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Editorial Procedure

The board of ALDEBARAN of Roger Williams College accepts sub-
missions from all students, faculty members, and also from outside contribu-
tors who enclose a return address. Submissions are separated and classified as
“prose,” “poetry,” or “‘art” and then given to a group of readers according
to classification. The readers criticize all submissions from a reprint of the
material which excludes the author’s name. The criticisms and recommenda-
tions are then given to either the prose or poetry editor, who then meets with
his board to discuss the submissions and reach a decision on acceptances and
rejections. All of the accepted material is read by the editor-in-chief and dis-
cussed by the editors together. In addition, all submissions are reviewed after
the magazine deadline, and the final format is then decided upon.

It is the policy of the board that no submissions are returned un-
less accompanied by a stamped, self-addressed envelope.

The Editors
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Jobn Flynn

Grief
(after a Chekov story of the same title)

“What did you say she died of, your wife>”

“A failure of imagination.”

He did not miss her. He missed his cat; he missed his garden, he ached
for his ocean. But for his wife, it was too raw yet. It was emptiness. Grief.
And so he drank. Drinking he lost all track of the days, all days becoming
one, a day that began with the lapping of the tides of grief at his heart, ending
in drunken insensibility, the empty bottle cradled in his arms.

“I thought you said she drowned.”

“She did drown.”

She didn’t drown. Oh, she drowned. But that was merely a question on
a form. For every birth certificate, a death certificate. Confronted with events
that tested his wit, man had invented The Form. Another failure of imagina-
tion.

“What I meant . . . ,” he began.

At first he'd been glad of the noise of the place. He’d even welcomed,
at first, the swarm of a hundred people in a bar too small for even twenty to
abide amicably. And, had he been himself, he would have had sympathy for
some of them, lemming-driven by the unyielding city. But he wasn’t himself
and all that he wanted at that moment, desperately, was to be alone in some
still, dark place. Her way of combing her hair, softly framing the eyes, it dem-
onstrated personal awareness. It suggested, for such was his need, a secret
place in her where he might store a portion of his burden.

“ .. . was that we died of failure of imagination.”

Instead, she gave him That Look. He’d been getting it a lot these past
weeks. You appear rational, That Look said, but now I've had a closer peek,
I see you're really quite mad. It was true. He shaved regularly; he went each
week to the laundromat; he cleaned his new apartment and forced himself,
despite the drinking, to eat proper meals. And yet, even he knew that he was
truly mad, dangerously mad.

“Permit me to elaborate,” speaking now to the girl on the stool to his
right. “Normally, you see, I'm bifocular.”

http://docs.rwu.edu/aldebaran/vol 1/iss2/1
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“Is that,” she giggled, “like being AC-DC?”

He averted his eyes. In a crowded bar, simply by averting the eyes a frac-
tion, you can put miles of distance between people. By bifocular, he meant
that he was capable simultaneously of absorbing the general and the specific.
He could look at a page of proof and spot if a headline or paragraph needed
transposing, the while going down the page for punctuation and spelling er-
rors. But the death of his wife had reduced him to single vision. He could with
the same facility do one or the other, general or specific, but only at the ex-
pense of one or the other. Sympathetic to his loss, his supervisor assigned him
only the simplest pages to proof. On the quiet, the others in the department
once-overed his work. Still, errors got by. He allowed headline errors, errors
in placement of copy, spelling errors by the dozen. When, however, the ab-
sence eluded him of a critical letter in the third word of the headline, Great
Summer Shift Sale, his supervisor puffed up to his desk to congratulate him,
he’d been awarded his vacation a month early.

Each week, although he hadn’t been back to work since, his check arrived,
forwarded from the old address. Sometimes, he was visited by visions, scenes
of absence, that her absence had caused in the routine of his life. He saw his
desk gathering dust, becoming dust, crumbling to dust. His garden, that he’d
hacked and hoed from havoc into a thing composed of equal parts logic and
magic — that a city kid could actually make a tomato plant yield tomatoes on
the first try, there had to be magic there — he saw his garden in lapse photogra-
phy reverting until there wasn’t a trace. He saw his ocean, his because it had
first claimed him in one way before claiming her in another, an enemy loved
that took no notice of his absence. And, wide-eyed and mistrustful, he saw
Hank.

It seemed peculiar to love a cat. Never having owned one, he’d sneered at
the fools who lavished their lives on dumb, indifferent animals. Then he became
such a fool. Hank had been his wife’s and as indolent and disdainful of humans
as any animal pampered of woman. But, roughhousing with it, he soon taught
Hank his true nature. From a furry eunuch that would test in turn every pil-
low in the house, choosing the softest, Hank became under his new master’s
tutelage an outdoor cat capable of holding his own in a street fight, a hunter
of mice, a stalker after squirrels and birds. Often, Hank would be gone three
and more days at a time, returning chastened and secretive, licking his chops.
Indoors, he took to attacking anything that moved, fly, shadow, passing leg.
Lamenting one day the loss to Hank’s claws of still another pair of stockings,
his wife accused him of creating a monster. He agreed, feeling pleased.
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Hank was boarding with Mr. Stabile, their former landlord. It had prob-
ably been unfair to the man, his first stroke paralyzing half his face, his sec-
ond his left arm, making him care for an animal he hadn’t in the first place
wanted in his building. He pictured the man trying to open cans of cat food
with his one good arm. He pictured Hank attacking him in his sleep as he’d
been attacked. Picturing it, he laughed for the first time in the six weeks since.

But the stone weighing on his heart made laughter painful. Why will it
not abate, he asked? Then, heatedly, why won 't it abate?

“I need you,” said a breathy voice in his ear.

“You do?”

“Idid. I'msorry. It’s so crowded and I have such clumsy knees.”

Clumsy knees. He swiveled around to face her, the face unlined, pert.

“You see, she drifted,” he began. “I could see her in the water. Not pay-
ing attention. I hadn’t been for some time. I didn’t realize she was drowning.
When 1 did, all those people,” his heart suddenly churning, those fat, sweaty
people. “There were too many. I couldn’t reach her.”

“Perhaps if you'd tried harder,” her eyes gone moist as a bodily indiscre-
tion.

“You misapprehend,” rising in desperation from his stool, “I didn’t in-
tend it as an issue for debate.”

But just as desperately he suddenly wished for his stool back. Panic had
him and he spilled nearly all his drink fighting through to a place less choked
with people.

In the editing and refining inevitable to a scene run through the mind as
often as this one, he visualized the people in water and on the beach in formal,
chess-placement. He here. She in the water there. The others massed between.
She waving. He waving back. The bikini going by, the proud young animal in-
side and out, in and out. Then only the arm, the hand waving. Proceeding
with the camera handheld, we see, closeup, meat faces. Meat faces and bodies
glazed as canned hams. In the dizzying madness, faces dressed on fancy butch-
er’s display. An Auschwitz of bodies heaped in the way. One needed to cleave
them to get through. One hadn’t the proper tools. Go around! Go around!
But, surrounded, there was no around. And when he finally got to her, the
drift had gotten to her first; she was lifeless to his touch.

“You see,” he bagan, knowing instinctively he’d mischosen again.

“I don’t see,” she affirmed.

“You see,” he persisted, “I've never been good on land. Water is my ele-
ment, land was hers. Now do you see>”

i 10
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“No,” she said, her voice, like her eyes, gone opaque, “no, I don’t see.”

Edging away, he wondered if death was a thing more difficult for men or
women to endure? It was probably as difficult, simply that the sexes endured
it in different ways. Had he died, his wife would not have moved from their
apartment. A land person, she would have stored his effects in one place, her
sorrow in another, and gone determinedly on. But how could he store her
things? In what container does one put the paint off the walls? The week he
remained in the apartment after her death, everything seen, everything touched
turned to grief. The cheese, Austrian, she’d just purchased. The eggs. The
milk. To eat these ... The pillowssmelled of her smell. Her welter of cos-
metics, wealth of cookware. The circled dates on the calendar, notes scrawled
below — “Dentist 9:30 A.M.;” “Take Hank to vets;” ‘“‘H’s b’day — these cut
deepest, frequentest.

So he moved. Leaving everything in the place to Mr. Stabile, he took an
apartment in the city. At night, trucks rumbled through his bedroom. To
quiet the trucks, he drank, to quiet his heart.

“What did she look like, your wife?”’asked the hard-eyed girl of earlier.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”’

“You're asking not what but who she looked like. Like herself. My wife
looked like herself.”

He’d been attracted by her eyes, big, brown, different with her moods,
and by her ass. Attraction is involuntary. But love is an act of volition. Lov-
ing her, he ceased to appraise his wife.

“There’s only one thing that’s important here. My wife is dead. We were
at the beachand . . . ”

“I don’t care.”

“Youdon't...?”

“Care.”

“You don’t care?”

“What'd 1 say?"

“You said —"

“Look, believe it or not, there are other people in this world with troubles.
Me, for instance. For instance, I have to have a tooth pulled tomorrow. Now,
that may not seem like much to you. But, to me—"

“You're right. You're absolutely right. Except. Except, you see, if there
just weren’t so many people.” To hold her attention, he held her wrist. When
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she pulled it away, he took her arm. Then her shoulder. Then her neck.
“You see, it wasn’t necessary. If it had been, would I be doing this? Buta
little more attention on both sides, a little more effort. You must see that.
You must!”

Had he been discovered choking the girl anywhere else, he would have
been in for it. But anything done in a bar short of murder will only get you
thrown out. Heading for another bar, he walked past it. Past another. Anoth-
er. Soon, he was at the train station,

Better than his living, disapproving eye, Mr. Stabile’s dead, malevolent
eye expressed his outrage at being awakened at that hour. When his former
tenant informed him he just wanted to talk, the man changed color and teeter-
ed forward in the direction of a third stroke. Itisn’t you I want to talk with,
he was about to say. But, with a gratuitous swipe at the man’s bare feet, Hank
was out the door, free of the house and struggling to be free of his master’s
arms.

“You see,” he began, walking off, “what I mean by a failure, our fail-
ure . ..

Then all that Stabile, grim in his doorway, could hear, was the cat bitter-
ly howling into the night.

http://docs.rwu.edu/aldebaran/vol 1/iss2/1
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The woman is lonely in the night

when her tall and empty legs lie down

in a tired conversation with the sheets

Her knees, lonely partners that mourn

while her ankles move in semi-circles around the bed

The bed seems empty like the empty legs of the woman

They are smooth and silent companions, two hollow hemispheres
horizontally attached and moving slowly

into a sleep that is faceless and black

They cruise, the bed and the woman

through many dark loops of stars until they enter

the thin green morning of an island resort

There the woman wakes and hides her legs under a straw tablecloth
A Stranger comes and buys her strong Italian coffee

He is a South American with amputated arms

At night the sheets sing to the woman who is
lost in the empty halls

A strange breeze runs lonely through the dark
attracted to her long black hair

Feeling love in the wind her legs suddenly

fill up with sequins, fried marbles and beads
that shine in her bones

14
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Thomas Goodrich

|

I was just beginning to slip from pleasant drowsiness into a warm, re-
Jaxed sleep when the bedsprings creaked softly and the bed bounced slightly.
The light pad of her footsteps across the bare floor was followed by the famil-
iar groan of the bathroom door as it closed. Opening one eye, I stared at it.

It was an old, oaken door with panels fitted in it at perfectly spaced inter-
vals. Five panels. No, six panels. I had counted them one day when there was
nothing else to do; there were six panels in the door. The half-light of later
afternoon, barely obscuring the sharp corners of the high-ceilinged room, con-
trasted sharply with the harsh, artificial yellow glow which poured from the
cracks around the panels and from the old fashioned keyhole. 1 could hear
running water splashing quietly behind the battered door.

The light clicked off, and I watched the little slots of yellow disappear
from the door. The door swung open and Susan glided across the floor to the
chair where she had left her clothes. Rising up on one elbow, 1 looked at her.
“Are you leaving now?” My voice sounded thick and drowsy. She turned
and looked at me.

““Yes. 1 have to get going, it’s getting late.”” She smiled apologetically.

“Yeah, I guess it is.” 1 wanted to grab her and pull her back into bed
with me, but I knew it was useless. Sighing softly, I watched as she started
to get dressed. As she bent over to pull on her jeans, her breasts bounced
and swayed with the motion of her body. The first time we made love, 1 de-
cided that her breasts were perfect; not huge and overdone, but not really
small. 1 had never seen anything quite like them before, fair and smooth, and
every time I saw them, I had an urge to immortalize them somehow, on film
maybe. She pulled her pants quickly up over her thighs and hips and fastened
them, then reached for her shirt. I watched as she slipped it on and began to
button it carefully. When she was fastening the last button, she lifted her head
and looked at me.

“Tom . ..?" Her soft voice was pleading, but the tone beneath the soft-
ness was ominous.

“Yes?” | knew what she was going to say.

“When are you going to tell her . . .2” The gentle lines of her face hard-
ened a little as she watched, waiting for an answer. Rolling over on my side, 1
felt like burrowing under a pillow to avoid the question. After a long mo-
ment, I raised my head and looked at her, trying to frame an answer that

18

http://docs.rwu.edu/aldebaran/vol 1/iss2/1 2
4



et a.: Aldebaran Val. 1, Issue 2

would reassure her.

«P11 tell her this week. I'll call her and tell her.” The words were hollow,
but as I spoke the helpless feeling ebbed and was replaced by confidence and
anticipation. “Then we can spend the weekend together . . . O.K?”

“Are you sure? Like I said, I dig you and everything, but you're going
to have to make your choice . . . I can always find somebody else . . . 4

“Don’t worry, I told you I'd tell her.” 1 was suddenly uncomfortably
aware of my nakedness. Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, 1 reached
down and felt around the floor for my jeans. I felt her watching me as I
found my pants and pulled them on. As I stood up, she moved over to me,

smiling gently.
“I don’t want to push you ..."
“ understand. Look, I'll take care of it . . . ” Feeling an impulse to

touch her, I cupped my hands on either side of her face affectionately, glanc-
ing into her pale blue eyes for an instant as I kissed her lightly. “Just don’t
worry about it,please.” I kissed her again, and then moved back and looked
at her. “Can you make it over tomorrow night?”

“I'm not sure yet. Why don’t you call me in the afternoon?”

“I will.” 1 sensed she was unsure of me. Maybe she won’t come back un-
til things are settled.

I went with her to the door and watched her from the top of the stairs as
she walked down the three flights and out the front door of the building. After
the echoes of the closing door died against the peeling walls of the stairwell, 1
walked back into the apartment, determined to call Nancy.

I sat on the rumpled bed and lifted the phone off its table. Detecting a
pleasant scent that lingered on the air, I paused for a moment. As | leaned
back into the cool sheets, it became more noticeable. It was Susan. Closing
my eyes, [ inhaled deeply and imagined that she was still there with me. May-
be it was only perfume, but it was nice to think that it was just her. “Susan,”
I said, laughing into the empty room, “You even smell beautiful.” Feeling
warm and relaxed, 1 tried to picture her in my mind. Her image floated before
me; soft and indistinct. 1 stretched contentedly, yawning lazily until my hand
brushed against the cold black plastic of the phone.

“Fuck,” I had to call Nancy and tell her. Sitting up again, I had the
dazed feeling of being awakened from a pleasant dream. | glared at the phone.
It’s simple. Just call her up and tell her. Picking up the receiver hatefully,

I put it to my ear and waited for the dial tone. After a few promising clicks,
the phone lapsed into electronic silence. Automatically, 1 smashed the heel
of my hand down on the dial and, after a few protesting sputters of static,

19
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was rewarded with a dull drone. 1 had already dialed the first three digits when
I suddenly realized what I was doing and my hand froze. 1hadn’t even thought
of anything to say. What the hell could I'say? 1 couldn’t just say, ‘‘Look Nan-
cy, I've got a new chick . .. No, it’s got to be gentle . . . Pain erupted in my
ear as the monotone exploded into a high-pitched, wavering screech. “Shit!”

I slammed the receiver down and fell back down on the bed. Lying quietly for
a2 while in the mounds of sheets, I noticed that Susan’s smell had faded from
the air. Burrowing into the pillows, I muttered, “No fucking balls,” and then
closed my eyes, hoping to fall asleep.

11

I woke suddenly, aware that I had heard something. Not moving, I lay
listening expectantly. A hollow thumping echoed through the small apart-
ment, causing the window next to the bed to rattle. Someone at the door.
Reluctantly, 1 stood up and stumbled through the darkness into the adjoining
room, turning on lights as I went. The knocking became louder and more
impatient. “Who the fuck is it>” I shouted, amazed at the annoyance in my
voice.

“Who the fuck do you think?” The voice on the other side of the door
sounded equally annoyed. The harsh glare of the unshaded bulb in the hall
hurt my eyes when I opened the door. Squinting in the light, 1 finally recog-
nized who it was through my drowsiness.

“Come on in, man.” After a long yawn, I collapsed into a worn out €asy
chair and watched Gleavy as he came in. “Pull up a chair and make youself at
home.”

Short and muscular, Gleavy strode into the room with an energetic, bow-
legged motion and bounced into the slightly lopsided couch against the wall.

I chuckled to myself as I watched. Gleavy always reminded me of a Viking
berserker wearing glasses. He had a loose, unrestricted air about him that made
it easy to imagine him astride the deck of an ancient longship, his long, blonde
hair blowing in the sea wind and a huge, strangely shaped sword hanging at his
side. It was too bad he wore glasses. He’d have to get contacts before he could
loot and pillage any sleepy, coastal villages.

“Were you sleeping?” Gleavy grinned with feigned fiendishness. “I'm
sorry I woke you up, man, but you told me to come over.”

“What time is it?>” It must be later than I thought.” Gleavy ceremoni-
ously pulled out his big, gold pocket watch and squinted at it.

20
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“I¢’s nine o’clock.”

“That late already? Shit.” Stifling a yawn, 1 watched as he pulled off his
coat without standing up.

“go what have you been up to, Tom?”

“Gleavy,” 1 paused, sighing dramatically, “I'm faced with major dilemma.”
Leaning my head back on the chair, I laughed half-heartedly. Lighting a ciga-
rette, Gleavy looked at me, exhaling a large, grey cloud of smoke.

“Oh yeah? What is it this time?” Gleavy took another drag and picked
up a book from the top of one of the piles of them that were scattered around
the room. Thumbing through the book, he looked as though he didn’t expect
an answer. | suddenly wanted to talk about it.

“Seriously, Gleav, | started seeing this other chick and 1 don’t know what
the fuck to do.”

“What? . . . About Nancy?”’ Leaning forward a little, his expression re-
mained slightly disinterested.

“yeah, more or less.” Looking up toward the cracked ceiling, I tried to
think of a way to explain the gravity of the situation. Without knowing why, 1
wanted Gleavy to understand.

“Who's the new chick?”

“That chick Susan.”

“The blonde?”’

S¥eal.”

“The blonde,” he repeated thoughtfully. “She’s a nice kid.”

«] know. She’s real easy to get along with. 1 really like her..."

“Yeah, I can see why.”” Gleavy put down the book and started rubbing
his stomach.

“The only problem s . ..’

“Say, man, I'm starved. Do you mind if I get myself something to eat?”’

“Help yourself. The only problemis..." 1 paused for a moment as
Gleavy walked out of the room and into the small, adjoining kitchen, and then
continued, my voice rising. “The only problem is that 1 just don’t have the
balls to tell Nancy.” The sounds of him rummaging around in the refrigerator
bothered me; maybe he hadn’t heard me. 1 started talking in a louder voice.
“I¢’s not that I don’t want to tell ... "

«Can 1 make a sandwich?” With his head halfway inside the refrigerator,
Gleavy'’s voice was oddly muffled.

“Yeah ... Anyway, I really want to tell her about Susan and try to get
everything settled. I mean Susan knows about Nancy, but Nancy doesn’t know
about Susan. Notyet...”

3
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“Do you mind if I have a bottle of your beer?”

“Go ahead. Well, I've got to tell Nancy, or Susan’s just going to tell me to
screw ... " Gleavy walked back into the room carrying a weirdly shaped sand-
wich and gulping down beer. Ilooked over at him, and resumed talking, my
voice falling to its normal level. “‘So, anyway, I don’t know what the fuck to
do now.” Taking the bottle from his lips, Gleavy stared into its brown glass
like a pawnbroker examining a ring.

“Weasel piss.”

“What?”

“This shit beer you buy. It’s weasel piss.” He raised the bottle to his
lips again.

“What the fuck. Here I am pouring out the secrets of my soul to you and
all you can do is criticize the kind of beer I buy. You're the only one that
drinksit..."

“No, 1 was listening,”” he said sympathetically. He took a huge bite of the
sandwich as he sat down on the couch again. “It sounds like you still dig
Nancy."”

“Well . . . yeah, I guess I do. But I like Susan too, man. I mean, I've been
going out with Nancy for a long time and I want to be with somebody differ-
ent. Fuckin’ Nancy just doesn’t understand that . .. "

“Then it’s simple.” He took another bite of his sandwich and washed
it down. “You like them both, so just decide which one you want the most
and tell the other one to fuck off. What else can you do?”

““I wish it was that easy. That sounds great unless it’s you that has to de-
cide. I'm fucked no matter what 1do ...” Feeling suddenly weary, I closed
my eyes. Gleavy just couldn’t understand what I'm going through no matter
how I explained it. T wished I hadn't even started talking about it; I wanted
to blot the whole thing out of my mind. It would be better to be a eunuch,
completely above and immune to all this romantic crap.

“What the fuck, Tom. It’s up to you.”

“Such is life in the big city.” That was one of Nancy’s favorite lines.
Covering my face with my hands, I wanted desperately to go back to bed.

111
It was only three o’clock in the afternoon, and I couldn’t call Susan un-

til she got home from work at five o’clock. I felt good when 1 thought about
talking to her. Neither of us had run out of new things to say as yet, so the
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conversations were never dull. Two long hours to kill and nothing to do.
Pacing around the three rooms of the apartment, I felt restless and edgy.

The entire day was a waste: | hadn’t even made it to any of my classes.
It bothers me to miss classes because I always get the feeling that it will get
back to me and screw things up. I almost wish there was some way to do
penance for absences so teachers wouldn’t look at it like it was a sly condem-
nation of the class. Shit. Three classes. Islept through three classes. It
wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t started talking to Gleavy about it last
night and started thinking about it all over again. Even though I was ex-
hausted when Gleavy left, when I went to bed I couldn’t go to sleep. All night
[ lay there thinking about Susan, then about Nancy, and then about what I
was going to have to do the next day. After a long time, | drifted off to sleep.

Glancing around, I spotted the portable television that my grandmother
had given me for a high school graduation present. 1 hardly ever used it, but
the only other thing I could think of doing was calling up Nancy, so I walked
over to the T.V. and turned it on. Sitting down in the easy chair, I watched
as the little dot in the center of the screen expanded rapidly, accompanied by
a crackling of static until the smiling image of a grey complexioned girl be-
came visible. The camera panned down the length of her trim, neatly clad fig-
ure. “Spiffy,” I spat at her, “You're very fucking spiffy.”

“Girls . . . Her voice was as sultry and inviting as the two inch speaker
would allow it to be. “If you're looking for an exciting, well paid career, you
should look into the opportunities of the fabulous world of modeling . . . ™

“Are you serious?” Shaking my head with disbelief, I watched as the girl
contorted herself into various grotesque poses in front of a vague, imposing
marble structure.

“You too can enjoy the world that we models . . .

“Asshole. 1 bet you're a virgin.” Rising from the chair, I changed the
channel, searching for another program. At last I settled on a movie, an old
romance from the late thirties. After watching the characters for a few mo-
ments as they flashed across the screen, I began half heartedly following the plot
and admiring the dashing hero’s elegantly cut, three piece suit. Losing myself
in the banal chattering emerging from the television, I felt everything else re-
ceding and dissolving into the back of my mind, being gradually replaced by a
sense of pleasant emptiness. The problems confronting Gordon, dashing Gor-
don, became more important than my own. I watched fascinated as Gordon
confronted a blossomy young girl, apparently his girlfriend, on a rustic bench
in the midst of a flowery bower. He started to speak in deep, sweet tones.

“Darling, you know how much you’ve meant to me. These past few

1"
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months have been the best in my life .. . I... I never believed that two peo-

ple could find so much joy simply by being together.” Gordon kissed her hand

at the end of each sentence. The camera zoomed in on a closeup of his moist,
passionate eyes as he continued. “But now, in spite of this, I find my feeling

for you starting to fade. I'll always cherish you and keep you in my heart, but

I'm afraid that we’ve reached the pinnacle of our relationship . . . ” The girl

threw herself tearfully into his embrace. .

] understand, Gordon, 1 do . . . Kiss me once more before you leave . . . i

1 switched off the set and watched as their passionate farewell kiss faded
from the screen. Returning to the chair, I stared at the blank television, haunted
by what I had just seen.

Unbelievable. She understood. It’s too bad people aren’t like that in real
life; just tell them how you feel about something and they understand. May-
be the way old Gordon had told her had something to do with it. I tried to pic-
ture how Nancy would look if 1 called her and spoke to her like that. Shit, it
wouldn’t even be funny. But it had worked in the movie . .. Throwing my leg
over the arm of the chair, I tried to remember exactly what Gordon had said.
“pll always cherish you ... The more I thought about it, the more it seemed
to fit my own situation. Old Gordon, who had probably died years ago, felt
the same way toward his girlfriend. Wrapped in deep thought, I felt like an al-
chemist on the verge of discovering the formula for gold. My mind seemed to
be re-examining all my feelings and grinding inexorably towards a simple, logi-
cal solution. Gleavy was right, I still liked Nancy. 1would always . . . “cherish”
her. 1 liked to talk to her, and be with her, and make love to her (we were al-
ways telling each other how great it was to make love together), and to some-
times just lie down with her and dream silently. But, we had reached a . . .
pinnacle. That was a nice way of putting it; Tom and Nancy have reached a
pinnacle in their relationship. 1 still enjoyed Nancy’s comfortable affection,
but Susan was fresh and hot, and new. Whenever I was with Susan, her new-
ness excited and enthralled me. 1 wanted her and all her newness. Wild, blond,
free, new Susan. Was it five o’clock yet?

Glancing at my watch, 1 jumped from the chair and went into the bed-
room to call her. It was already five-thirty, and it made me feel good to think
of her waiting for me to call. Where had I put her number? Looking around
the room, I grew angry for forgetting where I had lett che matchbook cover with
the number on it. Shit. What would she do if I didn’t call her? Maybe she’d
think . . . At last I spotted it on the floor by the dresser. Picking up the phone,
[ dialed and waited for her to answer.

“Hello?” The voice that answered was soft. I wasn’t sure if it was her.

-
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“Hello. Is Susan there?”

“Oh . .. Hi, Tom.” It bothered me that she could already recognize my
voice, but I couldn’t recognize hers. “How are you?”

“Oh, I’m fine.” As she spoke, I could picture her perfect breasts; 1wanted
to see and touch them again.

“How was work today?”

“It was, oh . .. " her voice grew full, “just about average.” She laughed.

“Well, can you come over tonight?” I wanted the question to sound con-
fident, but my tone was unsure and probing.

“No, I can’t. Not tonight.”

“Oh..." Iwanted to ask why she couldn’t, but I didn’t want to hear an
excuse. “Are you doing anything Friday?"

“No.” She became serious. “Did you talk to Nancy yet?”

* k % ¥ ¥

As soon as I hung up, I knew I couldn’t put off calling Nancy. It had been
surprising and depressing that Susan had been so unyielding. Picking up the
phone again, I felt that I was no longer controlling my own actions, and the idea
angered me. Usually after I talked to her 1 felt that I wanted her even more.
This time, her hardness about Nancy had left me uncertain about what I really
wanted. Dialing Nancy’s number, I had no idea what 1 was going to say. It
didn’t matter; I’d think of something. As soon as Nancy answered the phone,
I wished 1 hadn’t put off calling her.

“Where have you been in the last few days?” Her tone was sharp.

“Oh, I've been busy with school and everything . . . ” | had already lost
control of the conversation. Her anger made me feel helpless.

“When are you coming over . . . I miss you.” The anger in her voice had
subsided.

«Well . . . “It was now or never. My breath rattled hollowly over the phone.
“Pm..." 1wanted to tell her, but the words wouldn’t come. Sighing, I said,
«] don’t know. Probably Friday.” I was surprised and slightly disappointed
with myself when I heard my own words.

“Tom, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing . . . I'll see you Friday ... "

That was that. Feeling dazed, I wasn’t sure if I was glad I hadn’t told her
or not. In a way, I was relieved, the decision was out of my hands. The course
of least resistance. 1 laughed aloud. I decided to call Susan back and tell her |
wasn’t going to see her again. It wouldn’t be too hard; she was already mad at
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me.

| couldn’t find Susan’s number. It had just disappeared. I tore apart the
entire apartment looking for it, looking under furniture, dumping out the con-
tents of drawers, but it was all in vain. The apartment was a complete shambles,
and 1 knew it would be weeks before I could find the energy to clean it up.
Maybe my subconscious had forced me to throw it away, and then had sup-
pressed the memory of it. I didn’t want to talk to Susan anyway. Fuck her,
she’d get the idea if I never called her again. Iought to buy one of those
multi-colored books to keep phone numbers in.

Looking at my watch, I decided to go find Gleavy. Gleavy. 1 had the
feeling that Gleavy had known all along how things would end up. Sometimes
it seemed that Gleavy understood me better than I understood myself. When
I told him what had happened, Gleavy would nod and grin a silent “1 told you
s0.” Gleavy knew what the story was. As I put my hand on my coat, I
thought, *“No fucking balls.” I was halfway out the door when I decided
that was a strange way to look at things.
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Eyes

These eyes have brought me insanity
The eye of the lightbulb dangling
from a rusty chain, that couldn’t be put on
when Otto and I were trapped together
in a Venice wine cellar and
I'kept thinking how romantic it
would be in
Harlem with Alex
of the eye in my breakfast egg that
was cooked wrong and sent
yellow tears circling my plate and
burnt Groucho Marx eyebrows of
bacon serve as a makeshift
dam for superfluous yoke
The eyes in the pepperoni from a Leo’s
Pizzeria special that
stays with you until
your bi-annual chest x-ray and
they say it's malignant
And the popcorn eyes I devoured to
keep Butch the wrestler busy
and from holding my hand
during “Hercules Unchained”’
The denim workman'’s eyes that
I fell in love with
between the pipes at
Jack and Harry’s
of the Chinese eyes that drip
from my faucet to
play me the “Flower Drum Song™ at
two in the morning
And the eye of a naked daisy after
he loves me not —
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Cabin Fever

A man with no change
in his pockets & no cigarettes
not caring anymore
I try to cling to that great silent world
for a few moments, I cross
against the light
with annoyed yawns.
Lift a rotting log and find shelter under it
the searchers maintain emphatically
that a windy night
more than anything clse
keeps the community together.

Even their mothers appeared
bowing gigantic crazy curtsies;
no one refuses to touch them
even their mothers appeared
finding themselves
in incredible numbers.

I could no more believe in this
the love for her job
and the maid is pregnant
the gin in the sink
than a pale blue flower.

Run for five days and nights
without resting; black dot?
Why do you have that five-dollar gold piece
in your vagina, Rosemary?

By the way Linda, there is a tarantula
in your nose, what a cutie you are!
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Violet

Smothered in camouflage of hangdog shy her tiny limp
thunder

A Little Pat On The Ass

Can’t a First Lady have an ass I've seen it before
haven’t I? so why can’t I
come in, now that I'm in
you musn’t love me too many dishes.
Too many cafes, of course you cannot love me.

Not like a young girl who has not yet seen
I"d rather you smashed my face with glass
a cautious, if precarious, resignation.

Breasts and thighs and wings and legs
all mixed in,
that joy is too expensive and perishable,

because I am the king of nothing
this isn’t exactly the Chattanooga Choo-Choo,
I anticipate some squawks
mystify your hair
I find myself exclaiming.

My hooves ache,

my neck is twisted in an oak tree agony

converses with tendrils of Spanish moss with a stiff tongue.
Fasting has made me delirious

I think I'll give up fasting,

Of course I must leave a message with someone

so the saints will not eat me
as one might eat a whole language,
thoughtlessly.

34

http://docs.rwu.edu/aldebaran/vol 1/iss2/1



et a.: Aldebaran Val. 1, Issue 2

Published by DOCS@RWU, 1972




Aldebaran, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [1972], Art. 1

http://docs.rwu.edu/aldebaran/vol 1/iss2/1




et a.: Aldebaran Val. 1, Issue 2

Published by DOCS@RWU, 1972




Aldebaran, Vol. 1, Iss. 2[1972], Art. 1

DeWitt Henry

The Family House
excerpt from a novel in progress

(AnnaMaye Potts is 36, fat, unmarried; since her mother’s death some 20 years
ago, she has been keeping house for her father and working days in a nearby
candy factory. Now her father is dead too — just three months ago — and her
younger sister, Mary, who is married and has children, has moved back in and
wants to take over the house, forcing Anna Maye out into a world she feels
unprepared to face. Earlier in the evening of this episode, there has been a
quarrel: Anna Maye forgot to pick up Mary’s dress at the cleaners, and this is
Mary and Howard’s bowling night. Howard, the husband, sides with Anna
Maye; Mary storms out of the house, and apologetically he follows. Anna
Maye is left to babysit. The children, agitated by their parents’ quarrel, end up
by throwing tantrums too . . . )

“Night, night now, Ruthie.”

She turned off their light and left them — telling them sternly to be quiet
now and go to sleep, repeating her commands coldly, evenly, in a bored voice,
as if everything were secure and normal and all their anguished fussing had no
point: Go to sleep now. Then she picked up in the bathroom.

“No ... Aunt Anna, I don’t want ... " Susan called.

And Ruthie’s cries: “Mom-haha-my! My Mom-mom . . . ”

Ignoring this, she went to her own room, turned, and started downstairs,
slowly, heavily, so they could hear. She stopped half-way down: “That’s
enough! Be quiet now!”

Downstairs, she picked up in the livingroom. She put away Susan’s papers
and crayons, straightened the pillows on the couch, removed the pillows, dug
out a pencil, a gritty piece of candy and a penny from the seams, remarked
new stains and splits. Her eyes were smarting, as she yawned and stretched.
She turned on the t.v. She took up Howard’s shirt from her sewing basket and
held the collar she’d been turning close under the light. She sighed, scowled.
Her harshness had been necessary. She put down the shirt and stared at the
t.v., shook her head. They were tired and hor, demanding, cranky children to-
night — even Ruthie, who was worn out to begin with — neither of them heed-
ing her, denying their own heavy eyes and spent, clumsy bodies, losing control.
She must deal with them like sick people or people in pain, for their own good:
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force them to bed; carry Ruthie, wailing, upstairs, threaten Susan. (“You're
tired,” she’d said. “You don’t know what you want. But get a good night’s
sleep now, and you’ll wake up tomorrow feeling much better. Your Mommy
and Daddy will be here. We’ll all have breakfast . .. ). They left with a
winded, empty feeling. She had wanted to make things happier, more pleasant
and natural, to help them forget the quarreling at dinner, to quiet them. Yet
now she worried: Had she been wrong? Had she wanted this too much?

She carefully folded Howard’s shirt, lay it on top of the basket, rose,
turned off the t.v., collected ice-cream dishes, ashtrays, glasses and went out to
the kitchen where she placed them in the sink. Running water and the scrap-
ing, chinking of glasses were the only sounds, as she added these last odds and
ends to the dinner dishes standing in the rack. Then she was opening, closing
cupboards, putting them away: where did Mary want these saucers? where did
this pan go? Her hands fumbled with Mary’s serving dish . . . but held it.

She cleaned the top of the stove, work counter, refrigerator door; she
swept the floor; carried the plastic trash basket out to the back stoop, emptied
its contents in a can. Lights shone from back porches of apartments opposite;
shouting voices reached her, music, t.v. sounds, and distant traffic sounds. The
night seemed weirdly limitless: she shrank from it, dully, bringing in her emp-
ty basket. And hooked the screen, and shut and locked the door.

Something was in her room — her stomach tightened. Some large, flying,
buzzing thing: it would blunder over her face, get in her hair, touch her — she
would be smothered.

She sat up and turned on the light, heart thudding, breathing hard, blink-
ing . . . unprotected. A large, heavy moth was fluttering in the far corner of
the ceiling. She pulled herself together slowly and after a moment got up, har-
ried it out of the corner with a rolled-up magazine, then trapped it on the cur-
tain with a glass. She held her hand over the mouth of the glass, the moth’s
wings wildly scrabbling across her palm and making a ringing sound against the
glass. She carried it out through the dark and silent hall into the bathroom
(managed the light) and shook it into the toilet, which she immediately
flushed.

She washed her hands, wiped her neck and breast and face. Her face was
splotchy, harshly shadowed, with dilated pores and lines and sagging jowls; a
broad, upturned nose; mouth drawn and set; eyes sombre, reddened, staring
blankly from under gathered brows. She avoided their gaze.

Ruthie lay in an awkward sprawl; Susan’s arm dangled down. They
seemed dumped in their beds, all in a heap, sheets kicked back, mouths
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gaping, eyes sealed tight. She listened to their shallow, measured breathing,
gasp and sigh, smelled the fragrance of their sleeping bodies. Streetlight flick-
ered on the wall, on the dresser, on her then, as she moved closer, cautiously.
She stood beside their bunk bed, poised and alert, hushed. Susan drew her
arm back suddenly, wiped her face, and turned over on her back with a cranky
murmur and a jouncing of springs. Ruthie slept on, undisturbed; her right
knee was raised, left bent out to the side, right arm lying on her stomach, left
stretched out to the side, fingers clutching the sheet; her face was turned to-
wards her. She felt so futile, so hopelessly removed. She wanted to promise
them something, but couldn’t find words. Stooping down stealthily, softly,
she reached across and drew up Ruthie’s sheet with a slow, agonized deliber-
ateness, and when Ruthie stirred, she leaned over and kissed her hair with a
kiss she’d never know about. ®

Back in her room, the clock said 12:20.

She couldn’t sleep. She lay propped up by pillows, sheet thrown back,
night lamp shedding glare. Out of the distance came a rumbling, gathering
roar that filled the sky, and passed; she heard a dreary burst and blur of cars,
an announcer’s voice, a dog nosing, with clinking tags. Over her breasts the
silk nightdress was clammy and limp; she was sticky all over. Her breasts
spilled stupidly to either side of her body, and then her stomach rose and
weight of her splayed hips and thighs sank into the mattress, and round, lump-
ish, pale, her legs stretched out.

The way Mary stalked out, she thought. She was staring across at the
dark corner where the photographs hung: father, mother, Mary-and-herself
(she thirteen and Mary five). She really didn’t need to see the photographs to
know them, or any details of this room. The wallpaper, faded bar on bar of
twining roses, she’d chosen at age eighteen (her mother died just after that).
The chair, the dresser had stood there nearly all her life, as had this bed, with
scrolls and posts beyond her feet.

No matter what her differences with Mary, they were family. They must
stick together. She gave them most of her money; she did her best to please
them. She kept out of their way.

She lay motionless and slack, listening to her breathing. She turned her
head to look at her shadowy curtains and her knick-knack shelves: ivy leaves
trailing, ladies in full gowns and gentlemen bowing, a fat, red-breasted robin on
a twig, the little Chinese coolie, bent beneath his yoke of buckets.

She must cling to what she loved at any cost.

A car door slammed; footsteps, voices. She sat up. The screendoor
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yawned. She got up, hurried to close her door. On the way back, the front
door squealed. She turned off her light, quietly lowered herself and rolled onto
her bed, squirmed, lay still. Footsteps scuffled downstairs. Beneath her door,
a glow appeared. Her heart was thumping and her head throbbed; she blinked
up at her darkened room. .

“She might have left a light on,” Mary said.

“Shh!”

The closet door closed. Just then something went thud, and scattered on
the floor: “Damn it!” She saw Mary’s bag, and Mary squatting; there were
sounds of picking up little things and tossing them back in. “I candoit!”

“Look, pipe down!” he whispered.

After a brief silence: “Don’t you shush me because of her!” Mary threat-
ened, and clilup, clilip, her footsteps went into the kitchen. Bang! a cupboard
slammed.

“Aw, Mary. What the hell.”” His voice was pained and weary. “Come
on, now,” he urged, passing into the kitchen where his voice grew muffled, “I
thought we settled this.”

She strained to hear.

“We settled what?”’ came Mary’s voice. ‘I can’t move, I can’t make a
noise around here without you jumping down my throat.”

“Will you shut up?”

“J don’t care if she hears. 1 hope she does hear. What does she mean to
you anyway? Why do you keep protecting her?”

“You're not even making sense.” His voice went on, too low for her to
catch the words, insistently reasoning, rebuking. Then he paused, and ina
friendly, final tone, “C’mon,” he said (he must be near the doorway), “‘Let’s
call it quits. Let’s go to bed.”

“If you don’t want her here, why don’t you do something?”

“What can I do?”

“You can quit acting like you’re afraid of her! She’s got you wrapped
around her finger. Oh sure, make a face. Listen to me. I want this house, | -
want my family to myself! Do you understand? What have I got to AT
Five years I've been married, and what do I get from my husband? Do I geta
decent living? Do I get friends? No! No, I don’t! Iget kids, and a stupid,
stinking apartment and a fat stupid husband wallowing around on his behind
all the time, scared stiff of his own father and too lily-livered and goddamned
lazy to get out and accomplish anything! And finally, when we have a house
left to us, what then? You don’t want to see my sister hurt. You'd rather have
her here hanging on our necks, when all you have to do is simply tell her, ‘Look,
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we need the house. We want you to move out.”

“I'm stupid, lazy, and what? Now, hold it! I'm afraid?> Well, get this
through your head. I'm trying to be fair! Maybe that’s something you can’t
understand, but you better learn . . . And don't give me this crap, I'm letting
you down. I give you a steady living. 1do my best. You could damn well
show a little gratitude. And as for Anna Maye, how you can stand there,
drunk or sober, and talk about just throwing her out, when your father
hasn’t been gone three months and she’s got no place else to turn . . . What's
wrong with you?”

“Oh, shut up!”

“You think you just walk over people?”

“Shut up! Don’t you dare criticize me! Who do you think you are?
I'm talking about us, and the interests of this family. I'm telling you I can’t
stand her. I can’t go on living with her. Now don’t turn around and tell me,
‘Be kind. Be fair.””

“All right, Mary; calm down. Will you calm down a minute and listen
to me? Whose idea was it, moving in here in the first place? — Wait a minute!”

“Keep away from me!”

She gripped the edge of the mattress and twisted back and forth, pulled
the extra pillow over her head and held it down firmly over her ear. She felt
the pillowcase, crushed hair, her hot and halting breath against her face.

She had nothing to do with this. Nothing, They seemed farther and
farther away. She squeezed her legs together and gathered herself as tightly
as she could. She didn’t care about their quarreling, which was ugly, bitter
and selfish.

She still heard Howard: * ... She’s not hurting anyone! You can’t get
along with her, that’s more your fault . . .

They were in the livingroom. Her eyes opened, and she heaved a deep
breath, swallowed, then lifted the pillow away and turned over onto her
back. Her fingers and toes twitched; she bit her lip; her eyes opened wider
and wider. Where was there to go? Why? Her head turned and she rubbed
her face with her hand, raked her hair, while her leg bent and pushed against
the sheet and the darkness pulsed with living, swarming things that crawled
and crept and flew against her with their poisons.

*“ ... forcing herself on us! . . . intefering . .. intruding on our privacy!
And you like it, don’t you?”

She groped for the lamp, the socket, pushed the switch: light blinded
her, plunged her into molten orange. Eyes clenched, she twisted away and
sat up, blinking; and saw her room, its usual shapes and colors.

“You think you can push me to the wall . . . ”* continued Mary, tearful.
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He should slap her; slap her down — now. Her own hands itched to.

But he wouldn’t slap her, couldn’t, no more than their father ever had.
Her eyes circled the room. He let her go on and on, sneering and jeering and
shouting filthy sickness from the bottom of her ugly little heart. Her eyes
fastened on the dresser, then the mirror, where a yellowed block of ceiling
met the wall. She gripped her knees. She couldn’t leave: didn’t Mary realize
that?> She’d rather suffer any rudeness here. They couldn’t make her leave.. . .

Mary’s steps came trampling upstairs, nearer, nearer. She slammed the
bedroom door. Below was silence.

Clumsy, bumping sounds issued from the bedroom, a cry of hangers,
scuffling sounds, then silence. The door opened, the switch clicked; Mary
strode firmly barefoot past her door and into the bathroom, shut that door.

She turned off her light and slid down in bed. She heard sharp, violent
noises: water wrenched open and strangled off; fitful fumbling in the medi-
cine cabinet. Something small and metallic fell and rattled in the basin.

She raised her hand to hold the throbbing in her throat. She asked so
little. She’d done everything for Mary she knew how. She’d forgiven her so
much. This was just her drunken anger talking.

The toilet flushed, and still no sound of Howard. Hall light seeped be-
neath her door and at the edges. She lay still, scarcely drawing breath, choked
and parched, exhausted. She could not be driven from herself.

Later Mary turned restlessly in bed, separated from her by only inches
through the wall. They both heard Howard coming up.

“Don’t speak. Don't say a word!” snarled Mary, shifting away.

He took his shoes off. He dropped his coins on the dresser. He came out
and went creaking past her door and into the bathroom. She heard his stream
in the bowl. He turned off the lights on his way back and shut their door.

She lay staring at her window, where a strip of blue, lighter than dark-
ness, defined the night.

They lay like two flayed bodies, raw with sores. They kept shifting their
weight around, stiffly, gingerly, as if some new positions could reduce the
strain. The sheets were hot, abrasive; the air was sticky. Outside were distant
sounds of traffic passing. They lay so close, yet rigid, each one clenched tight
and shunning the other. They stared up into the darkness and listened to
each other breathe and swallow, grind their teeth. She felt their minds churn
backwards over all the details of their quarrel; she felt the fitful, nagging doubts,
the accusations, the cramped, raw twitchings of their nerves. Howard cleared
his throat and yawned. They were aware of her. She felt their wills press
through to her like rays. Their curses thickened, gathered, swelled. Her own
mind reeled. She cringed away, far, far deep within herself, shrank away,
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