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There never was a war that was not inward: I must fight till I have conquered in myself what causes war.

Marianne Moore, “In Distrust of Merits”





PART ONE

Straw

I am in my own mind.

I am locked in the wrong house.

Anne Sexton,

“For the Year of the Insane”
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In His Hands

(FALL 1988)

I quietly ask myself, “Who is it?” before entering even my own home. At the door of my classroom I follow the same ritual. Francis, my roommate and friend, comes to the classroom with me. Her birth name is spelled with an e, but she writes it with an i. The idea, she says, is to remind herself what a difference that one vowel makes.

Nontraditional English One, Section 6 is a 6 P.M. Monday and Friday class, lasting ten weeks. In the second week of the fall semester seven of my eighteen students have dropped the course. Most of the students in Introduction to Making Fiction lack the money (or, in a few cases, the guts) to go to the college or even the community college, but they believe my course will help them test the waters.

“I’ll lecture about something if you’ll shut up,” I say to the chattering group.

I have no idea what I will lecture about. Maybe Freytag’s Pyramid. I ask, “First, who will read from her journal?” 

“Were we supposed to bring our journals, Mrs. O?” 

“You’re always supposed to bring your journal, Norm.” Francis is doing something strange again. She has taken a small bottle from her purse and seems to be cooling her fingertips on the glass, touching without looking. Francis, I think, you are so fine. They’ve never seen anything like you. A real storybook character.

Many of the students are watching, but no one sits up straight at the long table. Eleven variations on slouching. But usually it means something when Mitchey Shultz nudges her journal before her on the table. “Caught you, Mitchey. Go ahead, read us something.”

“It isn’t much,” she says.

“Go ahead.”

Mitchey opens the pocket-size journal and has one quick read-through of the entry before she decides she will share it. Her grin must be viral: everyone is grinning.

“It’s entitled ‘Tea.’”

“‘Tea.’ Great title. Good. ‘Tea.’ Go ahead.” It takes this much effort with Mitchey, who always volunteers but has to be encouraged.

She reads: “‘Tea.’

“The boys like it when she serves them tea. The boys like the way the kettle hisses then whistles, and the boys like the way the air changes when the tea is plunged in the hot water.”

She is reconsidering the next part. She reads it. “The boys like having it poured and they like seeing the unstained cup placed before them on a saucer. The water darkens, the air sweetens, and the boys like to have her lift the tea bag out of the cup then squeeze it with her fingers and take it away but come back, and they like her to say, ‘Drink.’”

The writing is a complete surprise. I say, “What can I say?”

Andria Charley says, “Was that the assignment?”

Norm Navares mouths the words “Oh, baby.” Norm sits next to Mitchey because he has believed all along she had this in her.

“Key-rist!” says Burns, whose moustache is still only faint braille. I imagine reading his moustache. It says, “Are you kidding me?” Burns, a Nontraditional repeater, always writes it like it is. All of his short stories have been about characters with names like Candy and Spit. His last story, two triple-spaced pages long, was entitled “But Who Gives a Fuck?” and in it everyone met a violent end.

Peter Thompsenson, who sits at the corner of the table farthest from me, is trembling like a hummingbird. He thinks he knows what Mitchey means about tea: he feels covered wingtip to nosetip by all the golden pollen in her voice.

“Who else will read a journal entry?” I ask. “Peter?”

“Huh?”

“Would you like to read?” I suspect he has never refused a teacher’s request. If I asked him to erase the board with his short, unwashed hair, he would do it.

“A little one, Peter?”

He pulls his journal from his rear pocket. “I did one on prose rhythm. Like Mitchey.” The pages are smeary because he obsessively reworks and revises. “This doesn’t—it doesn’t have no—any—title.”

“Fine. That’s fine. Okay?”

“But I could call it ‘His Fist,’ I think.”

“His Fist.” I wish I hadn’t called on him. It was cruel.

“Go ahead?”

“Go ahead, Peter.”

He shakes his head yes, a gesture he offers himself to help him go ahead. He reads: “You couldn’t open it a chink because it was so strong and everything, was like a chunk of concrete, could break something if it wanted, smelled kind of like wet concrete, was cold with holes like the holes concrete’s got, when it hit something concrete it might get chipped but didn’t get crushed or anything, or even open up even a little.”

Most of the class members are watching Francis, who sits next to Peter. She is following every word, looking at him with absolute adoration. Burns and Norm worshipfully gaze across the table at Mitchey.

The Invisible, the students who are not absent but are also not really present, are self-erasing. Susan Orstal. Dennis Tiber. Ermirda Maestas. Tim Hutto. One minute they sit before me. The next minute, if a question seems too imminent, they fade. Minorest characters.

I ask, “So. What did you think of ‘His Fist’? Norm? Burns?”

Norm says, “Good.” Burns slowly turns his total attention on Peter, who is also a Nontraditional repeater. “Peter,” he says, “I always like what you do.” Then he looks at Francis and asks her, “What did he do?”

Peter starts to explain but I say, “I’m going to lecture now about round, really round, and obscenely round characters and then I’ve got another assignment to throw out and I’m going to throw it way out there and we can all go fetch it and bring it back to the kennel here on Friday.”

Andria Charley wants to know if her story is still due for discussion on Friday. She has gotten her long ash-brown hair shredded by angry birds or paid a lot of money to have somebody make her look hard-bitten, but her wavering voice betrays her.

“We’re all looking forward to it, Andria.”

“Yeah,” says Burns, halfway out of his chair.

“I was just asking,” says Andria

“No other questions?” I look them over. Lewis Blake, one of several older students in the class, is missing again. “Anybody know where Lewis is?”

“Happy hour,” says Burns.

“Do you think so?”

“Class over?” he asks.

“Not yet. Don’t forget to read the Updike, Oates, Kurtz, Butz, Bortsch, and Bottley pieces in The Many American Amber Grains.”

Peter Thompsenson is rattled. “What?”

“I’m joking, Peter. The Oates in your textbook, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And look, everybody, I want you to think about round characters and not another thing in the world, so that’s why we’re quitting early again. But I have an assignment. Write this down.

“You have to draw your own scheme or map for how a short story works. Make it a map. Make it practical but brilliant. Provide details of description; include topographic details; and be ready to defend it.”

Peter asks, “How long?”

“How long? Eleven inches. As much paper as it takes, I guess, Peter. Okay, Peter?” He nods yes. “Bring it with you, everybody. Class dismissed.”

*

After class, Francis and I drop by Rickee Wells’s office to say hello, but she is hiding out, probably working on a new poem. (She says “poom.”) Rickee is a Real English Professor Poet in The Department of English on the main campus. She is also a fledgling real estate tycoon. Her motto: An apartment should not mean, but be.

“You in there?” I ask through the door.

“Can’t talk. Sorry, Peg.”

“Hi there,” says Francis.

“Hi, Francis.”

I understand that for Rickee, The Muse is real as rain. In another book I might be a Real English Professor, like her. I would have already lived many lives in many houses of straw and stick and stone. Like Rickee, I would have split myself in two completely different halves, poet and professional woman, and then joined the two in unlikely lovely, holy self-matrimony. Rickee and I would be best friends. In another time, we might yet be. “See you, Rickee. Good luck on the poem.”

“Sorry. Hey, wait.” Through the hollow wooden door, Rickee’s words sound like stones spilled out of pottery. “Want to hear it?”

“The poem?” asks Francis.

“Great,” I say.

“Certain?”

“Sure.” Francis and I lean against the door. We can hear Rickee rattle some papers, scrape a chair across the tiles of her office.

“It’s called ‘Ivu.’ Ivu’s the Eskimo word for ‘the suddenly leaping shore ice.’ Ready?”

“Wait.” Francis puts her weight on both legs.

“Francis,” I whisper, “you are so fine.”

“Ready?”

“Yep,” says Francis.

“We have / more words for Ice / than Love. / Crumbling ice like / unsteady, wrinkled palms / ice like skin on / boiling milk / ice like waking eyelid / unbroken / unbreaking names. / We have more words for Ice / than Awe.”

“Hey!” Francis is confounded.

“Rickee, I like it.”

“Certain, Peg?”

“One of your best.”

“It’s rough.”

Francis looks at the door. “Ice. What an idea for a poem.”

“Thanks,” says Rickee. “I must get back to it. Thanks for listening.”

“Sure.”

“So. So long there, Rickee.”

As we walk out of the building, Francis asks, “Was that a first part? It sounded like, part of a something poetic. Why did she call it ‘Ivol’?”

“‘Ivu.’ I don’t know, Francis. I guess it’s an awesome word. Don’t you think?”

“But if you don’t know what it means…”

“Francis, did you see what the thugs have done to our building?” At the entrance to Hugh Milton Hall someone has blacked out the lower-case h in Hugh.

“But,” says Francis. “Wait a minute.”

“I guess she’ll have to put in a footnote or something explaining about what ‘ivu’ means, won’t she?”

“Well, I guess!”

* * *

Francis and I talk about the poem on the bus back to Everview, where I can use Paula Analyst’s Kaypro word processor and Francis can finish a letter to my daughter Molly. It will be written as if by me and will be signed by me.

After a snack in the dining room, we follow our once-a-week routine of tuning in to “The Brazilian Hour” on our local FM. Our moderator Sergio answers the listener letters. He pronounces his name “Sear Zhee Oh.”

“We ligke to rezeeve letters zhou zend,” he whispers. “And now thee tremenda Martine Davila.

“We hobe zhou enzhoy thizya one.”

Sergio never talks aloud. He whispers. What zhou cannot hear tastes delicious there between the luscious, moist layers of his voice. I know. Sergio has been a constant, accepting friend. I can count my faithful friends on one hand: my daughter Molly, my friend Francis, my university friend Rickee, and my truant student Lewis Blake maybe, and Sergio. Barely a handful.

My ex-husband and I are estranged. In 1971, when we had been married barely eighteen months, James came back from Vietnam okay. He deplaned uninjured, handsome in his uniform, and closed his arms around me and our daughter so hard I had to say, “The baby, honey. Careful.” Then he fit into a good job as a snack machine vendor for White’s Snack Foods here in Las Almas. He might have put too much energy and time in his work, but he’d say, “I’m still adjusting some, Little Peg,” and that’s what he would do: adjust himself.

I have been at the Everview Residential Treatment Center for almost as long as I have been married. In the early seventies it was called Everview Halfway House, and it had no wrought-iron gates and archways, and the large adobe building was not divided into two “wings.” It had no concrete identifying sign with sun/mountain/stream logo. It had no permanent staff. We called it Halfass House. It was purchased by the Everview Corporation, “a health care organization,” which conglomerated it. In 1975 they built a two-story one-hundred-room psychiatric care center right behind our small building here in Las Almas. Vista-view. We call it Neverview. Sometimes we call one The Little House and the other The Big House. Our building looks like the guard station to a maximum security prison. Since all that happened, our treatment center hasn’t exactly become more structured or efficient or even effective, though the driveway has been widened into a parking lot and the building facade has been pasteled and decaled and awned and hedged to look more institutional. The plan is not to keep anyone for more than eighteen weeks here, but no matter what is happening in Neverview, exceptions to the rule are still the rule at Everview.

I have taught English in the Nontraditional Program at New Mexico State University, Las Almas Branch for over ten years. My specialty is Creative Writing, which I teach only part-time. I am allowed halfway into the normal world while I live halfway out of it.

It’s a good thing I’m a solid person. I am six foot one and a half inches tall. Slightly over one hundred and ninety-five pounds. I was large even when I was very young but I have always been called “Little Peg” by my oldest brother Anthony and my father; once, that was an affectionate irony, now it is an ironic affectation. My mother and my younger brother Ben never called me Little.

God made me from a large block of mottled white stone and he rushed the job, didn’t chisel or chip much away. So, I have few well-defined features except for two almost unindented dimples at the corners of my mouth.

Sergio would not mind my weak ankles. Sergio would kiss my thighs and the little bit of fleshiness behind my knees and, when he got to my ankles. Oh. He would be moving toward them with excruciating leisure and patience (whispering, “Zo zoft iz zo zo zo…zoft”). When he got to my ankles, he would kiss the veins and taste the Amorale perfume I would rub into them if I had some; then he would brush the thin line of his moustache on the places (“Close zhyur eyes, dearez”) where I had pumiced my heel calluses and trimmed my toenails neat as neatly spaced and lovely teeth.

Beauty is up your eye, in my reserved opinion. My shoulders and back are broad. My breasts are thirty-eight years old; I’d like to forget them but if I don’t tell everything now, God help me later. They’re big enough, I guess, but low on my chest; they form a ledge just above the rounded ledge that is my waist.

I do good things these days with my hair. The history of my perms is the history of my mental health. Right now I’m in a perm named “True” that keeps it swept back from my face in slight ripples of dark auburn wave flowing thickly down my back: a look that’s uncontrolled but controllable and that says, I’m natural.

I will be a beautiful old woman. I will chain-smoke, wear belted cotton dresses, and be thin as a mint: an advertisement for aging. Who will care?

Francis and I both watch the radio when it is on in our room. If we try to read or to look at each other, we find we have to turn the volume up. I can see two of Francis in the shiny dials. 

When Sergio offers a commercial break, Francis asks, “You have Andria Charley’s story for discussion at the end of the week, don’t you?”

“Guess so,” I say.

“Well?”

“It has some holes in it,” I tell her. It has more holes than it has spaces between holes. I’ll have to ask her to stop reading so much Virginia Woolf and watching PBS. We might have to talk about the contrivance in it. What do you think, Sergio? Zo mush do underztand, no? Form or Content, Sergio? Do you sometimes listen to the tremenda Martine Davila and argue: Form over Content? Content over Form?

Sergio, I can hear the jungle around you. Is that possible?

I know what Paula Analyst would say. She says the world is too exact for us to bear. Paula Analyst is an analyst in need of help. But she is my analyst, and so I listen to what she offers.

Your chair, she says, is the locus of certain coordinates. What are the coordinates? We need to know if we’re going to be able to cope, Peg. Think of your chair as an exact place. An exact place is no place. A perfect place to begin. Do you understand?

“No,” I say.

Good, she says. Begin. Her resting expression is a Rasputin smile.

“You’re a kook,” I say.

That makes her laugh. Begin.

“I went home for my wedding anniversary.”

Yes.

“April ninth, 1970.”

Why?

“Where else to go—my husband James was in Vietnam.”

Where?

“No where. Vietnam. Da Nang. He said a hill near Da Nang.”

Good. Go on, Peg. Information.

“Hill 38. It was my first wedding anniversary. How many days were left for James to come back? I don’t remember.”

How many days, Peg?

“My mother was fifty-five. My father was fifty-seven. He had fought in France. James and I had been married two months and—we both knew how many days, too—two months and twelve days—when he left for basic. Molly was conceived in Japan. A leave that September. Let’s stop.”

All right. Stop.

“Wait. Wait.”

We can stop.

“I drove my brother Ben to the airport when he left too. We sang, ‘He’s Got the Whole Wide World’ the whole way to El Paso.”

Are you exaggerating?

“Yes.”

Don’t.

“Some of the way to El Paso. You know how the song goes?”

Sing.

“Come on.”

Sing.

“‘He’s got the whole wide WORLD in His hands. He’s got the WHOLE wide WORLD in His hands. He’s got the WHOLE wide WORLD in HIS hands. He’s got the WHOLE world in His HANDS!’ ”

Oh, yes.

“On the swings in the backyard we used to sing it through all the verses we knew. ‘He’s got the little bitty babies in His… He’s got my mother and my father… He’s got my sister and my brother…’ We made up verses. ‘He’s got the liver and the tuna in His hands.’ ”

How old were you on the swings?

“Nine or ten. Eight or nine.”

Carefully, Peg.

“Eight. Can you believe that? I’m sure. Eight.”

Slow down, Peg.

“‘He’s got the turnips and the lentil beans in His hands! He’s got the spinach and the powdered milk in His hands! He’s got the oatmeal with raisins in His hands! He’s got the WHOLE world in His HANDS!’ ”

Then?

“Did you know what? Did you know all over Vietnam are old, old white stone grave markers that say, ‘Liet Si’? Ben wrote me. Said it made Arlington Cemetery look like a tiny family plot.”

Where were we?

“It means ‘Hero.’”

Where were we?

“I was twenty-one years old. My brother was nineteen when he left for Vietnam three months and two days after James. My brother’s full name is on the memorial. Twenty-two characters etched into the memorial. A six-hour plane flight from here. Nightmares sometimes that his name is worn away by wind or rain, by God’s big clumsy fingers. Benjamin Edwin O’Crerieh. Worn away.”

Long enough. We can stop.

“I’m done.”

Where are we? How did we get here?

Tomorrow I’ll visit James and Molly Ann.

Are you following your medication schedule? Exactly? You’re sure?

*

Here in our room, Francis and I are in a storybook state of being. Denouement. It is sunrise. Or sunset. The clouds—three of them—cast one perfect cruciform shadow over the unopened curtains.

Francis says, “Want some coffee?”

She is menopausal. That really is how she has been diagnosed. I have sneaked a look at her staff file report. The file says: Menopausal. Depressive. Self-destructive. Diet. Exercise. Positive reinforcement. And below that is a calendar conforming to five columns headed with these titles: Condition/Short-trm/Lng-trm/Self Report/Staff Comments.

Francis and I have coffee. It makes me laugh when I think about the clouds, the curtains, the coffee, how neatly we descend the last steps of Freytag’s Pyramid, which is the topic of my Friday lecture.

We listen to the end of “The Brazilian Hour.” The program is always about one hour long. Isn’t that strange? But many hours seem to have passed.

“We hobe zhou hab enzhoy,” Sergio, at last, whispers. “Keeb enzhoying.”

Hab a nize day, Sergio, my friend, my dear moderator.
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Self Report

Writing a letter to my daughter Molly, Francis got stuck on Churchill.

“Did Churchill have six pairs of spectacles?” she asked. “Was it five?”

Her ring finger tapped the s and her index finger tapped the f on her Cadet RemRand Portable, but she didn’t strike either key. A single consonant, a single vowel could be immeasurably important. “Winston,” she finally said, “we shall have to take a stab, shan’t we?” and she typed, “6 pair of spectacles.”

She had been awake since 4 A.M. hammering out the first draft. Writing these letters to my daughter Molly was not something I asked her to do; Francis did it, she said, “just because.” At first, I would ask, “Shouldn’t I write these letters, don’t you think, Francis?”

“Well, Peg,” Francis had said, “of course.”

The conversation always abruptly ended there because Francis said nothing more. And I realized that if it made any sense to be writing these letters (which it didn’t, since I saw Molly every week), then, of course, I should be writing them, but I never did; and my own letters would probably not ever be half as fine as Francis’s.

Now, when the alarm went off at seven and I wished her a good morning, Francis was eager to read the letter to me.

I asked if I could take a shower first, but Francis said, “All right,” clicking her fingertips on home row, which meant it wasn’t all right.

“The shower can wait, I guess.”

Francis said, “Here goes,” and rolled the paper up on the platen.

“My Dearest Molly.” She stopped. “Should I keep the ‘My’?”

“Let’s keep it.”

Francis had crooked lower teeth like me but her smile never showed them. Her crooked index fingers clicked on f and j. A storybook character.

My Dearest Molly,

I’m thinking about you again. I’m always thinking about you. How are you?

On the tv yesterday I heard some more about Imelda and Ferdinand Marcos and I thought that was interesting. What do you think?

“Imelda and Ferdinand?” I asked.

“She’s studying them. I bet she’s got them in Current Events class. I want her to know we’re—you’re up on current events.” 

“Okay. Why not?”

What do you think? I was wondering if they’ll put a picture of Imelda’s closetful of shoes in the history bks.

In my history bks I can remember seeing a photo of Churchill’s 6 pair of spectacles and the 6 cases they came in. It made me wonder.

“Wonder with an o?” Francis asked. “Or an a?”

“Let’s make it a, Francis. Was it six?” I asked; I thought I remembered ten or twelve, a tableful of spectacles. 

Six. And you know how I know that I know that? This is interesting to me. This makes you stop and consider. I can actually picture the multiple-choice question I had to answer in school: a) Six, b) Two, c) Four in the cases, Two out of the cases, d) None of the above.

Well, what else?

I have a new job in the Neverview building. My friend Francis and I clean and buff the floors in the whole building on Thurs. nights. On Sun. and Wed. nights we vacuum. Then, the last day of the month we wax, and we each get $30 a wk.

Have you bought a new pair of shoes lately? I’ll bet shoe sales go down for a while.

I know we’re seeing each other today so I didn’t need to write a letter. But I wanted to be able to give you something because

I love you so much.

I looked at Francis’s hands resting on the typewriter keys, her thumbs over the tab, her wrists resting but alert. “It’s a beautiful letter.”

“Here,” said Francis.

I signed it “Me” and folded it. When I came back from my shower, Francis was gone for her daily trip into town to walk. I had gone with her only once. Francis went everywhere, up every main street in Las Almas. She walked too close to the curb. She looked inside the cars as they passed and always waved a little fingers-only wave to the ones with children in them. And she didn’t really walk; her stride was so urgent, she almost ran. It ached me to think how the people in town must figure Francis to be one of the “walkers,” the street-roaming crazies.

*

Self Report, continued.

It is a Sunday morning in September. The Everview bus lady has given several of us a morning ride on a small bluff road just beyond the northern edge of Las Almas. On this high edge, I can see most of the Mesilla Valley. It is softened by the dew, as if some artist wanting to romanticize it stippled it with the smallest dots of pale rose paint. I recite to myself about the dew because when I love things I can’t help naming and renaming them: Dew. Dewiferous. Dewifluent. Dewifluous. Dewigenous.

On my bicycle I used to get ahead of my brother Ben and fishtail the dust into his face if he couldn’t keep up. Or to be sure he stopped when I stopped, I would sideswipe his bike with mine. I was only two years older than him, so by the time I was ten he had caught on to me.

We had a particular place we bicycled to, where the Rio Grande ran just under El Hado mesa on the southwest end of the valley. It was a part of Black Mesa, but it was more bare and more shadowed by steepness. We had bicycled through Mr. Stahmann’s pecan orchards that said KEEP OUT (and, scrawled underneath, PELIGRO!). As we figured it, that was fair warning to anyone who might come to our secret place, a closed curtain of rushes fourteen or fifteen feet high.

One March at the windy time in the valley, the late afternoon was like evening because of the smoke-black dust blasting from El Hado’s face. The rushes clacked against each other and their straw heads tangled and untangled in a hissing sound. Between the rushes and the river we sat down and pulled Baby from the grocery bag. A twenty-inch life-size rubber newborn, Baby came with her own snap-on plastic diaper and pink cotton jumper. I don’t know what Baby Lifesize cost in 1960, but you can buy her today for $19.99. I have seen many of her.

We sat Baby up. “Mmmmm,” she said, awake and unsurprised when I forced her head off.

Ben showed me how it was her head that made the sound. He rocked Baby’s head, making it sigh again, closing and opening its eyes. Ben had instinctively learned a gesture of my father’s in which he would quietly, only slightly, shake his head no at some notion known only to him. You’d see Ben or my father look down at a bowl of Malt-O-Meal and do it, or at someone in church.

I asked, “Don’t you want to float her?”

“Huh?” he said. “Yeah. Course.” He brought out his stuff: black electrical tape, a toy compass, a box of matches, a few yards of fishing line filament with a hook at the end. I had a little finger-size flashlight and a map of New Mexico taken from the dash of our parents’ car. I also had blank paper and two sharpened pencils. We laid it all out, lined it up: a survival kit for “the people in peril,” the Mexicans downriver. The idea was the same every time, though we made it more and more elaborate according to new things we learned about Mexicans from our parents. It had to be secret help because they might be a Mexican family, and so there were probably eighteen or nineteen of them and they were probably running from the law. The best thing was that the people in peril were aliens. If you were floating things downriver to aliens anything you floated down would be wondrous. We knew at least that much.

“Ready?” Ben asked. Even though he was already eight, he had just learned to tell time. He looked at his wrist. “Three fifty-six,” he said.

“Mmmmm,” I said to Baby’s torso. The torso said it back.

“Okay, Ben.” I stuffed the fishing line and hook inside the matchbox and handed it to him.

He dropped it into her and looked inside. “Okay,” he said.

I put the flashlight and pencils together, rolling the blank paper around them. I rolled the map around that, but then decided I had the order wrong, so I rolled the pencils in the map and the map inside the blank paper.

“Okay,” Ben said, diagonally wedging the package into her rib cage. “But it’ll rattle around inside.”

“Yep,” I said.

He looked at me, his eyes opening wider. The expressiveness of his face was dependent on his eyes and mouth since neither his frowns nor grins ever creased his smooth, impassive forehead.

“It has to rattle,” I said. “Or they won’t know anything’s inside.”

He had gotten a pencil mark above his nose, so I wiped it off with a damp finger. “Messahanus,” I said in imitation of my mother.

“Jeez, Peg.”

He wiped my spit from his forehead. His hair did not have as much black in it as mine, but it was the same auburn shade. All the features of his face were so much like mine that I might have been only his moult, a person still inside the skin he had shed.

The compass also rattled in Baby’s head as we screwed it back oh and punched her limbs in place. We took off her jumper to tape up the seams of her neck, arms, and legs. We covered her tilt-open eyes, her pursed mouth, and perfect, open ears. We looked her over for a last leakage check. “Functional,” I said. 

“Functional,” he said. It was a word we had heard our father use. She had a diaper but, needless to say, no genitals or anus. We decided the holes at the roots of her lifelike hair might leak, so Ben taped her head.

He said, “Here you go,” to her—or to me—and asked, “Ready?”

I answered, “Set sail.” I might have felt nostalgia for Baby if she hadn’t floated so beautifully. I might have felt some horror at the sight of her bandaged up like that, but I held hands with Ben and felt awfully good that we sealed her up tight. Downriver, the people in peril, without light or heat or compass, would retrieve her and find inside her everything they needed.

*

I must be talking out loud without knowing it. Dewopathy. Dewimancy. The bus driver says, “Huh?”

“Dewimancy,” I say. “It means ‘divination by dew.’ ”

“Going to rain?” she asks. I like her.

“No chance.”

As we take the University exit off Highway 25 and descend into Las Almas, I am happy. It is amazing to me how easily happiness can come back.

* * *

On the door of my husband’s house, very high up, but eye level for me, was a brass plate which said MR. JAMES AIGLEY. It made my knuckles hurt to knock, but it was a matter of ritual and principle.

“Hey,” he said when he opened the door, “it’s Little Peg.” He said it both to himself and to me, which was his way.

I said hello and told him I was happy and fairly okay mentally so it was safe to let me in.

“Oh, hey, come on in,” he said. “Molly’s at church but you sit down and let me take care of you.” His newly trimmed hair was parted high; his sideburns were short, narrow, neat, and the skin of his face a little agitated where he had circled his electric shaver too much around his mouth and over his chin.

He had breakfast, coffee, orange juice, the morning paper, anything I wanted, he had it. I sat on his stiff, short-backed sofa. His carpeting was clean. His window curtains were Lustre Glaze Chintz (we had picked it out together) which feels so good to gather in your hands or in a curtain sash.

James and my arrangement has been unconventional. We might be “separated.” Who can tell? In ’73 I gave him no choice but to take me to court concerning Molly, and as a result, I was declared unfit. He has legal custody but allows me to visit whenever I like. (My scheduled times are Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays.) Would you think we would be divorced by now? Would you think our relationship would be hostile? Nope. For fifteen years, for week-long periods, I have lived with James and Molly while I have moved from Everview to various apartments and then back in with them before eventually returning to Everview. People strange enough to agree to such a life should be called “estranged.” That will do fine to describe James and me.

I asked when Molly would be back.

“A minute. Relax and let me get you something.” He was pouring cream into my coffee, remembering just how I liked it, giving it to me whether I wanted it or not, like always. His hands were steady around the cup, and I touched his fingers with mine as I took it from him.

Though I know what I need, I don’t always know how much. Memory has to fill in the gaps.

James trimmed his nails by neatly chewing them off. His fingers and the backs of his hands were nearly hairless and were always raw from overscrubbing. After lovemaking, I used to hold his hands near my face and talk to them.

Now it made him uncomfortable to have me looking at them. “You’re early, Little Peg.”

“Sorry. I’m in a great mood, James.” He sat on the identical sofa across from my sofa. He rested his hands on his knees and leaned forward as though he wanted to look more directly at me, but then he avoided eye contact.

I remember I would touch his hands with my nose and lips; smell and even almost taste the weedy mustiness of me on his fingers; then whisper into his palms, “How do you know how to touch me like that? Did I teach you? How?”

“So. Things are better?” he asked.

“All the time, James. Leveling out.” I told him it was nice of him to ask but could I drink my coffee and us not talk, because it threw me off to talk to him when I was really happy and I’d rather save conversation for Molly.

It was hurtful of me. I never meant to be hurtful but if I would recall something pleasant, some one good moment with him, I got mean. If I visited and remembered how we were, the tense anticipation, mostly the nothingness, I could be friendly because I could pity us both enough to want to reconcile things a little.

James was always pleasant and kind to me on my Sunday visits. It convinced me he remembered only the nothingness.

We sat quietly. He poured himself some juice. He said he had fresh eggs, cheese, salsa, tortillas, lots of stuff he could serve up quick, he’d be glad to, just ask, okay, Little Peg? If I wanted to lift the scab of another ancient, unhealing ugliness, I would have told him to stop calling me Little Peg, call me Peg or shut up with your lots-of-anything-I-want because you’re ruining my happy mood.

He had left the living room to load the dishwasher when Molly came in. She was excited to see me, but as we hugged each other I told her, “I’m okay and feeling happy, Molly, and I think we can have a good time this time.” Because of the way some of our visits had gone, I always thought I should either warn her about me or put aside doubts.

“Oh, Mom, we have a good time every time and you—you—” She’s not like me about that. She can start a lie but has a bad time finishing.

James called from the kitchen, “Do I get a hug?”

He didn’t get one.

While she was changing out of her clothes in another room, I joined James in the kitchen. I asked, “Hey, Molly, how was Mass?”

“Father Sylvester gets off on baptisms, doesn’t he?” she called out. “Took it to the limit, Mom. He thinks a lot about conception and all that. His sermon was about seeds and mustard seeds and fertile earth. It was kind of embarrassing.”

“He’s very young,” I said.

“I mean, you could tell what he was thinking.”

“If she isn’t getting anything out of it,” James muttered to me, “why make her go?”

“I don’t make her go.”

“You still ask.”

“James,” I said, “you haven’t turned the dishwasher on.”

I didn’t know why I asked her to go to Sunday Mass except that in a Mass I had always gotten some good, straight contact with God and His apostles, disciples, popes, bishops, nuns, ushers, organists, the faithful who weren’t afraid of the nutsiness in eating His body and drinking His blood right in front of Him and each other. Symbolism or no symbolism, even if you discounted both heaven and hell, sins and states of grace, immaculate and maculate conception, Mass was still a powerful jolt.

When Molly came back out she asked James if he wanted to go with us; this was a joke among the three of us, and we played it out every time I visited. “Yes, I’d love to go,” he said.

“Too bad,” she said. “You can’t.” It was not funny, it never was funny, but we couldn’t help ourselves: we played it out, we all three laughed.

*

Molly has bought us a dozen doughnuts and two extra-large coffees at the Wagon Wheel.

We’ve been talking about boys. I’ve been trying to say wise things about how if a woman wants knights she better expect armor and if she wants priests she better expect commandments, and for both she better shave her underarms.

We’ve slogged down four doughnuts when talk turns to birth control. And the question about what to expect men to be. “Toads,” I tell her.

She says, “Daddy misses you, you know. He talks about missing you.”

I can’t wipe all the sticky icing from my fingers. “Your father’s an okay man. Mr. Adequate.”

“Hey, Mom.”

“Okay, I take it back.” Inside I’m not taking it back, I’m pushing it forward.

“What’s up?”

“I’m happy, Molly. I’m really in a good mood today. We could have more doughnuts.”

“Nah. All that sugar. So. What’s up?”

“See? You say ‘So’ all the time like I do. But you’re so pretty and you say ‘Hey’ and ‘Nah’ like James says. And look how you hold your doughnut and mouth and coffee cup all real close together. Like him. So. It makes me—I don’t know—ruins things, I guess.”

Nassar, the manager of the Wagon Wheel, walks by and says hello. He has a discount agreement with Everview. All the Everview residents have a little card we show him. Francis has scratched out her name on hers, and written Bug.

After Nassar has walked past, Molly says, “We worry about you.”

“God. You’re so mature, Molly. Look how mature and sensible you are. Like James: he’s so awfully mature. ‘We worry about you.’ God! Does that sound to you like it does to me? Like we can adjust, we’ll adjust fine. But what about you, Mom? What about our Little Peg?”

“We—”

“I’m happy. If you could’ve seen the dew I saw this morning, Molly. You should have seen. So. Tell me something about you that will upset me. How about it? If you’d talk to me like an adult—your mother—I’d like that. Tell me something horrible.”

“Mom.”

“You know: horrible. Eat me up with motherly horror. Well? It would sure make me happier than ‘We worry about you.’”

Molly has to work at a grin. When I describe her to friends I’m usually wishing I could show them a picture instead; when I’m showing her picture, I’m usually saying, “She’s prettier when you see her.” She has my good complexion over all of James’s features: a narrow, handsome face, a tigress’s chin and jawline so resolved and regal it almost does not permit smiling. She has my auburn hair, except unpermed and fuller than mine and richer in crow-black shiny touches. At her birth, the doctor injured her left eyebrow. Maybe only I still notice the slight shadowed flatness at that one plane of her face.

“So?” I ask.

“Nothing big.”

“That’s okay.”

“People at school sometimes want to know about my mom. You know—you.”

We’ve talked about this before, but never settled anything about it. For many of the sixteen years I’ve been in and out of Everview we’ve talked about it. I realize that people probably still ask. “Do you tell them about how I teach in the Nontraditional Program?”

“I did.” She can see she’s got me confused. “I used to.”

She drags her napkin across her mouth. I notice how carefully she’s cared for her nails, which makes me want to get back to the subject of boys. But one thing at a time, I tell myself, because Molly used to tell people I taught and doesn’t anymore. “Why?”

“Mom, you have to know how it is.”
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