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Early Weatherford, The Twenties
by Julie O'Neal Fulton and John K. Hayden 

from chapter three of Weatherford, Oklahoma: 1898-1998

On November 11, 1918, World War I ended 
after Germany signed the armistice and surren­
dered. The end of the war created a combination 
of restlessness, desperation, boredom, and thrill­
seeking in individuals who were about to enter into 
a new decade, the twenties. The mixture of atti­
tudes earned the decade its nickname: the “Roar­
ing Twenties.”

Throughout the twenties, a broad conflict 
existed between a new, secular urban culture, 
connected to more modern views, and an older 
rural America, committed to traditional va l­
ues that sometimes resented economic shifts 
and other change.

In the early twenties, the women’s suffrage 
movement had a great impact on American soci­
ety. By August 18, 1920, the 19th Amendment to 
the Constitution was ratified, giving women the 
right to vote. Ever since the 15th Amendment to 
the Constitution provided Afro-American men the 
right to vote, but denied this right to women, the 
women’s suffrage movement had been pushing in 
full force to achieve the vote. Moreover, many 
women had contributed to the war effort during 
World War I. providing their role in the work place 
as well as at home. The adoption of the 19th 
Amendment to the Constitution provided one of 
the first major changes in the early twenties which 
affected every community, including Weatherford.

During the 1920’s, a group of American writ­
ers and artists made an impact on the cultural life 
of the world. Two of the most famous were Ernest 
Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Many writ­
ers, artists, and intellectuals tried to find a place in 
the world during the twenties because the war had 
broken their spirit. It was a period when many 
were wildly creative, liberating, and reckless.

Since the 18th Amendment prohibited the sale

of alcohol in the twenties, prohibition drove many 
thirsty townspeople to violate the law in search of 
a drink. By some accounts, the twenties soon be­
came “a lawless decade.” Police raids occurred in 
covert saloons and where people brewed their own 
homemade beer. These continual raids and viola­
tions of the law created a wild atmosphere in the 
twenties.

In Weatherford, the twenties did not necessar­
ily live up to the nickname, the “Roaring Twen­
ties,” if the university paper is to be believed. For 
example, historian Mel Fiegel writes that South­
western students were at least aware “of something 
called flappers” in American society, but were not 
inclined to emulate them. In fact, The Southwest­
ern dedicated space to attacking the culture of the 
flappers. It printed a poem in which a bachelor 
surmises that flappers wear a great deal of make­
up because they are ugly. The Southwestern also 
warned young men that dating “A cigarette-smok­
ing profane girl” would only bring them trouble.

The school paper also warned that “p ic­
ture shows and unrestrained social pleasures 
create vices that are antagonistic to the home.” 
Finally, The Southwestern  warned teachers 
that “ the schoolroom is not the place to try 
out the latest fashion.”

Fiegel concludes that these views “revealed a 
continuing spirit of idealism, strong threads of con­
servatism, and a devotion to the values of rural nine­
teenth century America. In the 1920s, Southwest­
ern as an institution simply failed to perceive the 
historical developments taking place in society. No 
doubt, the same conclusion could be attached to 
small town Weatherford as a whole in the 1920s.

But this is not to say there was no fun in 
Weatherford in the 1920s. Since the university 
enrollment was small in number, the students all
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E arly W eatherford

A pictorial greeting o f early Weatherford Photo courtesy Vonda McPhearson

knew each other. The townspeople were also well 
acquainted with the students. In the twenties there 
were no dormitories; therefore, the students lived 
in rooming houses or private homes. In the local 
supermarkets, two cans of tomato soup cost 25 
cents and a 24 pound bag of flour sold for $1.10. 
while tuna fish sold for 10 cents per can.

James J. Craddock remembers regular dances 
being held in the basement of the American Le­
gion Hall, a building now occupied by the Tautfests. 
In the east part of town. J. S. Decker operated a 
swimming pool. At this time it was one of the few 
in this part of the country.

Weatherford in the twenties was also a center 
of entertainment. During the summers of the 1920s, 
the Chautauqua was a gift from the Chautauqua 
Association to communities all across Oklahoma, 
including Weatherford. These entertainers trav­
eled from one town to another bringing their at­
tractions. This event only happened one week of

every summer. As such, the community valued 
and anticipated the return of the Chautauqua.

After arriv ing in the com m unity , the 
Chautauqua set up a tent, a stage, and seating ar­
eas. The seats filled up quickly because of their 
popularity. The entertainment included various 
types of plays, bands, speakers, and there would 
be something special for the children in the morn­
ings. The Chautauqua brought inspiration, liveli­
hood. and entertainment to the Weatherford com­
munity during long, hot summers.

Other entertainment in the community included 
Southwestern’s sporting events. J.P. Jackson let­
tered four years in football at Southwestern and was 
named to the all-intercollegiate teams of 1926 and 
1927. He later played professional football with the 
Boston Bulldogs in 1929. Arnold Shockely earned 
an all-conference tackle in 1927. He also played pro­
fessional football after college with the Providence 
(Rhode Island) Steam Rollers.
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Joe B. Milam assumed football and wrestling 
coaching duties in the fall of 1926. In the first 
year of coaching at Southwestern, his team won 
the Collegiate Conference Championship. Also, 
Milam helped wrestling become a popular sport 
in W eatherford.
From  1927 to 
1933, many state 
and conference  
wrestling champi- 
ons cam e from 
S o u th w e s te r n .
T o d a y  
S o u th w e s te rn ’s 
football stadium 
is named in honor 
of Joe B. Milam.

In addition to 
the annual 
Chautauquas and 
sporting events, 
the locals could 
also check out the 
latest Hollywood 
fare at the Bunga­
low Theater.
Mary Pickford  
features co m ­
prised the most 
regular offerings 
for anywhere be­
tween 10 cents 
and 25 cents.
There was also an 
ice-skating rink 
where the admis­
sion was 25 cents.
In an age devoid 
of television, the Weatherford Booster reprinted 
contemporary novels such as Booth Tarkington’s 
The Magnificent Ambersons in a serial format.

Kappa Kappa Iota, a national sorority for fe­

male teachers and wives of teachers, originated in 
Oklahoma on December 6,1921. The sorority be­
came known as the order of the Blue Violet. On 
February 6,1922, Alfred Burris, president of South­
western Teachers’ College, extended to the women 
of his faculty an invitation to the sorority. Fifteen

w om en from  
Weatherford were 
initiated into the 
sorority. The or­
ganization grew, 
and other teachers 
from other states 
w anted  to jo in . 
The Weatherford 
C h ap te r  was 
called the Epsilon 
Conclave of KKI. 
The purpose  of 
the sorority was to 
“prom ote  good 
fe llow sh ip  and 
fraternal coopera­
tion among teach­
ers, to strive for 
the elevation and 
d ign ity  o f  the 
teaching profes­
sion, and to op­
pose all forces 
detrimental to the 
schools  o f  the 
United States.” 

The 1920s 
also w itnessed  
improvements in 
Weatherford’s in­
frastructure. For 

example, in February, 1920, the town approved a 
$15,000 bond to repair and extend its water sys­
tem to enable it to supply an adequate amount of 
water. In 1923, Weatherford approved a $100,000

£:Q

5

£
L.» a> ----—■ -------------------- ---------------- <■
Local men admire a 175-ton silo constructed on L.C. Remunds' farm
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bond issue to extend and improve the municipal 
plant. Such improvements later allowed the city 
to charge less for electricity.

Other local progress included improving roads 
for better quality of travel. The first moves to pave 
three blocks of Main Street and seven blocks of 
Custer were made in May of 1922. The automo­
bile had reached a new peak in popularity, and 
greater numbers were being seen in Weatherford. 
However, bad weather made roads muddy and 
undriveable. Paving was the solution to this prob­
lem. The contract for paving started with only Main 
Street, which made up the business district of 
Weatherford. The city commissioners let the Stan­
dard Paving Company of Tulsa have the contract. 
The price per square yard, including excavation, 
curbing, etc. was $4.77. The contract provided that 
the two west blocks would be 72 feet wide while 
the east block would extend to 76 feet because of 
the narrower sidewalks. The work started ten days 
after this agreement was made and ended about 
thirty days after the beginning of the work. After 
it was done, seven blocks of Custer Street were 
also paved. This was not in the original contract.

Ralph Crall, a longtime farmer and teacher, 
helped work on the paving project. He remem­
bers how the project took place:

First, the roads were fine-graded; after that, 4 
inches of concrete were laid, then 1 inch of sand. 
Eight-pound bricks were laid, and finally, asphalt 
was poured over and between the bricks to seal 
them. The brick-laying was all done by one man. 
He would go from one side of the street to the other, 
setting each brick by hand. One man would push 
a wheelbarrow full of bricks and set them down 
for the brick-layer. He never missed a beat.

By 1929, Weatherford had “54 blocks of pave­
ment.” That same year, Charly Penn, a longtime 
resident, recalled how much Weatherford had 
changed since its incorporation. He recalled how 
The Choctaw Townsite Company camped on the 
spot now occupied by the Farmer’s Telephone

Company, and how the construction of the Rock 
Island Road brought in a population that needed 
grocery stores, hotels, and saloons, which were of­
ten hastily constructed out of tents. Other early 
landm arks that had d isappea red  from 
W eatherford’s Main Street included the old 
Weatherford Drug Store which was replaced by 
the Weatherford Drug Store and Cain Hotel, and 
the Old Park Hotel which was being replaced by 
the new Chevrolet garage.

Many townspeople were ready for this local 
progress in the community, but many continued to 
look to the older, traditional views of the past, and 
for organizations to promote this outlook. By 1920, 
there were fewer than 5,000 members of the Klu 
Klux Klan (KKK) nationally. The KKK wanted 
to get the group reestablished. Moreover, the KKK 
leaders believed that if the numbers grew locally, 
then they would soon improve at a national level. 
Col. William Joseph Simmons led the KKK in its 
reestablishment, and in 1921, the KKK was repre­
sented in all but three states. In April of 1923, the 
KKK staged a large rally on Main Street with many 
of its members on hand in their klan regalia (al­
though The Weatherford Booster passed on the re­
port that those in regalia “were citizens of surround­
ing towns.”) A fiery cross was even erected on the 
roof of the Daughty Building. Ostensibly, the pur­
pose of the rally was to dispel “the erroneous con­
ception of the purposes and workings of the orga­
nization.” The Weatherford Booster did report that 
the Klan had a large following locally even though 
it appeared less strong in western and southwest­
ern Oklahoma than in other parts of the state. 
During the summer of 1923, the Klan increased its 
activities throughout Oklahoma. Governor John 
Walton then engaged in a bitter fight with both the 
Klan and the State Legislature, culminating in his 
impeachment and removal from office in Novem­
ber of that same year.

Less controversial than the role of the KKK in 
Weatherford in the twenties, but still a hotly con-
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Southwestern Normal, 1912 Photo courtesy Vonda McPhearson

tested debate at the time, was the question of where 
to locate the county seat. For example, one tax 
levy Weatherford did oppose in this period was the 
July 1919 vote on a tax levy to build a courthouse 
in Custer County. Weatherford, along with every 
other town in the county except Arapaho, opposed 
the levy, which went down to defeat.

The vote reflected the struggle between the 
proponents of Arapaho and Clinton to lay final 
claim to the county seat.

An anonymous letter to the residents of Tho­
mas and Weatherford, reprinted in the November 
10, 1921 edition of The Weatherford Booster, 
makes plain how strongly folks felt about the poli­
tics of the county seat.

The letter accuses civic leaders in the two towns 
of selling out to the Clinton Chamber of Commerce 
by doing all they can to throw the county seat to 
Clinton in the December 6th election. But the let­
ter writer is not surprised at the sell-out of 
Weatherford and Thomas, given the fact that the 
two towns are filled with preachers and cheap poli­

ticians, and that for the longest time the poorest 
breed of gamblers, prostitutes, and preachers com­
prised the bulk of the towns’ populations. After 
observing that “politics are undermining the very 
foundation of the leading protestant churches,” and 
suggesting that protestants emulate the more vig­
orous Jewish faith and Catholic Church by steer­
ing clear of hot political issues, the author con­
cludes by assuring the residents of Weatherford and 
Thomas that “when you answer jury duty service 
or start a lawsuit, as long as you remain in Custer 
County, you will be compelled to do this business 
in Arapaho for the rest of your time.”

On August 2, 1923, Weatherford was shocked 
nationally when President Warren G. Harding 
died suddenly. Many were alarmed because he 
had only been in office for two years. The true 
cause ot the President’s death is still not known 
because an autopsy was never performed. At 
one time, the cause was said to be food poison­
ing. Later, doctors in San Fransisco said he suf­
fered from pneum onia . As such , C alv in
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Coolidge becam e the next President o f  the 
United States.

In the wake of the President’s death, individu­
als living in Weatherford tried to keep focused. In 
March of 1923, A.L. Thornton of the Chickashaw 
Cotton Seed Oil Company purchased the old cot­
ton gin site and seven adjoining lots. By June of 
that same year, the new cotton gin was up and run­
ning under the management of W. C. Hart. In May 
of 1924, a four year effort by the Weatherford 
Chamber of Commerce and other interested par­
ties to obtain a Field Artillery Unit of the Okla­
homa National Guard paid off when one of the two 
remaining firing batteries in Arizona, Battery “D,” 
158th Field  A rtillery , was transferred  to 
W eatherford . Several m onths later, early 
Weatherford lost one of its landmark buildings 
when the Anhauser-Busch building on Main Street 
and Broadway was torn down in the wake of seri­
ous fire damage. It had served as part of the origi­
nal townsite company, a saloon, a barber shop, and 
as a doctor’s office.

In September of 1925, Lee Ratcliffe opened 
his first bookstore with $4.25 cash in his hand and 
with another borrowed $2.00. Ratcliffe had previ­
ously run his father’s sandwich shop. However, 
this shop only had three to four shelves; there was 
hardly room to buy or sell used books. In 1936, 
the store moved to its present location and is still 
successful today.

In 1928, Ralph Logan Lockstone was elected 
as the mayor of Weatherford and was named presi­
dent of the Weatherford Kiwanis Club. After 
Lockstone took over as mayor, Weatherford still 
had only two paved streets, Custer from Main to 
the college and three blocks on Main Street through 
the business section. Therefore, he had Caddo and 
Bradley Street paved also. Furthermore, Lockstone 
purchased land for the first city park and opened 
municipal swimming pools. Lockstone’s many ef­
forts led to growth and prosperity  in the 
Weatherford community.

The 1920s witnessed a rise both in state finan­
cial support and student enrollments at the South­
western State Teacher’s College. During the war 
years, state support for Southwestern ranged from 
$40,000 to $60,000, but in 1920, state support to­
taled $79,466, the most liberal disbursement from 
the state Southwestern had ever received. (The 
state legislature also disbursed more funds to other 
state regional colleges.) By 1927, the state appro­
priation had reached $176,500. In 1921, the State 
Board of Education revised and raised the salary 
schedule at Southwestern. Instructors would earn 
a minimum of $ 1,500 a year, assistant professors, 
a minimum of $2,100, and associate professors, a 
minimum of $2,700. The minimum salary for a 
full professor would be $3,300 with a maximum 
of $4,000.

Southwestern registered impressive enroll­
ments in the 1920s. In the fall of 1921, over 300 
students enrolled, double the total of the previous 
year. In 1922, enrollment reached 357, and the 
following year it exceeded 400.

To cope with rising enrollments, in May, 1925, 
two Weatherford businessmen, Carl Remund and 
R. Hoberecht, purchased the Park Hotel and con­
verted it into a girls’ dormitory for fifty students. 
The building, though privately owned, was super­
vised by college officials. Mel Fiegel points out 
that this action represented Southwestern’s first 
known attempt to house and feed a large number 
of students in one dwelling.

The most important achievement at Southwest­
ern in the 1920s, though, was its winning of ac­
creditation in March, 1922. As Mel Fiegel ob­
serves, having been admitted to the North Central 
Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, 
“Southwestern was now a college in fact as well 
as name.” The college then initiated a grading sys­
tem which covered all areas of any given student’s 
work. Seventy percent became the passing grade. 
Fiegel makes it plain that with accreditation came 
tougher standards.
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New buildings also went up around campus in 
the 1920s. In March, 1926, Southwestern opened its 
first physical education building. The $40,000 gym­
nasium featured a playing court with seating for 2,000, 
and was located northeast of the administration build­
ing. On Tuesday, May 21,1929, Southwestern’s new 
$100,000 library was dedicated.

In the early 1920s, the Weatherford Public Schools 
boasted a staff of 15 teachers with an enrollment of 300 
in the grade school and about 100 in the high school. 
Space was at a premium in the public schools, especially 
for the high school classes. Some high school students 
had to use grade school rooms. As The Weatherford 
Booster reported, the "‘lack of room is cramping every 
department,” and so apparendy the need for additional 
faciliues extended beyond the high school. By 1922, 
175 students were enrolled in the high school, and more 
than 30 students, a record to that date, turned out for 
football tryouts.

The close of the twenties brought economic 
dislocation to the country when stock market prices 
collapsed. The day of October 24, 1929 is remem­
bered as “Black Thursday.” Many individuals be­
lieved that the crash was the first phase of the Great 
Depression and world economic crisis. Americans 
speculated on stocks in unprecedented numbers and 
often overextended themselves. Banks and busi­
nesses had bought stock and lost everything. 
American stock losses were close to fifty billion 
dollars. As such, this loss is known as the worst 
American depression.

Thus, the post-World War I era closed with the 
stock market crash of 1929, and the approaching 
thirties would be sorely scarred by the crash as well 
as new national challenges such as Depression and 
the Dust Bowl.

Copies of Weatherford: 1898-1998 can be purchased by calling (580) 772-7101

Weatherford Milling Company
Photo courtesy Vonda McPhearson
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While Driving Home in Slow Traffic 
He Realizes Something about His Life

by Charles Rafferty

In my rearview mirror the sun ignites 
disaster in the clouds— a billowing mass 
of color. It’s a chaos that indicts 
the tiny lights along this road. They pass 
in slow succession, an unbroken line 
of braking brightness that disappears around 
a bend. Under a darker sky, the wine 
is waiting for us all, the ones who drowned 
all day in offices, who filed away 
their afternoons without even the hope 
of windows and their larger ligh t. .  . We stay 
inside. We miss the pear tree on the slope 
exploding into blossom and calling in 
the bees. This is how it’s always been.
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At the Antique Show
By Janet McCann

“Genuine bakelite,” the antique lady said.
And she was real too, her beehive hair 
and textured lacquered nails said ’58.

Translucent, held to the light, 
a coppery gold.
“That was before plastic,” she said.

Nostalgia, remember the old Coke machines? 
Five cents a bottle. 5 1/2 ounces.
Frosted, write your name on the cool

ribbed side. (The lady
with the blue striped scalp will whisper someday, 
Remember Styrofoam?)

Bakelite. Tapped it with her
perfect oval nail. Hard, a bright thin sound
somewhere between plastic and glass.

Photograph by C. Michael McKinney
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The Problem of Evil

In the middle of his prep school reunion, 
Wilmerding found himself at a supper where the 
conversation was beginning to fade. The men sat 
together in the living room of a faculty residence 
balancing plates on their knees. A clock ticked on 
the wall. The room was filled with stiff furniture 
and dense rugs. Frail curtains framed a window 
that looked out beyond some shrubbery to a chalk- 
lined playing field

Their wives, Wilmerding could not help think­
ing, might have kept the evening more gamesome; 
women would not have allowed the diminishing 
conversation that was bringing this occasion to an 
embarrassing and premature halt. But back when 
the men attended the school, single-sex education 
was still the vogue, so it was not surprising that 
the wives had segregated themselves. Wilmerding 
could hear them in the kitchen, talking and laugh­
ing clamorously together over.., what topics? Cer­
tainly not their husbands. Perhaps Glanville’s wife, 
an accomplished monologuist, was describing her 
recent trip to China for the foundation she headed. 
She was making it sound hilarious.

The abandoned husbands had discussed poli­
tics, both national, international, and back to na­
tional again. They had talked about the sports 
teams. Complimentary—though imprecise— testi­
monials had been made to Wilmerding’s morning 
remarks as he accepted a Distinguished Alumnus 
Award (a crystal salad bowl emblazoned with the 
school’s crest but lacking utensils) and Wilmerding 
hoped that among the embers of the evening his 
glow of distinction still lingered, and for that rea­
son he felt an obligation to fan the ashes as best he 
could, to liven things up.

Gathered around him were a professor, two 
psychiatrists, the owner of a gourmet pet food com­
pany, and pudgy old Delafield who sat cross-legged 
on the floor. Delafield had become a minister and

by Richard N. Bentley

was slated to give a guest sermon at the next 
morning’s chapel service. Wilmerding turned to 
him and said, “There’s something I ’ve been won­
dering about lately, Tom. Perhaps you could touch 
on it in tomorrow’s sermon.”

At this Delafield looked amiably bewildered 
and a knot of muscle between his eyes creased 
downward. “Well, I’m afraid I ’ve already written 
the damn thing.”

“It’s just this,” Wilmerding said. “Tomorrow 
will be an important performance. Impression­
able students, parents, faculty, reuning alumni 
with ready wallets. How about som eth ing  
grand and sweeping, Tom, like the problem 
of evil? Most of us have always wondered 
about evil.”

“I wonder about it too,” Delafield said, uncer­
tainly, but mildly, as he explored his salad with a 
tentative fork.

“Then you must at least have some prelimi­
nary thoughts,” Wilmerding insisted. “How can 
God be so hard on people who have done nothing 
to offend him, like little children?”

“Like helpless animals,” someone chimed in. 
not very helpfully. The owner of the gourmet pet 
food company.

“War?” It was the academic who was speak­
ing, a soft, indifferent man, still too ridiculously 
pliant after all the years to be considered a Distin­
guished Professor of anything, in Wilmerding’s 
opinion. Earlier he had predicted that the profes­
sor would be the one most likely, as the evening 
rolled down the blurring vista of drink, to address 
him by his old nickname, “Slash.”

“Plague?” someone murmured.
“Disease? Can anyone remember the rest of 

them? The four horsemen.”
“Sloth.”
“Adultery?"
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“By their fruits shall ye know them,” someone 
volunteered.

“Who are ‘they’ and who are the ‘fruits’?” an­
other asked. “Is that anything like the healing power 
of rocks and crystals?”

“Speaking of rocks,” Glanville said, “my wife 
and I, when we were in China recently...”

Wilmerding felt the discussion floating off 
again. This seemed a tendency he had observed all 
weekend among his classmates, the impulse toward 
indirect discourse. He imagined the pattern might 
have to do with a perceived requirement to broaden 
even the smallest social conversation until its 
nucleus had dissolved into benevolent vagueness. 
It was unclear to him whether this discursiveness 
was a natural accompaniment of aging, or whether 
it was an infestation from the surroundings, the 
tight cluster of brick buildings behind an iron gate 
where the world’s bitter winds seemed never to 
have raged, and everyone could afford to be indis­
criminately tolerant. Despite the width of familiar 
faces, the courtesy, the school’s willingness to of­
fer up a weekend of institutionalized nostalgia for 
their comfort, Wilmerding grimly steered back to 
his original question. “I mean, tomorrow. Will you 
be prepared to reconcile God’s omnipotence, fore­
knowledge, and even His love with all the malice 
in the world?”

The two psychiatrists scowled as if pretending 
to think, and Delafield looked disheartened— in 
fact, at that moment, though Wilmerding could not 
have known it, a slight twinge shot through 
Delafield’s rib cage, causing him to set down his 
salad plate abruptly on the coffee table in front of 
him. The fork clattered and fell onto the carpet, 
making an oily stain from which eyes were quickly 
withdrawn.

The owner of the gourmet pet food company 
jumped in with “Talk about injustice? How about 
meat inspectors? How about government overregu­

lation by tub-thumping bureaucrats?”
“Hmmm,” said Wilmerding, “the grievances 

seem endless.” He had always thought of himself 
as a man given to leadership, to convincing others 
to see where their self-interest lay, and the force­
ful thrust of the discussion appealed to his sense 
of personal enlargement.

A number of additional points were raised. 
Didn’t the Book of Job provide the answer to all 
of these questions? Or was it Revelations? What 
about God’s exhortation, “I am that I am.” Didn’t 
that really clear everything up? (Gruff laughter 
here.)

“Hey, lighten up, you guys,” Delafield implored 
hoarsely, and Wilmerding felt for an instant the hot 
steam of locker room bullying seep into the room 
from around the window cracks.

“Lighten up indeed,” sighed the Distinguished 
Professor. “Which of us, even Slash here, can ever 
know the unknowable?” He tossed Delafield a soft 
look. “Immortality, Tom. Could you take a crack 
at immortality?”

This remark seemed to produce a sudden flush 
of intimacy. “Well,” one of the psychiatrists said, 
clearly the cleverer one, “I think this immortality 
business is overrated. Shouldn’t we talk about just 
trying to make things tolerable here on earth for 
everyone? Just last summer, my wife and I...”

Wilmerding thought of his own wife, now en­
joying the kitchen laughter with the president of 
the over endowed foundation. He thought of how 
she always warned him when he was being argu­
mentative. But she’d been argumentative herself 
that same afternoon. What are we doing here with 
these people we hardly know? These people you 
haven’t seen in years? What kind of person requires 
a colloquy of strangers, a retreat into distant fa­
miliarity? Delafield sat before him now, smiling 
and perplexed. He suddenly seem ed like a 
H ieronym ous Bosch figure sprung to life.
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Wilmerding looked at the round face with its open, 
hefty-eyed proportions and slight jowls. He remem­
bered how Delafield looked in another rendering, 
an adolescent with mottled complexion beneath a 
baseball cap with the bill intrepidly stuck out side­
ways. Wilmerding, then as now, divined in him an 
anxious groping toward recognition— someone in 
the same boat, as he might have put it— and even a 
flimsy reaching for love. Speaking from the heart, 
if he could manage it, what new proofs were needed 
of the pointlessness of wisdom? The passing years, 
Wilmerding sadly realized, had neither mellowed 
his own mind nor given it a philosophic turn. In 
fact, they had only sharpened the animosity and 
cynicism of his youth. But even if some of his jokes 
were still adolescent, they acknowledged the sur­
vival in him of that immature, untamed, unwise 
self that was the parent of any maturity worth hav­
ing. With that thought he fell silent, at last. He

wanted to go home. He missed his old, blind dog.
Outside the windows one could glimpse a pale 

evening sky scratched with weather whorls and a 
campus whose Georgian buildings were gathered 
in a mild and knowable circle. They all knew, after 
all, about friendship, that it was dim and unreli­
able and little more than a curtain on the wall. It 
was also capricious, idiotic, sentimental, and in­
constant, and most often seemed to be the exclu­
sive preserve of others. How could its anchoring 
force be measured, how could one account for its 
random visitations? Of course they could not— 
which was why after a time they began to talk about 
other things: the stock market, the sports teams 
again, the weather, would it rain tomorrow, would 
the wind continue its gusty course, would summer 
ever come, where were they supposed to be in the 
morning.
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On Mr. Faulkner's Sailboat

by Edward C. Lynskey

How gay it was, pink voile 
curtains astir, orange cones 
guarding my porch, Tuesday 
book day without any guests. 
Or surprises. An ex libris 
lay open, a lit up Pall Mall 
coiled like kudzu tendrils, 
a cup of dreamy gin sat low. 
My moorings were cut adrift 
by midaftemoon, yawny sun 
a mellow beryl across Lake 
Pontchartrain. “Keep youm 
arm this side of the gunnel!” 
Aboard his new hooker named 
Temple Drake, he authored 
crazy dips and flourishing 
loops, words only Heavens 
above put into sentences.
His ball of yams rolled 
over — rich sassy brown 
Dilsey almost fell on my 
lap as both eyes focused 
on the facedown novel, me 
holding a chintz cushion.
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Muse

by Mike Carson

Shale. Mud. The sky skidded down 
the spilled slag of mountains. Tamaracks, 
stunted sycamores. Floating grackles, 
green-black as bruises, that clattered 
over the hollow. A caved-in bam, shacks,
‘50 Pontiac wrecked in the creek bed.

You waited there, surprised me. woman, 
with belief. So gaunt I could not work 
in your stare, afraid of being haunted.
Like the yellow-eyed thing with fur 
that skulked under the slab of rock.
But your voice took me where you wanted.

Those words, iron twang of loss, cut away soft 
ideas of beauty. Your raw hand brushing frost 
off the cold-frame touched me as you pointed — 
dim green sprouts licked up at the light. More than 
a kiss your cracked skin told what you intended. 
The bottom-land clay under us in thaw,
I held you and became another man.
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Family Business:
Do You Take This Man and His Farm ?

by Sondra Dutreau Williams

If I had known what it was going to take, I 
would never have taken it on. If I had known that 
having our own business would demand the best 
of my talents, the bulk of my time, and become a 
third partner in our marriage, I might have gotten 
a job instead.

On the other hand, if I had known the rewards, 
the rush of adrenaline in the risks, I might have 
embraced it willingly. If I had known that having a 
farm is riding the seasons astride a spirited horse, 
running the whitewater rapids of success and sud­
den deadlines; that it’s falling into crevices of loss 
and debt and pulling myself up with my own 
strength, wits, hard work, and luck, I might have 
known I’d get caught up in the excitement of the 
challenge.

My husband Doug is a fundamentalist. Not in 
his religious affiliation, but because he aligns him­
self with the basic elements. He works with his 
hands, loves the smell and the feel of dirt, rock, 
water, and cold. Likes to be out in the rain. Takes 
his shirt off and sweats in the sun. As a young man 
he raised earthworms. In his 30’s and 40’s he was 
a stone mason. Now he’s a fungus farmer. He grows 
shiitake mushrooms on oak logs.

I don’t really understand his love of fungus. 
He explained it to me once, on a starry night, as 
we walked hand-in-hand through a whispering live- 
oak grove, “A man can’t lay stone past the age of 
fifty. It’s too hard on your body...”

Drifting into wind and cloudless sky, I stopped 
listening, coming back just as he said, “...so that’s 
why I’ve decided to grow mushrooms.”

“I see,” I said, thinking he was just dreaming 
out loud about cutting logs, drilling holes, inject­
ing spawn, watering and incubating for a year, 
building greenhouses, force-fruiting, harvesting, 
marketing, delivering, record-keeping, filing, and

paying horrific self-employment tax.
I went along with it in the way that we encour­

age people we love in the things that make them 
happy. In no time, I understood what our forefa­
ther farmers and their wives have always known: 
It takes both of you. It becomes your life, not just 
your livelihood. A farm is a joyful connection to 
the chain of all living things. We are guardians of 
life in a one-on-one relationship with weather, grav­
ity, earth, and air.

Nature is a good teacher and we’re quick learn­
ers. Cold rain shocks the logs and triggers their 
natural fruiting cycle. Too much rain means too 
many mushrooms. The fall of our first fruiting, it 
rained for four days. We picked thousands of 
shiitakes during the day. We called our family and 
friends to help us cut and process them and we 
worked late into the nights. We composted hun­
dreds of pounds and thousands of dollars worth of 
mushrooms too big, too wet, or too ripe to sell, 
because they grew four inches or more in a single 
day and turned black before we could pick them.

Now we cover our investment —  six thousand 
forty-inch logs, three to six inches in diameter —  
with plastic every fall and spring.

Doug ministers to his fungal flock with sprin­
klers and heaters and fans, cold water or warm blan­
kets, whatever it takes today, to  keep -his frurtipg1 
logs in the temperature range they call heayem

He loves his logs, knows them ajLby name, 
and who their friends are. And ttey love  him: I ’ve 
heard him talking to them a^Kepicks their fruit, 
freely and proudly givenfmore mushrooms than 
other growers getJpigger and more beautiful.

We also selKjrow-Your-Own Shiitake Mush­
room LogsrA kit will produce shiitakes in increas- 
inglyTdrger yields for about four years. Someone 
edn return a 15-inch gift log after six months of
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keep his fruiting logs in the temperature range 
they call heaven.

He loves his logs, knows them all by name, 
and who their friends are. And they love him: 
I ’ve heard him talking to them as he picks 
their fruit, freely and proudly given, more 
mushrooms than other growers get, bigger and 
more beautiful.

We also sell G row -Y our-O w n Shiitake 
M ushroom Logs. A kit will produce shiitakes 
in increasingly larger yields for about four 
years. Someone can return a 15-inch gift log 
after six months of neglect, with the bark fall­
ing off, and h e ’ll recognize it, saying, “This 
was a good log.”

A f te r  o v e r  e ig h t  y e a r s  o f  g ro w in g  
shiitakes, we never tire of them. One of us 
will see a perfectly-form ed mushroom, as if 
seeing one for the first time, with its thick 
rou n d ed  cap , pure  w hite  g i l ls ,  b o rd e r  of 
w h ite s ta rs  on a fie ld  o f  lu sc io u s  b row n, 
“Look! Look at this one! Ohh . . . i t ’s so 
pretty...”

L o s t  C re ek  
Mushroom Farm is a 
“mom and pop” op­
eration. Doug and I 
are l iv in g  the  
A m e r ic a n  D ream , 
o w n in g  o u r  own 
business, and w ork­
ing to g e th e r  at 
home. People who 
d o n ’t know  b e t te r  
th in k  tha t  ow n ing  
your own business 
means freedom. Well, yes, you have the free­
dom to make your own decisions, no one else 
tells you what to do. A good decision, fulfilled 
in good time, means the fun of accom plish­

ment and success, profit, and ease o f  opera ­
tion. A bad decision, ora good decision poorly 
executed, means trouble and loss, hard work 
now and hard times ahead.

Yes, we have freedom. But, as an ancient 
Greek statesman said, “The price of freedom 
is constant v ig ilance.” Some weeks, we c a n ’t 
get off the farm. The “business” drives our 
days. It comes with us to the d inner table, 
wakes us up in the morning. It calls us home 
from dinner with friends to light the furnace, 
and gets us up at night to block the g reen­
house doors against a sudden, drying wind. 
Customers call with questions and complaints, 
drop by to buy a gift log during Christm as 
dinner.

Owning our own business means we get 
up when we want to, but we don 't  get to bed 
until the work is done. And i t’s true, we don 't  
have to work if we don’t want to. But — aside 
from the income — our logs and mushrooms 
and our stores and chefs depend on us, and

we want to work every 
day.

In our personal ac ­
t iv i t ie s ,  we have a l ­
most no g e n d e r -sp e ­
c i f ic  jo b s :  T he one 
who gets hungry first, 
c o o k s .  W h o e v e r ’s 
w ork ing  hardest, the 
other one cooks. I do 
the mowing because I 
like to; Doug vacuums 
and makes the bed be­
cause I hate to and he

doesn’t mind.
But in running the business of the farm, 

we have clear separation of labor. Doug works 
the greenhouses, Sondra works the comput-
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S ondra W illiams

ers. Doug handles the logs, Sondra handles 
the papers. I rarely go into D oug’s log yard, 
he rarely goes into my office.

And w orking at home together?  S om e­
times w e’re both here all day and we only see 
each other at meals and at bedtime. There have 
been times when we haven’t seen each other 
for a week, one of us up early and the other 
to bed late. At worst, we endure days when 
w e ’re irritatingly in each o th e r’s way or one 
of us is angry. And the best part, we relish 
the days we can work together, laughing and 
complaining, carrying logs, running our er­
rands, helping each other with the smallest 
tasks, not wanting to be apart.

W e 'r e  bu sy  and  w e ’ re n e v e r  b o re d .  
Through tough and tender times we stand by 
each other in the way that marriage partners 
are meant to. I lose faith in the down times, 
but Doug never does. He knows this farm will 
work, despite my fears and despite our w eak­
nesses and differences.

Neither one of us were born to business. 
We are night owls. We are artists — he’s a 
painter and sculptor. I ’m a writer and theatre 
director. Money was never our motivation. In 
this we are alike. In our work styles and tem ­
peraments, we are as different as Tigger and 
Eeyore. I 'm  energetic, ebullient and speedy— 
if a little messy and haphazard. I think of 
something and I want to do it now! Doug is 
patient, slow, thorough, will wait until all is 
in readiness (and in my opinion, long past 
readiness), to take action. I panic easily, gripe 
and yell when things go wrong. He puts one 
foot doggedly in front of the other, conserv­
ing his energy for the long haul. Despite our 
o p p o s it io n  in ac tion  and o p in ion , w e ’ve 
learned to trust one another to take care of 
our share; and work goes easier if we don 't

Photo courtesy Sondra Dutreau Williams

crowd each other too much.
One thing we always do and fight through 

together is to take our m ushroom s and our 
Grow-Your-Own Shiitake Logs to fairs and 
shows. First we pack up in the ‘Shroom Room, 
snapping and growling, because I want to get 
there early so we d o n ’t have to set up under 
pressure. He waits ‘til the last minute to pick 
the mushrooms so they’ll be absolutely fresh. 
He triple-checks everything so we d o n ’t for­
get anything.

W e’re always late and we always leave 
something undone.

Then we set up: I ’m the testy director and 
he s the beleaguered stagehand, arranging and 
rearranging our booth in the current venue: 
convention center, cafeteria, livestock barn, 
or outdoors in whatever weather.

We open the booth, and when the people 
come, w e’re a team in every sense: sharing 
the spotlight, helping each other, finishing the 
o th e r’s sentences. W e’re a comedy duo, con­
tradicting each other in fun; or w e ’re a pro­
fessional team of experts, discussing produc­
tion and marketing or the nutritional and me­
dicinal benefits of shiitakes. We listen com ­
passionately to stories about friends and fam-
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ily poisoned by m ushroom s and people who 
were healed by them.

We stand together in the quality of our 
work. We have the same high regard for our 
custom ers and high standards for our prod­
ucts and service. I c a n ’t imagine working and 
living with your business partner, your m ar­
riage partner, and differing on these issues. 
Because we share the same values, we share 
pride in our work and in each other.

“ G row ing  a b u s in e s s ” is, in all w ays, 
“growing a re la tionship .” Before we started 
the farm, we led fragmented lives. We were 
apart all day in different settings, then came 
home to responsibilities and a set of attitudes 
and expectations com pletely  different from 
those of that workday world. One of us might 
be stressed, the other wanting to play. Now, 
when we have problems, they are generally 
the same problems. We share the same disap­
pointments and joys in a hands-on way that 
was never possible when were working apart.

We did it the way the experts tell you not to. 
We gave up our jobs. We gave up predictable 
income and security, free evenings and week­
ends. In the six years we’ve been full-time farm­
ers, there have been days I was so frightened 
about the future I was paralyzed. Days Doug 
wouldn’t get out of bed. Twenty-hour days of 
frantic labor. Catastrophes that wiped us out— a 
storm that took down our greenhouse, illness that 
kept us down when we had to get up and go, our 
first year of $25,000 profit when taxes took 
$14,500 and left us poorer than if we hadn’t 
worked at all.

Doug and I fight more than we ever fought 
before we started the farm. Our safety, security, 
present and future, are at the mercy of every de­
cision, every lapse into thoughtlessness, care­
lessness, laziness.

I know I give and do my best, even when I 
don’t feel like it, so the farm will thrive and grow 
and we will grow with it. Slowly, year by year, 
we are growing— in-size, reputation, and sales. 
And day by day, we are growing in the faith that 
what we are giving to the farm, the farm, with 
Grace and good luck, can and will give back to 
us.

This is a marriage a trois: Mushroom Lady, 
Mushroom Man, Mushroom Farm. Sometimes 
the wedding ring feels like a ring in my nose, 
and I’m sure that’s true for Doug as well. But 
most times it feels like a ring I’ve caught on a 
dream and Doug and I have won the prize.

*1* *1*
V  V  V

Photo courtesy Sondra Dutreau
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Hibernation

by Gordon Grice

This wasp sleeps her papery sleep.
Touch her and she is crisp as cold, 
folded into a dream that doesn’t breathe. 
Will she waken if I bring her into the warm? 
I do not want her blur of brown wings, 
the threat of electric fire she carries 
in her. I have felt that rebound 
of drumming wings, that sizzle 
of life knotted into a small space, 
an instant before the sting.
That same life is still in her,
brittle though the sleep has made her,
little as there is to tell her sleep from death.
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questions

by Cherri Randall

my daughter and her friend 
walk up giggling
"Mommy, didn't I get born out of your stomach?"
I explain to her that they are both right 
and both wrong 
babies come from wombs 
not stomachs
but sometimes the exit chute is detoured

ten minutes later they interrupt me again
the friend is too chicken to ask
but my daughter has been told for nine years
she can always ask mom anything
she asks me to show her friend
the evidence

for about three seconds I wonder
almost nine gestational months
four months after that with never more
than five consecutive hours of sleep
enough diapers to afford us a private landfill
in six years I never ate an Oreo cookie
with white stuff in the middle
crayons, spelling words, Barbie dolls
and in the seven years since she acquired language:
where is the kingdom of monarch butterflies?
where is the rest of the crescent moon?
where are my socks with Angelica Pickles?
and why Momma, why Momma, why
now this

her friends says it's a better scar 
than the one her father got in Vietnam
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Poem for the 7th Decade

by Errol Miller

You could ask me where I've been.
A song for the evaporation of the old folks at home?
Coming back around, across the Blue Mountains, 
to Higher Ground, I sense a sense 
of place...

So why not write it out.
The coastal waters here are pretty.
Sasha, My Lovely One, assists me 
on the Inland Sea of Change.

Listen, there are dark roads ahead, 
beautiful adobe houses, Southwestern ladders.
Of course my ballroom words will endure, spinning, 
spinning, spinning, for it is a long way home 
& I will need company for comfort.

But what about springtime, the dancing there?
I know it is a sacred song, given away in ceremony.
Meanwhile, coffee simmers on wood cookstoves, I hold 
in common all creation with mankind, I have 
a long list of hopes & dreams, a 
cryptic compass acting up.
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I a c tua lly  w an ted  to p u rchase  a Pontiac  
F ireh aw k , 5.7 l i te r  V8, s ix -sp eed  m anual 
tran sm iss io n , sun roof, the w orks. Instead , 
I e n d ed  up w ith  a V olvo 850 fo u r  door. 
D arleene  said  the Pon tiac  w ould  be a gas 
hog and  that I shou ld  th ink  o f the en v iro n ­
m ent first, m y se lf  second . So I bough t the 
Volvo, w h ich  m ade  D a r le en e  h appy  and 
S tandard  Oil m iserab le .

N ow  I was s taring  at my new Volvo 850. 
Two very  tough  look ing  young men were 
s itting  on the fenders  o f  my S w ed ish  safety 
m achine. A no ther  young man had his foot 
on the front bu m p er and the fourth  in co n ­
s id e ra te  w as lean ing  ag a in s t  the d r iv e r ’s 
door.

D arleene  and I were ju s t  re tu rn ing  to the 
car a fter w atch ing  an avan t-garde  movie. 
U nfortunate ly , avan t-garde  m ovies are u su ­
ally show n in avan t-garde  theaters , w hich 
tend to be located  in avan t-garde  sections 
of the city. The small, som ew hat seedy th e ­
a ter had no real park ing  lot, so we were 
forced to park  a lm ost two blocks away. The 
area was fo rebod ing  and treacherous , and 
that was during  daylight. Now, ap p ro a ch ­
ing m idnigh t, the streets looked  truly d e ­
serted  and forlorn.

T here  was a d isp ir i ted  street light b u rn ­
ing, but it was on the o ther side, a lm ost a 
ha lf  b lock  aw ay from  my Volvo, w hich was 
being  v iola ted . How in G o d ’s nam e did I 
get here anyw ay?

Now I rem em ber. I had suggested  that 
we go see a new m ovie at the M ulti-P lex , 
w hose park ing  lot was not only safe, but 
well lit. D arleene  had nixed the idea b e ­

cause  the m ovie  s ta rred  an ac to r  w ho  had 
recen tly  been  a rre s ted  fo r b it ing  a dog. I 
honestly  cou ld  not see w here  b it ing  a dog 
had any th ing  to do w ith  the way he ac ted  in 
a m ovie  about f igh ting  drug  d ea le rs  in C o ­
lom bia , but I gave  way, as a lw ays.

She had read som ew here  that this  C zech  
m ovie  was p lay ing  in the M iss io n  D istric t.  
T he  th o u g h t so u n d ed  bad  r igh t from  the 
start.

Her apartm en t was in the C as tro  D is tric t 
and she often  ch ided  me for co n d em n in g  an 
entire  area. I a lw ays suspec ted  that she had 
p icked  her n e ig h b o rh o o d  well, the C as tro  
w as safe . F iv e  b lo c k s  fu r th e r  e as t  and  
th ings  ch an g ed  d ram atica lly . She p rided  
h e rse lf  on being able to tell her fr iends that 
she lived close to the M ission  D istrict, close 
enough to be able to vo lun teer  for two hours 
o f  serv ice  on Free Food Day.

At the m om ent, I w ished  I had som e o f 
those donated  cans o f  H unts  tom ato  sauce 
to throw  at the four v illa ins  w ho were s i t ­
ting on my Volvo. D id n ’t they know  that I 
had a three  hundred  and n ine ty -s ix  do lla r  
car paym ent?  Plus the insurance . We were 
still too far aw ay to see the ir  eyes, but I 
knew the m idnight bandits were lurking like 
vu ltu res , w aiting  to p ick c lean  the bones  of 
w hoever was s tupid  enough  to park  in this 
area.

To m ake m atters  even w orse, I ha ted  the 
m o v ie  we had  ju s t  seen . T he  s u b t i t le s  
looked  like they had been  w rit ten  by the 
fourth  grade c lass at Je ffe rson  E lem entary .

“ Are you w il l in g  to die  fo r f reed o m , 
P azd ero v a?”
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W hat an idiotic question. If y o u ’re dead, 
you have  no f reedom . H ad the q u es t io n  
been “A re you w illing  to live  for freedom , 
P azd e ro v a?” , then I w ould  have unders tood  
and an sw ered  yes. To com pound  my m is ­
ery, D arleene  loved  the d is jo in ted  m ovie. 
And to fu r ther vex the logical, the subtitles  
were not aligned with the ac to rs ’ lips. There 
seem ed to be a pe rpe tua l four second  delay 
be tw een  w hen the ac to r  said  som eth ing  and 
when the sub title  d ia logue  appeared  on the 
screen. Worst o f  all, it was m ade during 
the Cold War and nothing was relevant. The 
Czechs and the R ussians are now good b u d ­
dies, selling each o the r w eapons and oil.

1 w ould  have to keep quiet about this 
movie m isadventure  because my colleagues 
at w ork w ould  die laughing  at me for being 
dum b enough  to see the m ovie in the first 
p lace, and even dum ber for park ing  my car 
w here I did. 1 honestly  had the feeling  that 
the theater  had rented the film from the fo r­
eign m ovie section at B lockbuste r  for two 
dollars  and then soaked  me fourteen dollars 
to see it.

The reason  1 gave way so soon on the 
movie was because  D arleene and I had a 
small spat ear lier in the day. We were at 
the A cadem y o f  S c iences , in the A frican  
exhibit hall, when the tiff  started. A frica  
made her think o f wild anim als and anim als 
made her think about hunting animals. Next 
thing I knew she was g rum bling  about men 
who hunt an im als  for sport. Before I could 
derail her, she took off on Hem ingway. I 
think it was the lion display that set her off.

The lion exh ib ition  at the A cadem y is 
m agnificen t, with a pow erful male, black 
mane bris tling , and three sleek lionesses, 
plus a bunch o f cubs, all staring out over

the S erengeti .  I th in k  she w as sec re t ly  a n ­
gry w ith  the  m ale  lion  fo r  h av in g  so m any  
w ives, as she l iked  to call them . A nyw ay, 
th e  b ig  m a le  m a d e  h e r  t h i n k  o f  th e  
H em in g w ay  s to ry  w here  the  w h ite  h u n te r  
has to save the co w ard ly  h u sb an d  from  the 
w ounded  lion.

D arleene  was fu r ious  w ith  ev e ry o n e  in ­
volved , but m ostly  H em ingw ay . She  ra iled  
against the hun te r  w ho tu rned  and ran w hen  
the lion charged .

“ But, he w o unded  the lion to beg in  w ith 
and . . .”

She sn ap p e d ,  “ He sh o u ld  n e v e r  ev en  
have been there! No one has a righ t to harm  
an an im al, any an im al, in c lu d in g  h u m a n s .”

She is both h u m an ita r ian  and v e g e ta r ­
ian, w hich som ew hat lim its  w here  we can 
go when d in ing  out. I p re tend  that I ’m a 
vegetarian  also, to keep peace. S o m etim es  
I grab a W ho p p er  or a doub le  ch ee seb u rg e r  
at lunch, but w h o ’s to know ?

By now I was c lose  enough  to see the 
quarte t o f  m isc rean ts  clearly . All fou r o f  
them  were s taring  at us like hungry  j a c k ­
als. They were w earing  b lack  and  s ilver  
football jack e ts .  D arleene  hates  foo tball .  
I ’m a 49ers  fan.

“ I th ink we have a p ro b le m .” I low ered  
my voice, try ing  to sound profound .

She scolded  me, “N ever ju d g e  a book by 
its cover .”

“ I try not to, but this d o e sn ’t look g o o d .”
She attem pts  to find som e good  in e v ­

eryone, except for H em ingw ay. E arlie r  I 
t r i e d  to e x p la i n  th a t  th e  c h a r a c t e r  in 
H em in g w ay ’s story had been d evas ta ted  by 
his own cow ard ice , only to be re juvenated  
when he red iscovered  his courage.

She had coun tered , “At the expense  o f  a
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poor, d e fe n se le ss  l io n .” By then she was 
see th ing . “Real cou rage  w ould  have been 
to d ism iss  the w hite  hun ter im m ediate ly , re ­
nounce hunting altogether, try to understand 
his w ife , and vow  never  to harm  man or 
beast a g a in .”

I had  to be cau tious  how I responded . I 
was in no pos ition  to rile her. We slept to ­
gether, but not on a regu la r  basis . She felt 
that if we spent too m uch tim e toge ther  I 
would  begin to encroach upon her space. So 
we went together, but not exclusively . She 
p re tended  that she did not see o ther men, 
but I knew  better. W henever  I could  not 
reach her, she w ould  exp la in  that she was 
out shopping  or o ff  v is iting  a sick friend. 
U nfortunate ly , these  shopp ing  sprees and 
errands o f  m ercy  usually  took  place on F r i­
day or Sa tu rday  night.

T on igh t w as one  o f  those  rare n igh ts  
when I was going to be allow ed to stay over. 
These benefac tions  were infrequent enough 
as it was, and the last thing I needed  was to 
confront her over some rid iculous story that 
was f ic tion  to begin  with. I secre tly  a d ­
m ired M acom ber for overcom ing  his fears 
and stand ing  firm against the Cape buffalo. 
He had faced dow n a m arauding  Cape b u f­
falo and recovered  his shattered  m anhood. 
Bravo.

I often env is ioned  m yself, w earing  an 
L.L. Bean bush jacket, W eatherby .460 m ag­
num in hand, facing dow n a charg ing  b lack  
rhino. My gun bearer  would  flinch at the 
sight o f  the onrush ing  rhino, two thousand 
pounds of death bearing down upon us. His 
thundering hoofbeats would rumble the arid 
ground beneath  our feet, fu rther terrify ing  
my bearer. But my calm  and steady m an­
ner w ould  give him courage.

“H old  fast, N gono . I ’ll s top h im ,” I

w ould  say in a reso lu te  voice . “ K eep  the 
.378 b a ck u p  at the  re a d y .” I w o u ld  d rop  
dow n to a .378 W eatherby  M ag n u m  for the 
coup de g race. M ore  sporting .

“Yes, B w an a ,” his fears and trep ida tions  
now w ashed  away.

I ch am b er the be lted  .460 ca r tr id g e ,  the 
nine locking  lugs o f  the rifle  bolt sound ing  
like a bank vault c losing. The rh in o ’s beady 
little  eyes are g la r ing  at me, d em an d in g , 
“W ho is this a rrogan t hum an w ho dares to 
invade my te r r i to ry ? ”

Dust is fly ing from  his p ound ing  hoofs. 
He sn o rts  like  an e n ra g e d  d ra g o n  as he 
c loses the d is tances  be tw een  us. T ick  birds 
ju m p  from  his sh udder ing  back , like rats 
leaving  a s ink ing  ship. The o th e r  an im als  
on the plain freeze in terror, know ing  that 
the grim  reaper will be com ing  for one o f  
us. I can hear my b earer  suck ing  in breath  
behind  me. He sounds like an old steam  
engine, try ing to nego tia te  a steep grade.

O nce again  I s teady him, “ Easy there, 
Ngono. I have him right where I want h im .”

“Please, Bwana, may your aim be true.
I have wife and b a b ies .”

“ No need  to f e a r .” I ’m as s te a d y  as 
Gibraltar.

The rh ino  snorts  out his rage, fu r ious  
that I have not turned and dashed  aw ay in 
cow ard ice . S low ly I take the s lack  out o f  
the s ing le-stage  trigger. I take three and a 
ha lf  pounds of pull on the three and three- 
q u a r te r  p o u n d  tr igger .  O n ly  an a n g e l ’s 
breath keeps the firing pin from driv ing  fo r­
ward, s trik ing the p rim er and exp lod ing  the 
m agnum  powder, sending  the N osier  bullet 
on a deadly  trajectory. Just as I ’m ready to 
squeeze . . .

“Are you daydream ing aga in?” Darleene 
sounded irritated.
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“ I . . .  I m ust have  been. I guess  I was 
th ink ing  about the A frican  an im als.

“ I s in ce re ly  hope  you w ere  not w o o l­
ga ther ing  about that in s id ious  H em ingw ay  
story. It m akes me angry ju s t  th inking about 
it .”

“No, no, o f  course  not. I was ju s t  w o n ­
dering  how they did such a m arve lous job  
on these  d isp la y s .” A m agn ificen t lie.

The displays are well lit, but the m useum  
itse lf  is ra ther shadow y, thus sh ield ing  my 
lying eyes. I had abso lu te ly  no desire  to 
jeo p a rd ize  what I hoped  w ould  be a banner 
evening .

I did  not get to stop the charg ing  rhino 
and ins tead  found  m y se lf  s tar ing  at four 
hood lum s. The tw o on the fenders  were 
h o ld in g  k n iv e s ,  th e ir  ra z o r-sh a rp  b lad es  
g lis ten ing  in the shallow  light.

“ D arling, I . . .  I th ink  we should  turn 
around  and try to find a taxi in s tead .” I did 
my best to sound confiden t, yet prudent.

“Nonsense. T h ey ’re just harmless young 
men. If  we p re judge  them , ju s t  because  
th e y ’re m inority, then w e ’re no better than 
som eone who listens to those terrib le  radio 
talk  sh o w s .” Her voice was cheerfu l, very 
self-assured .

“ My pe t,  they  re a l ly  d o n ’t lo o k  too  
friendly. Perhaps th e y ’ve been unduly  set 
upon by society  and are . . . are looking  to 
w reck vengeance  upon anyone o f ano ther 
ilk .”

“D o n ’t ju m p  to conclusions. They p ro b ­
ably d iscovered  som eth ing  about your car 
that you fa iled  to no tice  and are m ere ly  
w aiting to tell you about it .” She rem ained  
dauntless .

As a lw ays, she was s trid ing  p u rp o se ­
fully, in her sensible pumps. I norm ally  had 
to hurry to keep up. Tonight was even worse

becau se  my b ra in  w as te l l in g  m y legs to 
slow dow n. A c tua lly  it w as sc ream in g  out 
the w arn ing .

Boom.
The roa r from  the .460 W eatherby  M a g ­

num  was te rr ify ing . B irds  e x p lo d ed  from  
the acac ia  trees  and h u n d red s  o f  T h o m p so n  
gaze lle s  bo lted  as one. W ild e b ea s ts  and  
zebras shot fo rw ard , te r r if ied  by the th u n ­
der stick. T he fe roc ious  rh ino  s low ed , but 
did not go dow n. He c o n t in u ed  co m in g  at 
me like a runaw ay  fre igh t tra in . M y fo r ­
m erly  fa ith fu l b ea re r  th rew  the e x p en s iv e  
.378 m agnum  rifle  into the a ir  and  s c a m ­
pered  for his life.

U nfo rtuna te ly , he ran h e ad lo n g  in to  a 
wart hog that had been  spooked  by the roa r 
o f  the pow erfu l .460 m agnum  car tr idge . It 
was a boar w art hog and we w ere  right in 
the m iddle  o f  ru tt ing  season. I co u ld  not 
stop to help N gono  because  I had my hands 
full w ith  the k il le r  rhino.

The sounds from beh ind  me were in c red ­
ible. N ever had I heard  such scream ing  and 
grunting . N gono  was be llo w in g  at the top 
of his lungs in Sw ahili and the w art hog was 
grun ting  out sounds that on ly  an o th er  w art 
hog could  com prehend .

I had  no t im e  fo r  p la y f u l  S e r e n g e t i  
gam es. The ram pag ing  rh ino  was a lm ost 
u p o n  m e, w ith  f i re  b la z in g  f ro m  th o s e  
pygm y eyes. I took  carefu l aim. A gain  I 
took the slack from  the trigger.

Boom.
One o f  the a ssa ss in s  p o u n d e d  on the 

hood o f my f inanced  Volvo.
Darleene touched  my arm  to calm  me.

D o n ’t get excited . T h e y ’re p robab ly  ju s t  
trying to see if the car is as s tu rdy  as the 
ads say it is .”

The two on the hood slipped m enacing ly
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to the ground . The one by the d r iv e r ’s door 
jo in e d  them . The loser  w ith  his foot on the 
bum per tu rned  to face us. By now we were 
c lose  enough  to see the de te rm in ed  looks 
in the ir  evil eyes.

I m u s te red  my courage  and dem anded , 
“W hat do . . .  do you want, fe l la h s? ”

They  all looked  to be in the ir  late teens, 
a d angerous  age w hen out at m idn igh t on a 
dark and dese rted  street. T he ir  leader may 
have been  tw en ty ; it was d iff icu lt  to tell in 
the poor light.

The leader, w ho was a shade ta lle r than 
the rest, said  in a th iev ish  voice, “We want 
your money, your w atch, and . . .” he h e s i­
ta te d ,  s e e m in g ly  fo r  e f f e c t ,  “ and  y o u r  
w o m an .” He eased  a w icked - look ing  Buck 
knife from an ankle sheath to em phasize  his 
sincerity.

All o f  them  glared  at D arleene, with lust 
burn ing  in the ir  dep raved  eyes.

Darleene was mortified. She offered s in ­
cerely, “ I . . .  I vo lun tee r  at the free clinic 
on A shbury  on a lte rnating  T u esd ay s .”

This artless revelation invoked a chuckle 
from  the m enacing  quartet.

The m om ent of truth had arrived. I was 
alone. No W eatherby M agnum  rifle to down 
the rogues in front of me. No faithful bearer 
with a backup  w eapon. No w hite  hun ter  to 
back  me up with his Rigby .500 N itro  E x­
press. It was ju s t  me and the four young 
assholes.

I was a lone in the ch illed  night, armed 
only with my Nike Air M ax tra iners , with 
s y n th e t ic  l e a th e r  and  b r e a th a b le  u p p e r  
mesh. W hat w ould  M acom ber do?

The w indsh ie ld  o f  my Volvo had three 
gaping holes in the safety glass. Both right 
w indow s were com ple te ly  broken out. The

left front w indow  was c rack ed  and  the  rear  
w in d o w  w as gone , v an ish e d .  T h e  h e a d ­
lights, as well as the ta ill igh ts , w ere  all b ro ­
ken. The d r iv e r ’s d o o r  had been  k icked  in 
and all four tires were flat, s lashed  by finely  
honed  knives.

U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  m y c a r  w as  in b e t te r  
shape than I was. Both  o f  us had insurance , 
but at the m om ent I felt the car  had go tten  
the best o f  th ings. I had m ade my dec is ion  
in a heartbeat. M acom ber was right the first 
time. That dam n lion had big teeth. I bolted  
fo r  s a f e ty ,  b u t  n o t b e f o r e  s h o u t in g  to  
D arleene. The shortest o f  the v il la ins  had 
ju s t  g rabbed  her by the w rist and she was 
screech ing  som e obscen ity  at e i th e r  him  or 
me, I w a sn ’t qu ite  sure w hich.

“ Be brave , my darling . I ’m go ing  for 
h e lp .” I tried to sound reassu ring .

My sh o u tin g  req u ire d  a g rea t  deal o f  
dexterity. R ather than shout over my sh o u l­
der, I in s tead  tu rned  and ran b ack w ard s ,  
ye lling  as I co n tin u ed  ru n n in g — a feat in 
itself.

“Fight them  off, sugarp lum . I ’ll be back 
w ith  the po lice  in no t im e .” I f lu n g  my 
w ords over her like a p ro tec tive  shield .

I heard her snarl “ I ’ll kill you for this, 
you b a s ta rd !” O bv ious ly  she was sc rea m ­
ing at her y o ung  a s sa i la n t .  Tw o o f  the 
g a n g b a n g e rs  s ta r ted  a f te r  m e and  I w as 
forced to stop shouting my words o f  encour­
agem ent.

I heard one o f  the pursuers  yell, “Get 
him, Ruhulio . I want them  sh o es .” I ran 
even faster, for the police.

My right arm was broken  in tw o places. 
Not com pound  breaks, thank  God, but still 
it was in a cast. Two knuckles were c racked  
on my left hand. My nose was broken  and
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I had  th ree  large  k no ts  on my sku ll. I had 
num ero u s w elts  on bo th  legs and a b roken  
b ig  toe  on m y rig h t foo t. O ther than  tha t, I 
w as in re la tiv e ly  good  shape.

D a rle en e  cau g h t m e ju s t  as I s tep p ed  
from  the  e le v a to r  at w ork , on the  e ig h th  
floor. She had one o f those  little  w ooden 
bats that paren ts buy for the ir ch ild ren  w hen 
th e y ’re too young  fo r a real bat. T he dam n 
th ing  m ust have been  m ade o f h ick o ry  b e ­
cause  it re fu sed  to b reak .

She w as lu rk in g  beh in d  a huge p o tted  
palm  and ju m p ed  me like  a hungry  chee tah  
go ing  a fte r a sp ringbok . She w as pound ing  
aw ay w ith a vengeance w hen B ryce and Ju s­
tin tried  to pull her off. They said she turned 
on them , scream ing  som eth ing  about a co w ­
ard ly  w hite  h u n te r w ho ran aw ay and left 
his c lien t facing  a pack  o f w ild hyenas. O b­
v io u sly  they  w ere m y stified . She a p p a r­
en tly  co n tin u ed  pum m eling  aw ay un til se ­
cu rity  a rriv ed  and d rag g ed  her o ff me.

I never hurt so m uch in my en tire  life. 
She w as sc ream ing  that she w as go ing  to 
c a s tra te  me and  the tw o sec u rity  g u ard s  
w ere do ing  th e ir best to res tra in  her. T h e ir

hats w ere  co ck ed  o ff  to  the  side  and  they  
w ere bo th  p an tin g  h eav ily , w in d ed  from  the  
ba ttle . R a th er than  her u su al s ty lish  pum ps, 
she had w orn  sp ik e  h ee ls , to b e tte r  s tom p
me.

W hen I th o u g h t they  had  a firm  g rip  on 
her, I asked , “D arlin g , does th is  m ean  w e ’re 
not go ing  to the  E x p lo ra to riu m  on S a tu r­
d a y ? ”

F or som e u n know n  reaso n , m y in n o cen t 
query  seem ed  to set her off. She b ro k e  free  
from  the guard s  and  s ta r ted  b ea tin g  on me 
all o v er again . M y c o -w o rk e rs  ju m p e d  in to  
the fray  and six o f  them  fin a lly  sub d u ed  her.

T he d o c to r says tha t I ’ll be as good  as 
new  in an o th e r five  or six  w eeks. A p p a r­
en tly  there  w as no lastin g  d am ag e  done  to 
my te s tic le s . M y Volvo is now  se rv ice a b le , 
bu t the  in su ra n c e  co m p an y  c a n c e le d  m y 
policy . D arleen e  sued  them  as a c o -p r in c i­
pal to a ssau lt and a ttem p ted  rape  ch arg es  
and stung  them  a good  one.

T hat M aco m b er fe llo w  go t m e in to  a 
w orld  o f  tro u b le . I sw ear, I ’ll n ev e r read  
H em ingw ay  again .
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Slippers

by Diane Gage

Useless solo, they mate as geese do, 
or wolves, as they say: for life.
Yawning welcome to commence shuffling 
they fluff up toes, soles and heels 
with little pillows of warm air, 
pat and soften the way 
from sleep to work and back.
More independent than socks
less serious than shoes
they tread the short interior paths
over and over
nursing the sick
gathering with the family
on holiday mornings
dashing out for newspaper or milk.
At night they dream of opera premieres 
and glacier climbing expeditions 
or they prowl forests as giant cats 
until they wake to their job: 
whispering hearth-news 
to extremities.
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Country Roads

Section lines, my father used to call them. 
A lo t o f  th em  now  are p a v ed ,  or ra th e r  
asphalted, especially  closer to the large cities 
and towns. What I ’m referring to here, though, 
are dirt roads. In dry weather, I was always 
accom panied by the large plume of dust tra il­
ing behind the pickup; in wet weather, I had 
to be careful about sliding off the roadway; 
that hard clay could be slick as glass. And, 
there was no stopping on a really wet, muddy 
road for fear of getting stuck.

In dry weather again, there was the deal­
ing with the ruts, made from the rain and cast 
now as if in concrete; the only way to do this 
sanely  was to s tradd le  the o rig inal wheel 
tracks. Also, it paid to be careful not to drive 
too close to the right; erosion could take its 
toll, resulting in a vehicle dropping down, 
sliding off and ending up in the parallel bar- 
ditch. So, basically, about half the time the 
best thing to do was drive more or less in the 
middle of the road, with an eagle eye for any 
oncoming traffic.

Oh, and le t’s not neglect to mention those 
murderous washboards, able to shake the nuts 
and bolts loose from absolu tely  anything. 
There were two opposing theories regarding 
the navigation o f  washboards: one was to 
drive real slow, taking it nice and easy, and 
the other was to just drive like hell over them, 
the faster the better! And who wanted to drive 
slow, in the days before seat belts and the 
double-nickel? Of course, with the roads be­
ing under the purveyance of the county com ­
missioner, if your family were friends with 
that august official, your road got graded a

lot more often. Or if  your fam ily were friends 
with the grader driver, same difference. My 
state is notorious for the poor condition o f  the 
majority of its county roads. Vermont, on the 
other hand, is ju s t  the opposite; so well and 
constantly graded i t ’s hard to tell the d iffer­
ence between dirt and paved. W h a t’s the se ­
cret? A void of kickbacks and corruption, pos­
sibly?

Topping a hill, it always paid to be ex ­
tra-cautious: I never knew when I might meet 
a farmer driving a sixteen to twenty-foot com ­
bine. Believe me, there was only room for the 
combine. And when I met another vehicle, 
usually another pickup, common courtesy d ic­
tated that we both, the other driver and I, raise 
our index fingers from our driving hand at the 
top of the steering wheel in a rural “howdy,” 
a “Southwestern Salute .” A true, born-to-the- 
breed country-roader never, ever drove with 
both hands on the wheel. Are you kidding?

As hard to drive and as fearful as those 
country roads could be, I miss them. Or maybe 
I miss that time in my life; the country C hris t­
mases, the warm Thanksgivings, the driving 
home in the summers, coming back from town 
at midnight, with both windows rolled down, 
inhaling  the coo l, c risp  air o f  a late July 
evening. Maybe it has to do with innocence, 
and a time when that innocence was pure and 
pristine, no more than a year before Kennedy 
was killed and I was still sexually a virgin, 
although I was convinced otherwise; and those 
dirt roads are just a connection, a link, taking 
me from here to there.
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Straight to Heaven

It says they take orphans. Pa, he don’t like me ridin’ none. Samantha Eloise! You 
come on in here, c’mon out‘a there, in here, you hear? You come on inside and sit 
real pretty at that piano your mama used to play so nice, God rest her soul, and play 
me that nice tune ‘a Mr. Foster’s, the one about the river.

Pa, he don’t like me ridin’ none. Don’t like it for hisself, neither. Don’t like swingin’ up 
back of a fine hard neck full ‘a the smell'a sweat and willow trees and leather and the 
creek south a’St. Jo.

Pa, St. Jo! Sign says they take orphans, orphans who love to ride and they throw 'em 
a sack a letters and parcels and such and give'em a fine, strong pony and slap its 
rump and they’re off outta St.Jo, hooves smackin’ rock into dirt into hooves over miles 
of I don’t know what ‘cause I never been west ‘a thirtymiles east of St. Jo.

Ridin’ ain’t no life for a girl, Pa says, whupping the wagon wheel into shape over the 
anvil. You go make your brothers’ supper. Make them some fine chicken and 
collards and some ‘a that apple spice pecan pie like your mama, God rest her soul, 
made. You go on.

Old buzzard colonel down at the store won’t let me sign up for the Express. Don’t 
take no pretty young ladies, he says, tobacco creeping outta his mouth like a loose bit.
You lookin’ for a husband, tho, I got some ideas for you. Some thoughts, maybe.

Pa, he won’t let me ride none and I’m startin’ to wake up middle of the night thinkin’ 
how am I gonna do it? How’m I gonna get me on that pony headed west outta St. Jo 
toward Sacramento California heaven?

I’m tryin’ Pa one more time out behind the barn as he’s tarring up the wagon wheels, 
silver tongue of a knife flickin’ back and forth ‘cross that old anvil and I’m watchin’ it 
flick and flit like a slithery old snake and seein’ out the corner of my eye eight big old 
brothers walkin’ toward the house sayin’ whaddya think? more ‘a that apple spice 
pecan tonight or maybe a truffle cake, maybe a rhubarb pie with some cream or a 
couple cherries or something and I feel my face goin’ hot and pretty soon my hand’s 
movin’ toward the flit, flicker, snake knife and Pa he’s lookin’ up and I’m sayin’, but you 
won’t let me ride none and then it’s done.

It says they take orphans. With my hair up under my cap and some big old baggy 
breaches and Pa s shirt, they don t know I m a girl. Now I can jump on the finest, 
strongest, fastest pony you ever did see, mail bag over its rump, and with my back to 
the wind I can ride the Express outta St. Jo straight to heaven.

by Mary F. Casey
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Out of Chaos, the Dancing Star

by Sarah Webb

Out of chaos, the dancing star.
—Nietsche

At night in the ruined city, 
there is one building still standing; 
roofless, its walls are rough blocks 
askew from foundations.
Its pillars are thrown down.
Its shattered fountain 
cups rainwater and rubble.
There you will find the star moving.
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True West

by R.M. Davis

True west is far as eye can see, 
ten miles at least 
from rise to rise.

Trees, if any, in the dips and bends 
where water flows but rarely, 
or gathered as a sign 
of human intervention.

Hawks. Roadrunners.
Crows will do.
Few buzzards — 
death, like life, is rare.

Speech is sparse and pointed, 
salted with Spanish: 
arroyo, canyon, chapparal, mesquite, 
yucca, mesa, pinyon, juniper.

Stetsons outnumber gimmie caps. 
Skin more brown than red.
Lips and cheeks are lean.
Eyes slit against sun and distance.
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Conveniences of One Night

by Todd Heldt

Pretend we chose your bedspread blue, 
decided the color of the sky.
Left on our own we could design 
a morning more artwork than scribbles: 
borderless painting.

We wake, cumbersome, 
strange to each other’s arms, 
the odd closeness of breathing.
We have been turned to salt, the taste 
on our lips. Not warm enough to feel good

about staying in bed together, 
we get up. We make the bed.
We say words, comfort and real.
Again we pretend to have made something, 
fashioned words that only apply to us.

Outside the bedroom, daylight 
is unbearable, our time after waking.
We have made nothing. And if I look, 
the sky is more blue than anything 
I have ever imagined feeling.
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Charles Dodgson's Fantastical Basement Box

I was accustomed to the rest of the world think­
ing him strange. Lord, yes. Even as a baby he had 
those quiescent, luminous, strangely protruding 
eyes. Frog Eyes, they called him. And the stam­
mer that began quietly as a train stalling on its 
tracks and rose to the stuttering “whata-tat-tat” fury 
of a Gatling gun. Despite his eyes, he was pretty to 
look at, no doubt about it. But even from the age 
of seven I understood that my best defense for my 
brother was silence; that my best distance from him 
was as far away as possible; that my best endeavor 
on his behalf was never informing my parents about 
the box in the basement.

He loved to play down there. At first, alone. 
The basement was a shrouded affair, white- 
hunched with all of Mother’s old furniture layered 
with sheets to keep the dust out. The problem 
was— alas— that the old furniture was the new fur­
niture. Mother had a thing about dirt and debris, 
couldn't bear to see furniture marred through the 
course of everyday wear. So, as soon as we drudged 
ourselves out into one of those awful English yel­
low fogs on one of those dreadful family excur­
sions and bought ourselves the grandest, most 
gleaming Windsor heirloom rocker we could find, 
Mother couldn’t rest until she’d ruined it for us, 
until she woke in the middle of the night, frowsy 
with her wrapped head in curlers, and, all one hun­
dred and ten pounds of her (Mother weighed ex­
actly the same as the giant sewer rats inhabiting 
my nightm ares), dragged that huge chair 
thumpitythump into the basement, wedged it 
against the furnace wall, draped it in sheets avidly 
as if it were a family-member corpse.

Of course none of us dared utter a word.
Would you?
We made no allowances for Mother except si­

lence. After all, Mother was starkers and we all

knew it from the day we were born because she’d 
go into these weeping jags that never had any be­
ginning or end. It was typical for us all to be eating 
our breakfast of warmed milk and rashers and 
Momma’d sit there with a red, soiled-looking face, 
sobbing into a handkerchief. “Postpartum,” the doc­
tor said. We got used to it but the fact that her weep­
ing seemed completely causeless was, admittedly, 
the source of a continuing great irritation for us, 
for we liked to think of ourselves as a rational fam­
ily; whatever you thought of the Dodgsons per­
sonally, I know we had first-rate minds. So, gradu­
ally, as our best defense against a terrific offense, 
we stopped considering Mother at all. Not to be 
cruel, you understand: simply to face the matter 
square-on, practically. So, when she spoke, we’d 
smile vaguely in her direction, as if the orchid-and- 
rosebud wallpaper had sprouted a mouth. When 
she whimpered and carried on, we passed the 
Westminster bowl of peas and onions in front of 
her. It was the only form of emotional survival, I 
daresay, that we had.

Or that she offered us.
Charles, though, was different. Charles wasn’t 

starkers but strange. He never would read upstairs 
with the rest of the family but preferred the loom­
ing furniture, the amorphous shadows and shapes, 
of the basement. Now I believe it was because he 
loved to enlist that sheeted furniture as a backdrop 
for the fantastic mental movies he’d project against 
all that onstretching white, as if it were a screen. 
This in the age before movies were even invented. 
But he was amazingly ahead of his time in so many 
respects, though som etim es, as in a badly 
perspectived portrait painting, where the subject 
scarcely appears to be inhabiting the framed terri­
tory of the canvas, I think of Charles as in front of 
his time instead of ahead of it: don’t you see, there’s
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C harles D odgson 's  Fantastical B asement  B ox

a universe of stagnant distinction attached to that 
phrase.

His play in the basement was orderly, progres­
sive, because the Dodgsons are a logical people. 
First the toy soldiers were lined up, the reds against 
the blacks. Then the initial shots were fired, and 
some men went down, were carried most tenderly 
in a tiny strip of sheet Charles had purloined from 
the furniture drapes to the little military hospital 
C harles  had set up near M o th e r’s stored 
nightstands. Sometimes the soldiers suffered 
greatly because they were men of action, men of 
war, and we could hear their keening through the 
basement vents. Other times they died quickly and 
mysteriously and tragically, but always with 
Charles’ concerted attempts to revive them, restore 
their spirits, pull them, resurgent with a newfound 
happiness, laughing back to life. The fact that this 
didn't happen often wasn’t his fault. It demon­
strated, simply, that he was a realist. In this rigor­
ous game called “life,” Charles might’ve said then, 
referring, perhaps, to his own situation, there are 
always more losers than winners.

It’s a mathematical inevitability.
Still, he was so devoted to the soldiers that I 

was surprised, startled even, when the box first 
appeared. One morning the soldiers stopped scal­
ing the good living-room set and retired to their 
respective camps or were shipped home in body 
bags or, more horribly, were listed as Missing in 
Action: Charles posted a list on the gray-slab door 
of the basement. For days the soldiers were every­
where, rolling wounded across the sweat-oozing 
floor, wrapped smothering in a thick wad of sheets 
stuffed into the padded armcushion of an easy chair, 
lying gasping for breath with their life-blood flow­
ing out across the basement stairs. Then Charles 
simply scooped them under a divan and declared 
that, by order of the king, the war was officially 
over. Charles was weary of the agony, exhausted

with the perpetual wounds, suffering, bloodshed. 
The soldiers had all died or gone home: more, we 
simply didn’t need to know.

The box appeared that same morning, clutched 
too tightly under Charles’ trembling arm.

It was a soggy affair, a damp, water spotted 
square of gray cardboard that looked as if it’d been 
plucked from the nearby pond before completely 
submerging. “What have you got there, Charles?” 
I demanded, trailing him to the stairs. Charles nod­
ded abruptly with that grim adult way he had, never 
guessing, since I was the family’s baby, the family’s 
pet, that I spied on him all the time, that I dislike 
secrets— and especially his— with all the forthright 
detestation we Dodgsons are capable of harbor­
ing. So, when Charles scooted immediately down­
stairs with his mystery box, I was hanging on the 
railing, tracking his every move, determined not 
to let my odd-man-out quarry get away.

He bore it rapidly down, thrust together into a 
clump the Jack-in-the-Box dangling clownface-out 
from his painted garish canister, the Young Mas­
ters o f Science series he'd been studying on the 
subjects of Botany and Exciting Varieties of Flight­
less Birds, dropped in his brown-velvet knickers 
to the concrete floor, lifted the lid for a peek. 
Though I practically slid down the banisters, strug­
gling for a better glimpse, though I killed the light 
in the foyer so he’d have absolutely no clue I was 
hovering, that’s all I could see: his lifting the lid, 
removing the lid, taping the lid down before he 
retired to the back of the basement, located our 
old goldfish bowl, discarded after all our fish had 
floated in a single day submissively belly-up, rinsed 
out the bowl at the cast-iron sink, filled it with water 
dense with dispersing matter, for we didn’t have 
the cleanest pipes. Then, chuckling, I swear— 
chuckling—this, from the dourest boy on God’s 
green Earth, he carried the bowl carefully, at arm’s- 
length, straight beneath the stairs, where, though I 
was as frustrated as any spoiled miss under similar
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swung my body half-out 
into space for a keener look, 
I saw nothing except Charles 
disappearing beneath.

The first of many van­
ishing acts, wouldn’t you 
say?

The next day she 
showed up, and weren’t all 
of us surprised? Knocked a 
fine strong rapping at our 
brass lion’s head, then, when 
my father swung open the 
door, was standing there 
boldly, insouciantly, as a 
crimson tulip in January 
snow, the prettiest little girl 
I ’d ever seen, with waist 
long brown ringlets curled, 
I suspected, with a veritable 
dozen rags, and a dress frock 
the color of plums, and such 
a lovely silky sash I, who 
pretended not to be inter­
ested in girlish things, felt 
my mouth water. “Well, let 
her in, you two," Mother 
commanded from her knit­
ting, in a startling act of self- 
assertion, “let's not all be 
dolts,” and, our mouths pop­
ping open, both Father and 
I stepped back from the 
door. “ I 'v e  come for 
Charles, if you please," the 
little girl said, and, nodding, 
smiling, pointing, we indi­
cated to that fairy creature 
exactly where her scary 
beast dwelled— which was, 
of course, in the basement.
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All that afternoon I struggled to get a look, but 
Mother wouldn’t let me. Decorum, she told me, 
forbade me from invading Charles’ privacy, though 
I thought it was only Mother. But a secret jealousy 
nibbled at me viciously (what Mother called the 
Green Worm of Envy) and I listened to them laugh, 
their musical voices floating upstairs when we sat 
down at four to tea, rattled our good china cups, 
straining a little to catch their voices until all of us, 
collectively, realized what we were doing, and then 
we had the excellent grace to stop.

And the next morning at breakfast I asked him, 
point-blank, what he’d been doing all those hours 
with Young Miss in private, demanded to know 
what, exactly, he thought he was doing, until 
Mother insisted in her new firm voice that I stop. 
Somnolent, introspective as ever, Charles buttered 
his toast with a scrape, layered on the apricot jam, 
sipped his Earl Grey. I was furious that he wouldn’t 
divulge his secret, furious at Mother’s insistence 
that I not try: truly, I considered them both weak­
lings, was enraged that they’d seemed, in one of 
those intuitive flashes that can illuminate a life, to 
have discovered each other, fathomed the essence 
of each other’s unfathomable being, this knowl­
edge making them both powerful as little tin gods 
in our household.

That day, when Mother was calling up the gro­
cer for a shoulder of new spring lamb, I sneaked to 
the stairs. And caught him, again, with the box. He 
was cradling it, cooing to it as if it were an infant 
in swaddling clothes. The cardboard looked a little 
soggier, a little droopier; Charles carried it under 
the stairs again, to the goldfish bowl, I presumed, 
and came out with an empty, lidless box, wiped 
down the dilapidated cardboard with a rag, placed 
the box carefully in a corner for some undetermined 
future use.

At ten a.m., when Young Miss Beautiful 
showed up on our doorstep, Poppa and 1 simply 
smiled and let her in and pointed toward the stairs.

At lunch, after she’d departed, I plied Charles 
with my usual questions, pleading, hoping, pray­
ing. “No,” he said, “no,” to my repeated yearnings 
for information. At the sink, when Mother started 
singing “Evangeline” under her breath, I knew that 
she knew.

That very night, I ’d determined, I ’d learn 
Charles’ secret, too.

The moon, that night, was full and russet as a 
cast-iron pot. But I waited until it was gone. Van­
ished into a thickening swirl of white clouds bank­
ing sky. Sucking in my breath, I crept out of bed in 
my nightgown, checked on my parents, who were 
sleeping, checked on Charles: he had a blank look 
when asleep that could only be described as “an­
gelic,” as if those surges of self-doubt that tor­
mented him during the day were wiped clean nights 
from consciousness. I left him then, dreaming or 
not, face up in his bed, snapped on the foyer light, 
stairs light, crept down the basement stairs.

The box was empty. That much I could ascer­
tain in a second. And even worse for wear, the card­
board puffed out, sodden as the drowned, the lid 
caving in with an inaudible sigh. But it was what 
was underneath the stairs I sought so avidly, vio­
lently, my blood rushed vibrating into my chest; 1 
felt scalded under the influence of a pulsing crim­
son tide. Enough, I chided myself. Enough. The 
mystery was ending. All, soon, would be revealed.
I slipped under the basement stairs and saw the 
goldfish bowl, glinting like thinned milk in the 
eerily translucent light.

At first I saw only faces. Pressed up in clumps, 
mouths extended. And I was confused and thought, 
Are there babies in that bowl? Then, I realized I'd 
been wrong. Though the basis for my error was 
rooted in the intensely human apparition of those 
clustering visages which, childlike, pushed up 
against one another, staring toward me, beguiling 
me, faces expressive of some blank inner yearning 
I couldn't quite fathom until I recalled Charles’
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sleeping countenance upstairs.
And then I realized there were eight or nine 

frogs in that bowl. A lid had been fashioned with a 
dozen air holes, taped firmly over the top, and the 
frogs breathed deeply, longingly, though they were 
doomed to remain partly submerged in the ter­
rarium Charles’d prepared. And then, much to my 
horror, astonishment, I understood as quickly as 
one understands, in those precipitous moments in 
dreams, that one’s lover is dead, that one’s life is 
over, that something was wrong with those frogs— 
all were missing a leg, a foreleg, an eye, or pos­
sessed some inexplicable facial deformity that ren­
dered them grotesque.

And then I couldn’t breathe, his cold clammy 
hand clapped over my mouth.

And when he released me, turned me around, I 
knew, exhaling, that I could be silent. That it 
mustn’t be his fault. Charles took my hand, led me 
to the stairs; I sat down with him, uncertainly, on 
that rickety bottom step, still lightheaded with what 
I’d seen.

“I didn’t do it,” Charles said. “I mean. I know 
you don’t think I— I just found them that way. In 
the pond. Some had eye infections and some had 
broken legs and some had skin diseases and some 
just looked sore or bloody all over. And they 
would’ve died like that, so I decided to bring them 
here. Bring them home. You know— ” and here his 
voice got a little dreamy— “all my life I’ve had 
this really weird feeling about myself, growing up. 
Something strange, something that made me feel 
as if I were set apart, didn’t belong. But these frogs 
have made me feel as if I do belong, after all. As if 
I had— a purpose. Oh, I know it sounds silly, 
but I love taking care of them, and they’re the 
only thing I ’ve actually ever felt truly belongs 
to m e.” He peered around into the darkness, 
furtively, leaned over, seized my hand. “But 
you w on’t tell, will you, Sis? W on’t tell Fa­
the r?  B ecau se  you know  how he is. He
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wouldn’t like it at all. Wouldn’t think it’s . . .  hy­
gienic.”

“And Mother’s been keeping this a secret from 
him?” I asked.

Charles averted his eyes.
“I’ll keep your secret for you,” I breathed, sud­

denly, clasping his hand. “Charles, I’d be proud.”
Slowly, in that greenish glimmer of underwa­

ter darkness, he managed a smile.
And it was true, what I said. I did feel proud. I 

look back on that day and try to analyze the emo­
tions as I watch myself, with Mother, cutting up 
carrots under running water in the sink, listening 
to Charles and Beautiful Little Miss laughing and 
playing downstairs, and everything is a swirl of 
white snowlight through the window and winter 
settling down somnolent as a fattened Arctic bear 
over trees and Father standing stiffly, like a statue 
carved of warping wood, staring out the window, 
biting down on the stem of his pipe and wishing, I
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suppose, that he were anywhere but here while 
Mother and I grow closer and closer, coccooned 
in our secret as I tear the lettuce apart with too- 
cold hands and place the radishes just so on top of 
the garden salad and the house grows warm and 
misted with our closeness until we can almost ig­
nore Father, just as we once ignored Mother, whom 
now I’ve grown to love.

And I know, as we eat our salads delicately, 
careful not to bite down on the tines of our forks, 
as Father calls Charles more and more perempto­
rily to dinner, his forehead swelling red with rage, 
that Mother and I both pray that the laughter down­
stairs will never end while accepting that it must, 
it must, life is as much a passage into suffering as 
it is into joy, and, for us, I feel, for Charles, that 
journey is only beginning.

And the day, finally, we hear the shouts from 
downstairs and Miss Beautiful in her knee socks 
and ravishing red-gold dress comes pounding up 
with a wildly flushed face and glittering cold eyes 
and runs out the front door without even calling 
goodbye, I sense that the time is near for that jour­
ney to begin. I glance at Mother, who’s reading a 
novel in the breakfast nook, who places a finger 
against a page to mark her place, Mother, whose 
face darkens quietly as if she’s just received word 
of a death in the family, and I wait for her to nod 
and, when she does, quietly I travel downstairs.

All the basement lights have been turned off. 
But I see him, sitting silently, hunched, in the shad­
ows, in the farthest corner of the basement, slumped 
so low his head and chest are w’edged tightly against 
his legs. And when he sees me. he nods, but so 
mechanically 1 know something has begun and 1 
feel lightheaded, almost exhilarated, with a fore­
knowledge of pain, and I sink down next to him on 
the cold cracked concrete and wordlessly we both 
stare at the drained and empty goldfish bowl while 
I wait for him to speak.

'We had a fight,” he says, finally.
I wait but now I close my eyes and the no-light 

against my lids is darker than the no-light in the 
basement.

‘We had a fight,” he starts again. “And the frogs 
are dead.”

“She or you?”
“She killed them,” he says. “She killed them. 

With a pair of scissors. In my whole life, I’ve never 
imagined that people could be so cruel.”

And, though I’m agreeing with him and shar­
ing his incredulity because— my G od— who 
wouldn’t?, some strange power in me is tamping 
my words down, dissipating the hot white wave of 
rage I’d love to sink in, drown in, Miss Beautiful’s 
face sucked with me into that maelstrom.

But I suppress everything I’m thinking and be­
lieving, and what I finally say is, “Charles . . .  Life 
by its nature is cruel, don't you think?”

And I wrap my arms around him then quickly, 
quickly, before he’s lost, and I can tell, from the 
warmth seeping into my bodice, that he’s quietly, 
desperately crying, and he stammers out a few 
words I can’t understand, because his stutter is so 
bad, but beneath the surface of our suffering, as 
we're holding tightly to each other in that base­
ment, so fiercely I imagine us as a statue with 
locked heads and torsos, something beautiful 
beneath that surface is growing and developing 
and emerging: Alice is sitting in a boat with the 
Reverend Charles Dodgson, who's suffused with 
love when he studies her, whose empathic eyes 
shine radiant with longing, and Alice Uddell and 
her sisters and the Reverend Charles Dodgson 
sprawl in that langorous boat as it glides along 
the riverbank on a brilliant, sweltering day to­
ward the rabbithole, toward his destiny, toward 
Charles Dodgson's second glorious plummeting 
into pain.
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From the Diary of Sophia Starling 
Early January 1874

A Shack Between South Park and Denver
by Robert Cooperman

Just as our legs were about to crack 
like the limbs of trees used 
for too many executions, 
we found this abandoned ranch cabin.
John breathed warmth into my frozen fingers, 
both of us glad to have left the company 
of vampirish Mr. Crane.

We spoke not a word all evening, 
the loose shutters echoing my heart.
John fed the fire with logs
he had hatcheted from a pine beside the shack.
I never asked, never fail to wonder
why he doesn’t grow a beard to hide his scars.

My fingers darted to them, smooth 
as a snake one dreads will be oily.
I ran my hand along the raised edges— 
not thinking of my forwardness— 
heard a purring rise in his throat, 
felt a warmth spread inside me— 
spilled tea on a skirt,
but none of its accompanying clamminess. . .  .

He sleeps curled like a wolf.
The heat ebbs from my stomach; 
embers pop like tiny pistol shots.
What occurred earlier can never be repeated.
Cruel of me to melt, even once,
into sweetness and his world—
as we draw closer to Denver, my train to New York,
the steamer to the England I left,
a staid life that begins to glitter.

John Sprockett too much the bear 
when I close my eyes 
and recall his drunken rages— 
even when weighed against the heights 
we soared to, eagles rising to Heaven.
Ladies, when they travel,
must be untouchable as saints and angels.
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Sophia Starling Arrives with John Sprockett 
in Gold Creek, Colorado Territory, Early 1874

Though we’ve stumbled ten miles 
in waist-high snow, I feel no gratitude 
for this town, as foul as any hole 
since apes, or angels, fell from trees, 
or heaven, into caves dank as crypts: 
a livery, a jail, and the saloon-hotel 
that doubles as a courtroom 
when the circuit judge isn’t drunk.
Beds upstairs for exhausted miners, 
and for poor drabs who have bartered 
their hearts for money from strangers.

Meals are being served.
I cling to John's arm, a child 
afraid to be splattered by bullies.
One terrific glare from Mr. Sprockett 
and all eyes drop to their hands, 
as men once trembled 
at black welts of plague.

One night of no longer being a maiden
and the world seems depraved to me:
this fetid saloon— tobacco smoke
like the fumes of Hell— those beds
with barely a curtain instead of a decent door.
I fear Mr. Sprockett will try with force
what I yielded to for love.
He seemed dear as a play-panda last night, 
not this walking scarred horrour 
infamous for the rage I’ve ignored.

I can barely touch my half-cooked meat. 
“This flea-bag has one private room,”
Mr. Sprockett advises. “Use the lock.”
I touch his hand in gratitude, 
love flooding like Juliet’s.
He pulls back as if from a scorpion.

by Robert Cooperman

Photograph by C. Michael McKinney
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Mary LaFrance, Prostitute, Gold Creek

by Robert Cooperman

One look at John Sprockett’s face
and spiders are walking all over my belly:
that evil eye ripped out by a grizzly,
claw marks jagged as Satan plowing his cheek.
An ugly heart too, always sizing up a fight 
when he’s downed enough rot-gut 
to kill most of the men sipping as far 
from him as the walls will allow.

“What you gawking at?” he’ll snarl.
One feller laughed once, and was dead 
before the guffaw could roar out of him.
Now, boys just mumble apologies, 
knees knocking like the nutcracker 
I saw in Mr. Smith’s window one Christmas.
The other girls hate him too, 
afraid he’ll tear our throats out 
like that grizzly should’ve done to him, 
though he’s always polite with all of us.

So you could’ve knocked me flat 
with a tail feather when he traipsed in, 
an Englishwoman on his arm, 
her eyes superior slits.
Yet something in the way she held him: 
heart-shot by that murderer.
And him stately, sober as Lincoln.

They ate so silent you could hear 
the whiskers growing out of Sid’s nose.
Sprockett set the key for the one private room 
in her hand, escorted her upstairs.
I thought we’d hear the bed creaking 
like a stage chased by bandits.
But he thumped back down,
men hiding smiles behind swigs of liquor.

Silence sank into the warped floorboards 
while he sat in a corner and glared, 
big as a bear, waiting for the least excuse 
to toss someone through the window, 
and business slow enough 
I wouldn’t have minded the excitement.
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John Sprockett Sits Alone 
in the Saloon at Gold Creek

by Robert Cooperman
Each bottle on the bar whispers, “Drink me!”
For once, trembling, I resist their whore’s call.
Miss Starling’s asleep upstairs—
after our trek through snow deep as quicksand.
I told her to use the key.

Last night in that shack above the timber?
A fluke of love 1 had no right to expect, 
but wanted more than breath:
Miss Starling’s skin white against the fire; 
my heart pounding like a drum on the Fourth.
After, I pretended sleep while she wrote;
I couldn't have read her words any clearer 
if I’d stared over her shoulder:
“My one misstep with Mr. Sprockett.”
Just sensing she felt that way maddens my blood 
for her like a bear swatting a hive for honey.
I made her lock her door against me, 
not from these mine-rats and trappers.

As each layer of her clothes came off 
she was saying good-bye and thank you,
“For showing me Colorado, for not 
stealing my money and killing me.”
A whore who thinks she knows me stalks 
past my table, enough hate in her face 
to knock me across the room.
For spite, I’d invite her to sit and drink, 
talk to her polite as a preacher at Sunday dinner, 
but I'd wind up guzzling from the spout, 
and smashing the door in, and killing us both.
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Sophia Starling Records How 
John Sprockett Found Her Mount

by Robert Cooperman

My heart swelled almost for my sister 
when Mr. Sprockett led Wren from the livery— 
a miracle in this Sodom of a mining town.
I had spent the night too trembly to sleep, 
expecting him to break down my door: 
infected by the sour odours of lust and drink 
that rose from the saloon below.
A lady traveling alone must be impeccable, 
and I’ve fallen, if only one avalanche of dalliance.

Still, when he sauntered up with my mare, 
saddled and bridled, I wanted to melt like pooled wax.
His own stallion lost in the storm, 
a huge, gentle gelding trailed behind, 
obedient as a sheep dog.
“She must’ve smelled hay and other horses,” 
he chuckled to remember Wren’s running off 
when attacked by that mountain lion months ago.
“Stable owner didn’t charge a cent 
when he saw whose mount she was.
Called it an honor to hold her for me, 
and said I could have this one free,” 
he grinned, patted the sleek, dun neck.
“Swore it was good publicity for his trade.”

I stared until his eye dropped with shame,
his reputation enough to mold most to his wishes.
He gave me a leg up, smeared blacking 
against snow-blindness; a dear man, 
and the danger that shimmers off him 
stirs something wholly un-English in me.
If he were to lead me to that locked room, 
no telling what mischief might transpire.

To be continued in future issues.
Cooperman’s poems are from The Badman and the Lady soon to be published by Basfal Books.
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