train had exclaimed, in their acknowledgment email, that her exposition was so original as to bring to mind the genre of prose created by the AI Effect software, which was currently in vogue at select universities’ writing workshops.




  Unfortunately, all of that literary bare branching did not bring Charlene further academic accolades. In the place of such honors, the university lecturer’s most topical placements had introduced, into her life, an interpersonal dilemma. The Iowa City Press Citizen had caught wind that a “local resident” was being extolled for pioneering poetics. A correspondent, from that weekly, had been tenaciously harrying Charlene, hourly interrupting her thoughts, with instant messaging.




  To stop his harassment, the elitist was willing to break her façade, to let the news hound know: that she believed her counterfeited experiences to be a justified means to the agreeable end of her appearing more user-friendly in print, that a piece of her chicanery had consisted of her daughter photographing her in borrowed glasses and a wig, and that she had enlisted the help of her son in fabricating a verbal portrait that accounted, in the language of serial divorces and bad hair days, for her decades’ worth of living.




  Charlene was hesitant, nevertheless, about making the acquaintance of that reporter. Even if his publisher was willing to fly him to Princeton for the “scoop of the year,” She believed that their meeting would be ill-fated, since she had already experienced too many encounters with pediophobic people.




  Just four neat months ago, Charlene had been subjected to repulsion from a collaborator employed in Brisbane. That fellow, the recipient of a University of Queensland travel grant, had been so intent upon working with the instructor face-to-face, to further their joint efforts on “The Probable Elocution of Judicial Oratory in the Fourth Century,” that he had transversed the globe to meet her. Unfortunately, that professor’s eyes had bulged and his limbs had begun to tremble long before the achiever could even respond to his preliminary salutation. As soon as he said “hello,” Charlene’s distinguished visitor had clutched his abdomen and had raced to the green that was adjacent to Princeton’s East Pyne Building. He didn’t quite make it, though. Instead, he had found himself spewing vomit along the Classics Department’s sacrosanct halls.




  There had been other moments, as well, when Charlene second guessed her sham. One such incident occurred when she presented “Gorgias’ Ego” at an annual meeting of the American Branch of the International Society for the History of Rhetoric. On that occasion, two colleagues had been carried out of the auditorium with chest pain, and six had complained of feeling dizzy. Charlene’s only surviving graduate school friend, Ryan Wallaby, mentioned that he had become ill with a chocking sensation.




  As she contemplated such events, Charlene looked at her reflection in the panes of lead glass that insulated her office. Beyond her window, the bare boughs of a sickly elm tree beguiled the eye into seeking out complimentary life forms. Albeit, no chipmunks or squirrels investigated that gargantuan’s immense vertical furrows; no creature was interested in finding out more about the lines that alluded to that tree’s formerly expanding rings. No tourists sat near its roots. No graffiti defaced its bark. A pair of sneakers, a torn plastic bag, and a tattered hair ribbon constituted that mammoth’s sole ornaments.




  Charlene shook her head. She had been morally contented with her ruse. Originally, she had meant only to compose and to broadcast. It was not until her piece, “Lice in Love,” had been nominated for a Hugo that she realized a natural lifespan would adversely constrain her creative output. Yet, Charlene maintained that she had not been greedy when she deigned to use her royalties, from the 7th edition of that limitedly popular freshman text, Humanities for You and Me, to fund her initial elective surgery.




  The doctors at the University Medical Center at Princeton had excitedly gobbled up Charlene’s monies, rationalizing that since her maternal grandmother had suffered from rheumatoid arthritis, they were merciful in supplying their client with preventive care. In the same way in which those surgeons regularly excised the breasts of healthy women with family histories of cancer, and in which they performed episiotomies on young mothers with no skin elasticity issues, those practitioners readily replaced Charlene’s sacroiliac joints with proxies.




  At the time, the Classic Department’s Tenure and Promotion Committee had been so delighted with Charlene’s participation in the anthropology dimension of the Fulbright Specialist Program and with her nomination to second vice president of the National Communication Association, that they were willing to look the other way on cosmetic matters. Her contiguous articles in Philosophy and Rhetoric and in Traditio helped her cause, as well.




  So, Charlene, under her alias, wrote even more creative nonfiction for The Smithsonian and for The Christian Science Monitor. Under her nom de plume, she similarly fashioned further tales of vampires and of golems for The House of Pain and for City Morgue. She dashed off intermittent book reviews for Jane Magazine, too.




  At present, if Charlene’s exaggerated posture, as a tenured professor in an Ivy League school, gleaned less loathing, then all of the variations of her play-acting would have been as sweet as had been Socrates’ final drink when that great scholar had been confronted by the Sophists. Regrettably, the contemporary state of the academic community’s vagarities disallowed for undefendable fakery. Charlene called to cancel the interview.




  Compote and Compromise




   




  As she stood at the counter opening the wrinkled fruits, checking them carefully for worms, my mother, Rebbetzin Rachel Yehudite Titlebaum, sighed. Thus far, not a single one of the dried plums, resting in the pile near her, had passed her inspection. The apples had seemed okay, and Ima had even managed to scavenge a handful of acceptable grapes. The prunes, however, were giving her problems.




  Setting her chin on her sweaty palm, Ima looked up from the fruit to me. She gestured to the stool near her own and patted it. A weak smile crept from one of her cheeks to the other.




  “Hila,” she called to me in a soft voice. “Tell me about school.”




  I took my mug of mint tea, my crinkled tiyul notice, and my backpack to the place my mother indicated.




  “It was alright,” I offered.




  “Did I ever tell you…” she began, that odd look altering the focus of her eyes from near and here, to then and far. Sometimes when her face grew soft like that she spoke about her European childhood. Sometimes she spoke about meeting my father, Rabbi Moshe Aaron Titlebaum, and about being courted by him. Sometimes she referred, with the tiniest of teardrops, to the time when I, or one of my younger siblings, was born. I took small sips from my mug, anticipating her narrative. “…about the time your grandparents, on both sides, first visited Abba and I?” she continued.




  I stopped stirring the bag floating in my mug. I had been using my right index finger as a motor for my miniature fiber and leaf boat. “You never told me that one,” I answered.




  “I was young,” she began, her hand unwittingly knocking over the rejected prunes as she gestured, “very young. Your father and I had been married for only a few months when we heard that all of them were coming.”




  “Grandpa Titlebaum was still alive?” I queried.




  “And kicking. Not only did he give regular mussar to his Lakewood bucharim, but also to your father. In fact, especially to your father.”




  “Do you think it would have been the same if Abba had had siblings?”




  “We can’t know.”




  “Was he ever jealous of your family?”




  “Nope. He seemed glad of it. In fact, it was Aunt Batya who helped us through this one.”




  “She couldn’t have been married so long.”




  “Just a few years. But she already had given birth to Cousin Sophie and Cousin Yossie. She seemed like an ‘expert’ in all things domestic to a young kallah like me.”




  “Aunt Batya?! She still doesn’t make kugel and Cousin Sophie is already married with her own kids.”




  “But she makes peace. Kugel can be bought. Besides, Sophie’s kugel is remarkable.”




  “I wish Raphi had left over some last Shabbot.”




  “Anyway, I didn’t know what to do. Although Batya didn’t make kugel, she had had many good experiences, as a married lady, hosting Safta Rosie and with Sabba Mordachai. She also knew how to please Uncle Shmuel’s parents. In fact, Batya had entertained all four of them together, without great problem, several times.”




  “Without kugel?”




  “She bought babka.”




  “But Ima, you made good sacher torte since you were my age. You make it great now. Any left?”




  “No. That didn’t matter. It wasn’t the food.” My mother walked over to our dry goods’ cabinet, pulled up our kitchen’s stepladder, peered into the highest shelves and continued; “not even the most beautifully challah could have saved me. It was the differences.”




  “Differences?” I murmured, my mouth stuffed full of the slice of sacher torte that my mother had surreptitiously passed to me.




  “Differences. Do you think we have any more prunes anywhere? Safta Rosie and Sabba Mordachai lived differently than did Grandma and Grandpa Titlebaum.”




  “Why do you call them so formally? Didn’t they ever mind?”




  “No. When I married your father, they thought that at last they were inheriting the Yeckie that their family lacked. They made a big deal of my Swiss heritage.”




  “I bet you hated it,” I suggested, as I wiped some crumbs off of my face with the back of my hand. My mother was so busy looking into her boxes of holiday dry goods that she neither noticed nor remarked on my behavior.




  “I loved your father and respected his parents. That’s all that mattered.”




  “Did Abba realize had hard it was?”




  “Probably. His moshgiach was very wise. Remember the time, when you were in elementary school, when I came back from a leviah and cried and cried? It was Abba’s moshgiach from his kollel days that had been returned to Ha Kadosh Baruchu.”




  “Abba cried, too. He didn’t let you see.”




  “He didn’t have to. Anyway, that kind and wise man had suggested, before all of your grandparents arrived, that Abba talk to Aunt Batya and Uncle Shmuel. I was a little ‘sensitive’ when I was a young lady and Abba’s moshgiach was afraid that asking me directly how to please my parents might upset me.”




  I shook my head at my mother. “You, Ima? You’re the toughest lady I know. All the little kids pick up their ice cream wrappers when you walk about.”




  “Today.”




  “Not possible.”




  “Possible.”




  “So what happened? Any more torte? How did you hide that slice from Raphi?”




  “There is, but not for you.”




  “I hope I love my husband as much as you love Abba when I’m a kallah.”




  “Hush child. You still have school. Abba came home, and, based on his conversation with Batya and Shmuel, suggested that I make fruit compote.”




  “He doesn’t like it. Why would he have said that?”




  “Shalom Bayit, Love. Please bodek these beans. In a few months we’ll have to buy other things. These are still last year’s harvest.”




  “I remember Pesach the last shemittah year. Oy!”




  “Oy back at you. We’re only up to Sukkot.”




  “Is that when this story took place?”




  “Indeeders.”




  “So what did you do?”




  “Could you check this rice, too?”




  “Sure. How come you’re not buying vacuum-packed anymore?”




  “Price. I need to save money for pretty hair thingamabobs.” She pulled one of my ponytails. Ima then began to sort through our disposable plate cabinet. I doubted that she would find dried fruit there.




  “So did you make it?”




  “The cost of the hair ornaments?” Ima smiled at me in a naughty way.




  “No, the compote. Why are you looking among the plastic forks and spoons?”




  Ima kept digging through the cabinet. “Of course I did. Batya got a recipe from a neighbor who had gotten it from that neighbor’s grandmother. An ‘old’ recipe seemed like a good idea for entertaining ‘older’ people.”




  “So what was the big deal?”




  Before answering, Ima pulled a bottle of lemon juice and a bag of sugar out from behind the plastic cups. “Was Leah ‘organizing’ again? The ‘big deal’ was that I had no prunes. Being a shemittah year, certain foods that were already difficult to obtain in Jerusalem were that much more impossible to find.”




  “Should I look behind the candlesticks to see if we have any unopened grape juice?” Although my father hates compote, I adore it. I’ve memorized at least a handful of different ways to concoct it.




  “Please. Without the prunes, I had no compote. Without the compote I had no one-size-fits-all hospitality. Without one-size-fits-all hospitality, I just wanted to run to my bed and cry.”




  “But you’re creative. Surely you thought of something.”




  “Actually, the wife of Abba’s moshgiach ‘thought’ of something. Don’t jump ahead. Keep in mind, instead, that your Abba and I had thought we were perfect together. We both wanted to establish a home of Torah and Yirat Shemyim, and we both thought that Abba should sit and learn as long as was practical, whatever ‘practical’ would prove to mean.”




  “So?”




  “So, we also had some differences.”




  “Not possible.” I handed my mother the bottle that someone had thoughtfully hidden behind our tallest candlesticks.




  “Possible,” she chimed as she added some juice to her fruit stew. Ima had yet to find more prunes. For my part, I bodeked the beans and the rice. I rinsed them, left the beans to soak, and put the rice up to boil.




  “Tell me,” I insisted. Ima had temporarily left her compote project to work on salad. After eyeballing the tomatoes and cucumbers, she began to dice. “Both of us were working on our own middot, but we were not yet so harmonious about the details of our lives.”




  “You told me that shalom bayit is a constantly created masterpiece.”




  “I told you true,” she answered, reaching for some onions.




  “Nu?”




  “Even famous artists, after hours of practice, make many mistakes. Did you know that many important works of art are actually painted over pictures that artists rejected?”
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