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Happy Holidays!

Editor’s Note
The holidays are a magical time of year, but the true magic is in their stories! From snowmen
coming to life, to flying reindeer guiding a sleigh, to a small supply of oil lasting eight days.
From four spirits haunting an old miser in the middle of the night, to elves in the Arctic Circle
delivering presents to children all over the world before the stroke of midnight. From a
Christmas town living inside a snowflake, to a promised Messiah born in a manger filled with
hay.
This holiday season, we’d like to add just a few more magical stories to your Christmas literary
canon. The works collected in this special issue all share the spirits of the holidays—love, hope,
and charity, to name a few. ’Tis the season of giving, so here’s our gift to you. We wish you the
merriest of holidays, and we pray that your New Year is full of new life, new opportunities, and
lots more MAGIC!

Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays!

Nortina Simmons
Founder, Editor-in-Chief
©Copyright 2016 Sediments Literary-Arts Journal. All rights reserved to this journal and the respective writers and artists.
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Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
I. The poem if you’d left after skating
I flailed at you in skate tag.
How perfect the chase, you
always faster, me always
more passionate,
the ice way too thin at the edges and
bumpy at places—cracking in places.
Fun, fun, fun: pun play as sharp as
the scraping skate blades.
You witnessed your itness—
our breath full and necessary and cheeks red,
bodies warm in the cold,
your smile, your smile,
the inevitable love arising again as my thighs worked,
the sky, white-grey as it prepared to snow,
big and soft enough to hold the love,
the trees around the pond
silent witnesses.
The ice right where I needed it after I hurled myself at
your ever-evasive self and you somehow didn’t move,
and my cheek smashed into your shoulder.
I wanted nothing but what was there:
laughter, love, ice, breath, health, warmth,
you, you, you.
You’re it.

Happy Holidays | 11

Giving Warmth Excerpt

Mother’s Gifts
Four weeks before Christmas, 1984

Mama herded the entire family into the living
room. Papa opened the paper and plopped down on
the couch. Flor turned on the television to watch
cartoons. That morning I wanted to practice on my
ukulele for my grade-school Christmas program, but
Mama knocked incessantly outside the bedroom door
until I gave in. Only for an hour, she said. I knew
better. It was time for Mama’s Christmas list, a
holiday tradition that had become as sacred for the
family as the nine-day misa de gallo, the noche
buena, the parol, and the nativity scene in the front
lawn. Going through the list usually took an entire
morning to finish.
“Now that everyone’s here . . . turn down the
TV volume, Flor, so you can hear me,” Mama tapped
my sister on the shoulder with her pen for attention.
She then took out a little black planner from her skirt
pocket. It contained a list of names of her every
godson, goddaughter, special friend, and anyone she
thought deserving of a Christmas gift. She started
rattling off names, pausing at each one, asking
questions, and coaxing for our opinions. The list was
updated every year. Some names were added, some
crossed out.
“Ricky, your Aunt Nena’s son. Should I give
him a gift or a card?” Mama asked.
“Card,” Papa grunted. “He’s gotten rich from
the stock trade, he won’t need another shirt, book, or
fancy pen that he can well afford by himself. And
while you’re at it, send another card to your Aunt
Nena, too.”
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“Come on, Bert. Just because some people are
well-off doesn’t mean that they would not appreciate
a little something. And Ricky always comes by with
his wife, Ruth, to bring the children presents. Such
thoughtfulness!”
“Wrap him a pack of tobacco, then. Rick
smokes them, doesn’t he? But Aunt Nena still gets a
card.”
“Okay,” Mama jotted a note on her notebook.
“What about Glenda, Tina’s nanny?”
“Give her a blouse and skirt set,” Flor
suggested. “Glenda’s mother is a good friend of yours,
Mama, isn’t she?”
“Yes, and I might as well wrap something for
her sister, Dolor. She gave me that cross-stitched
Last Supper for my birthday. She toiled at that piece
herself. How thoughtful! Next is Belen, Josie’s
daughter and my goddaughter on her wedding. For
last year, I remember having given her a punch bowl.”
“Give her cups and saucers this time,” Papa
chuckled.
“Didn’t she leave for Canada, already?” I
reminded them.
“Oh, yes . . . Flor, would you call Mrs. Ramirez
and ask for Belen’s address in Canada? I’ll just send
her a card, then. I bought two boxes of cards last
week, so I am well-stocked this year . . . What about
Sheena, Anita’s niece? I’m planning to give her the
rice cooker I won in the PTA raffle last April. We don’t
use it anyway.”
“Sheena didn’t come last year, did she? I
doubt she’d come to claim her gift this year,” I
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objected. “You can just give the rice cooker to Manay
Celia, our old nanny.”
“I’m giving Manay Celia a dress. Let’s see . . .
maybe I’ll just reserve the rice cooker to Sheena, but
if she doesn’t come, I’ll give it to Manay Celia. Next
name . . . Manong Anding, the plumber . . . ”
“Mama, he died two weeks ago, haven’t you
heard?” I interrupted. “I am surprised you didn’t hear
about it.”
“Did he? No, I haven’t heard . . . because we
haven’t had any plumbing problems for months
now. How unfortunate. What happened to Manong
Anding, Bert?” She asked Papa as she drew a line over
Manong Anding’s name on her list.
If we went through the names fast enough,
the list would be finished by noon; otherwise, Mama
would force everyone back to the living room
after lunch. Papa would, therefore, hasten the
reminiscences and digressions when the clock chimed
eleven so as to be free from Mama for the afternoon.
Mama took her role as godmother to heart.
There was always something at Christmas for every
godson and -daughter. Most of them remembered her
every year, too.
Not everyone on the list came to visit and
claim their presents. The better-off usually did not
bother. But there would be about fifty who would
come to the house each year. Fifty to be given
presents. Every Christmas, on the eve and the day
itself, they would come. Mama’s gift-giving had
become a holiday tradition to them as well. For
most of them, it did not matter anymore what
they received. They simply appreciated the act of
generosity. For others, it was a good excuse for a gettogether after missing each other the entire year.
There was Aling Letty, the washer woman
who would bring her five children with her. Only the
third child was Mama’s goddaughter, but all five
received gifts. There was Manong Lito, the janitor
from the school Mama taught in. There was Aling
Tina, who regularly supplied our tablea, tablets of
ground cocoa, for Mama’s favorite chocolate drink
every breakfast. There was the electrician, Manong
Louie, and his wife. Tita Aning would also come with
her two nephews, whom she had taken under her
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wing after the boys’ father went to jail for killing his
wife, whom he suspected of having an affair with a
neighbor. The elder child was mother’s godson in
baptism, but both boys would receive gifts.
There were others. Through the years, Mama
had been invited to stand as godparent in quite a
number of weddings and baptism. She never refused
an invitation even if sometimes she would not be able
to attend the ceremony because the church was too
far or she had other more pressing things to do. “It is
an honor that I would not dare refuse,” she would
always tell anybody who asked. Mama considered it
a blessing to have another child or couple that
would take her as a second mother. Most of these
invitations were from old students whom she had not
seen for years but came back to seek her out. She was,
after all, the favorite teacher to hundreds who sat in
her Grade Six classes in all the years that she had
spent teaching in Mabini Central School.

Three weeks before Christmas, 1987

Every September, Flor and I received a smallsized garbage bag from Mama. We called it “Mama’s
black gift bag.” We had to give it back on the last
week of November—just before the day when the
little black planner had to be taken out—filled with
clothes and toys we had outgrown or would not use
anymore.
Mama had to be ingenious. We were not rich.
She only had her salary and what she got from her
after-school tutorials. Neither would she ask from
Papa. These were to be her presents, after all. Papa
did the easy way for his own godchildren, nephews,
and nieces. He went to the bank and withdrew in
twenty-peso denominations. Every time somebody
came for aguinaldo, he simply took out a piece from
his billfold. Not mother. She went through all the
trouble.
Flor and I grew up knowing that we had to
give something from our possessions at the end
of each year. I could not remember anymore when
Mama’s gift-giving tradition started. Papa said she
had been at it ever since they married. One of the
earliest memories I have is from when I was five years
old, with Mama and I sorting through my old books

and toys, and I clutching a black plastic bag in my
hand.
During the year, too, my sister and I had
learned to save money in order to buy things for
Mama’s “black gift bag.” One toy or a book each
month from January onwards. Between us, we would
collect quite a number by the time we got the “black
gift bag.” We were also regulars at an ukay-ukay
store outside the subdivision entrance, rummaging
through piles and racks of used clothing, not for us
but to fill the “black gift bag.”
Even Papa was not spared. Two nights ago we
heard him complaining over dinner when some
clothes that he claimed he had not even worn got giftwrapped. Mama told him that he would not really

happier, you see.” When it came to her gift-collection
efforts, there was always a life’s lesson to be learned
or philosophy behind the act—anything to convince
us.
“This shirt has faded in the collar, Mama! It
would be embarrassing to give it as a gift,” I said,
trying to convince Mama from giving away a favorite
blue shirt that I had outgrown but still kept in the
closet. It was a gift from Aunt Zeny in the States,
three Christmases ago, and expensive when it was
new.
“Someone would be happy owning a Lacoste
shirt, even with a faded collar.” she countered. “This
would fit Aling Tina’s twelve-year-old son perfectly.
You saw him accompany Aling Tina the other day to

“They are like burdens one carries in one’s heart, making life cumbersome.
Lighten your load. Minimize the clutter and you’ll be happier, you see.”
wear them for they were old gifts from friends and
were either too large or too small his size. She knew
people on her list who would fit them.
Mama taught us that if a piece of clothing was
not worn for ten months and it was not something
special like a wedding dress, it should be given up to
others who would appreciate them more and wear
them more often. The same rule applied to toys. I
bought a lot of board games because I liked playing
them, but they never grew into a pile since every
Christmas, I would hand over a couple for Mama’s gift
collection drive.
The very gifts Mama received from her own
friends got recycled. On her 40th birthday, an old
friend gave Mama a toaster oven as a gift. The next
Christmas, it got wrapped and was given to Aling
Tess, our nanny’s Mom. “We already own one,” Mama
reasoned out. “No need cluttering up the kitchen
or any room in the house, for that matter, with
accumulated and unused junk. They are like burdens
one carries in one’s heart, making life cumbersome.
Lighten your load. Minimize the clutter and you’ll be

deliver the tableas. Did you see how tattered his
t-shirt was? Stains and moth holes in the front
because they can’t afford to buy new clothes, you see.
This would mean a lot to him, son. I’ll give him this
along with the striped green shirt you gave me when
you were twelve. I couldn’t think of anyone to give it
to, then. Now he’s twelve and your old shirts would fit
him. You will be blessed many times for giving away
something that is dear to you. Remember what it says
in the Bible about giving and receiving a hundredfold
in return?” I was sold out.

Two weeks before Christmas, 1991

Mama called me to my sister’s room. Clothes,
toys, and other things were laid out neatly on Flor’s
bed, organized and labeled with Post-its. Rolls of
wrapping paper and ribbons were on the dresser table.
We started on Saturday right after breakfast, took
a break for lunch, and resumed until late in the
afternoon. We began again after attending mass on
Sunday morning and did not stop until all gifts were
wrapped, labeled, and arranged under the tree.
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Flor and I rode the bus home to the province
every Friday afternoon after our last classes and
would be back in the college dormitory on Sunday
evening. On that particular weekend, however, we
had to stay home for the night to finish the gift
wrapping. It meant we had to wake up at dawn the
next day to catch the earliest bus and arrive to
school barely in time for my first period. “It’s the last
week of school before the long Christmas break and
teachers are more lenient,” Mama reasoned out.
I learned to gift wrap when I was ten and
since then, had been tasked to wrap all of Mama’s
presents. The years developed my ability in the craft.
At twelve, I could fashion fancy ribbons. One time I
thought of pasting little origami animals and flowers
instead of ribbons on the presents to make them
look different. Flor, with her neat handwriting,
wrote names on gift tags—little square pieces of
construction paper with holiday-themed designs—
she herself made days beforehand.
We all sat cross-legged on a mat on the floor
around a low table. Flor inserted a Christmas record
in her player to set the mood. We all loved the
Chipmunks album above all, and it would be played
more times than the others.
Mama cut the wrapper to size. She also cut
strips of Scotch tape, which she handed to me as I
wrapped a present. When I was done, I handed it to
Flor across the table, who stuck the gift tag and
placed each present carefully inside a big cardboard
box. When the box was full, Mama called Papa to
bring the presents downstairs and put them under the
tree in the living room. It was Papa’s task to trim the
tree, string the lights, and place the angel on top.
It took the whole weekend to finish wrapping
all the presents. I had finished all my homework
in the dormitory on Thursday afternoon knowing
that Mama would be expecting me to help her the
entire time I was home. On Sunday evening, when
everything was done and over with, the whole family
sat around the living room admiring the lit tree with
its mound of wrapped presents underneath.

One week before Christmas, 2010

I had not been home for the past ten
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Christmases. Since my wife and I migrated to the
States in ’99, I had only been able to visit twice; the
first during Papa’s sixtieth birthday, and the other
when we brought our daughter to the Philippines for
the first time. I missed the annual gift-wrapping with
Mama, but I knew I made her happier with the large
box I sent her every October full of clothes, toys, and
grocery items to add to her presents. As early as
August, I would receive a list along with her usual
letter. It looked something like the contents of the
black planner:

A shirt and shorts for a five-year old (Manong
Anding’s grandson), a set of pans for Manay Celia
(just something cheap), a toy for Manong Louie’s tenyear-old (he likes robots, according to his father),
something for Mrs. Ramirez (whatever you can think
of), chocolates, bars of Dove, large Colgates, cans of
Spam, Folger’s coffee (most of them like to receive
those imported stuff now), some of your old shirts for
the garbage collectors . . .

it tags on them. Mama’s little black book was open on
the dresser table beside Papa.
“This is what Mama would have liked to do if
she were still with us, don’t you think?” Flor regarded
my quizzical expression. “I know it is actually a little
late doing this now. Mama would have been done with
this three weeks ago . . . They will come . . . everyone
on the list who can. I asked those who were at the
funeral. The others, I called on the phone. Papa
thought you’d want to join us but didn’t want to wake
you up.”

“Yes,” I answered. “I’d be glad to help.” I sat
down on the floor beside my sister and took the
scissors from her. “You do the ribbons and I’ll do the
wrapping. Papa can do the sorting.”
We were concentrated on our tasks when Des,
Flor’s eight-year-old daughter, walked into the room
and joined us.
“Hello, Uncle Ben.” She smiled upon seeing
me. She was struggling with a black plastic bag slung
over her shoulders.

Even my six-year-old daughter had become
fascinated with her grandmother’s tradition after I
had told her stories from my childhood. She would put
something of her own into the box. Last year, she
asked me if I could give her train set away since she
hadn’t played with it for almost a year.
This Christmas, I was home because I had to
attend Mama’s funeral. She died from complications
brought about by her diabetes. She died peacefully in
her sleep. It didn’t come as a shock. Three months
ago, Flor called to inform me that Mama had lapsed
into unconsciousness. She awoke from the coma
after two weeks but never recovered her old self
afterwards. It was then that I began saving for a trip
home.
Hundreds of people attended the wake. Papa
hired five jeepneys for those who accompanied the
burial. It only confirmed for us how Mama was loved
when she was alive. I could not recognize most of the
faces there, but as Flor introduced me to each one, I
remembered names from Mama’s list.
The morning after the funeral, I passed by
Flor’s room and was surprised to see her wrapping
presents. Papa was doing the ribbons. Toys, clothes,
and things were laid out neatly on her bed with PostHappy Holidays | 17

Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
II. The poem if you had left after the meal
Dharma buddy, I see a pattern.
You attack any new teacher’s description of the dharma
with your own. Sometimes it melts down to nothing:
you glimpse emptiness, I see the smile that comes
from that: a smile of ease and satisfaction:
your whole face opens.
Sometimes, your brow twists as your mind binds
thoughts around each other. Sometimes your bullshit detector gets stuck on
like one of those highly sensitive smoke alarms that need to be moved farther
from the kitchen. Today, in the living room, I loved again
watching you as we conversed
dualism and nondualism,
trying to remember and know one
from the state of the other.
As we often do, we took sides.
We read to each other from
Thich Nhat Hanh’s Teachings on Love.
How I love your mind, your spirit, how I love being your mirror,
to show you what you can't see of yourself when you’re just being
oppositional, like the mirror shows its right hand on your left side,
and any decent friend would hold up her right hand and call it left,
to leave you less confused. We mimed, we talked,
and meanwhile fire burned hidden in the woodstove,
warmed us.

when the laws of physics did not exist.
Every once in a while, one of us would get up and peek in the stove,
an eye on the fire.

III. If you had left before the foot massage
My love, I said, please don’t drive yet.
The snow is wet on the road,
and the partiers are starting to party.
Yes, you said, but it’s only going to get worse.

You love to try to figure things out, my friend,
that the mind is inherently incapable of understanding.
And yet, you say, from here, there are the laws of physics.
From here, I say, astrophysicists have spied through scopes so far back
in time that they found an era, just after the Big Bang,
18 | Sediments Literary-Arts Journal
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First Thanksgiving, Massachusetts, 1621

Seasonal Photography

Open-mouthed cod we caught swimming in the bay
we salted for winter, turned sweet corn into corn meal,
chided the children for greed, kept watch on our neighbors.
It seemed easy enough to live that way the first summer
when our bones still held the chill of winter’s bite,
when we still remembered snow settling into bay waters

although hunger’s small ache and the meanness
of never-quite-enough hung over us like mist
that would not burn off. But as the days shortened
and leaves turned gold, we tired of it. We began to question
our restraint, to doubt if we could get through another winter
without at least a memory of being full and soft bellied.
Whispering began. The idea circulated like current—we would
hold a feast—raid what we had stored. If the winter stores ran low
wouldn’t God see us through? With faith, did we need thrift?
We harvested and pulled from our hoards pumpkins, leeks,
parsnips, chestnuts, peas. We cooked turkey, goose and venison,
caught cod, split quahogs from their shells. Goose fat dripped
into the fire and sent hickory smoke across the water.
Wampanoags came to eat with us. Clothes unloosed, women danced
for the men, until sun at the horizon burned the tree line red.
Afterwards, we buried the bones. November gusts scattered
the corn husks. Sated and unsure, we returned to our tasks.
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Solstice Ritual
In the Midwest in
deep wood, distant
semi-tires sing
in the quiet between sawings.
Inside the warmed cabin,
chilled evergreen air
cascades as,
supine, you set the base.
Next morning
when all else has thawed,
ice footprints trace
your trip from the treeline.
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No Business Like Snow Business
After the white polish of yesterday’s snow,
the small front yards on Peach Street look like
postcards—flat, empty planes you could scrawl the
littlest hint of a story upon. Though, what would I
say? Not, Mom, wish you were here—because she
hates cold winters. But maybe, Give me your snow,
neighbors, give me all your snow. I eye their drifts
greedily—living on a corner as I do, with the street so
close to the edge of my house, I have little yard space.
What I do own of yard is dominated by an
oak tree, under which a smattering of snow has
accumulated, as well as by a quince bush, its spidery
branches glistening, which look almost delicate in the
burly yellow morning light. While the quince’s beauty
begs me to take a photograph, I have designs on the
bit of powder surrounding it, hoping I can gather
enough to make a proper six-foot snowman, the kind
an old silk hat might breathe life into. A few moments
of shoveling, and I know I will need at least my next
door neighbor’s walk and driveway’s worth of snow to
get anywhere with this project.
I don’t like my neighbors, as a rule, and Mrs.
Katz in particular. She’s not nosy so much as old and
chatty and lonely, always asking about my cat,
Chubu, or whether I’m going to watch the Huskers
decimate Podunk State, or how my students are
doing, or if I can help her with her groceries. I get a
migraine just thinking about her. But I want her
snow, need it. The idea of scrounging snow from her
property to collect enough snow for my snowman
seems more neighborly than I’d like—too much an
invitation for chitchat. A few years ago, I began

experimenting with objects as a base to pack my
limited patch of snow around—my secret weapon—
acorn squash, soccer balls, old ottomans from the
Goodwill. I tried a beanbag chair I found discarded on
the side of the road once, but it didn’t work worth a
damn. Anything to decrease the amount of snow I
needed. Anything so I wouldn’t have to talk with her
(or shovel her walk).
Pumpkins work the best, I’ve found. I get a
thirty-pound pumpkin for the base, a twenty-pounder
for the middle, a pie pumpkin for the head, save them
through the fall in the basement, where it’s cool and
damp. Then, after the first real snow of the winter
(though you always have to wait a day for the powder
to turn a little icy), I haul them to my yard and begin
to build.
As I’m leaving the house, laden down with
pumpkins, Chubu zips through my legs to bound down
the steps, only to flick his paws in annoyance,
walking like a tin soldier, when the snow sticks to his
fur. I laugh and then notice Mrs. Katz, at the
curb, wearing her housedress and a pink rabbit-fur
ushanka with the flaps down. Faugh. She bends to
retrieve the Lincoln Journal-Star and watches me a
moment.
“Hello, dear, what are you going to do with
those pumpkins? I could make you a pie. Maybe
several. Ooh, or pumpkin soup! I have a recipe
floating around. I love pumpkin soup, and I have fresh
cinnamon I just bought at Russ’ Market. Are you
hungry? It will just take me a couple of hours. If you
help peel the skin. Come on over.” All this she says in
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one breath. I begin to feel pinpricks of pain behind my
eyes.
“No thanks, Mrs. Katz, I’m going to use them
for a snowman skeleton.”
She slides the plastic sleeve off the paper
and scans the headlines. “Isn’t it cheating to use
pumpkins?”
“Probably, Mrs. Katz.”
“Ok, you have fun there.” She goes back
inside. Phew, I’m safe.
I shovel my walk, dumping the snow into my
yard, the mound growing but not at the pace I want. It
always surprises me how aerobic this activity is, and
soon I’m breathing heavily and sweating, my fingers
beginning to ache with the constant clenching of my
cheap Shop-Ko shovel. I shed my hat and scarf and
coat on the stairs. Chubu darts from the yard to under
my truck, where the ground is snow-free, and begins
to yowl at me. I go to the front door and hold it open
for him a few moments, but he seems content to yowl.
Fine, stay there. I need more snow and lust after
the opalescent whiteness of Mrs. Katz’s sidewalk
calling me, calling me. “Fine,” I utter out loud. I’ll be
neighborly, if it kills me.
I continue the line of the walkway and shovel
in front of Mrs. Katz’s house, scraping off her steps,
bringing the snow back to my own yard. Across the
street, the man whose Dobermans always bark at me
uses a snowblower to clear out his driveway and
sidewalk, and he finishes in minutes. I’ve asked him
before if I can borrow it, but he believes women can’t
handle snowblowers and said no. I would buy a
snowblower of my own just to show him, but I don’t
intend to live in Nebraska forever, and on a graduate
student’s miniscule stipend, I can’t afford to waste
$400.
An hour passes, and the sweat has long since
cooled, and now I’m so clammy and cold I almost
decide to forget about building the snowman, except
that the mound of snow on my lawn offends me with
its stupidity—not enough to be truly impressive as a
mountain (something the squirrels or Chubu might
climb just for fun), but too much to just leave it be. I
shrug back into my winter gear, grab a pumpkin, and
get started.
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I pack several inches of snow around
the thirty-pounder. The beauty of starting with
something round, like a pumpkin, for a snowman
skeleton is that you can be sure your snowballs
will be round, not a misshapen pile of snow
loosely resembling roundishness. An actual threeball snowman, proportionate and perfectly round,
something the neighborhood children will envy—
something my own snowman aesthetics demands. As
I pack, the base grows in girth till finally it’s about
two and a half feet in diameter and almost two feet
tall. I inspect my work, making sure the snow is
evenly distributed around the pumpkin. A bit of dirt
and pine straw mixed with the snow sticks out like a
bruise and a scrape on the snowman’s hip. A little of
Mrs. Katz’s top-layer snow, and the injury fades.
“Good, you can’t see any orange,” I say to the
air and laugh when Chubu, himself orange as any
pumpkin, growls from his hide-out beneath the truck.
“I didn’t mean you, kitty-cat.”
Once you’ve built the base snowball, the rest
is easy. I balance the other pumpkins on top and begin
packing the snow around them too till tell-tale orange
fades. The morning is gone, and the noon sun offers no
heat, though its brightness demands sunglasses I
don’t have. My hands through polar fleece gloves are
stiff, and after all that shoveling, weariness creeps
into my joints like a squatter and won’t leave. Almost
done, I tell myself. A few more scoops. Adding a last
layer of snow to smooth out the snowman’s
silhouette, I survey my work. Finally!
“It’s a fine-looking snowman body, if somewhat on the short side,” I announce.
“Meroowll!”
“Thank you for your approval.”
I don’t mind it short, though. Suddenly I’m
imagining a Fred Astaire look for him—top hat and
tails. Somewhere back in the house, there’s a fortiethhand tuxedo jacket and hat I bought at Goodwill
earlier in the semester for a costume party. And a
pipe. Yes, the traditional snowman look. I am about to
retrieve his clothes when Mrs. Katz barrels into my
yard.
“You didn’t salt my walk when you shoveled
it, did you, dear?”

pain.

I shake my head. Stabbing pain, stabbing

“Even so, you did an excellent job. So
straight! And you did my steps! Even better, I wager,
than Mr. Johanson’s blower could do it. That thing
blows snow all over the place.”
“Don’t mention it.” Really.
“I won’t have any problem getting the paper
tomorrow.” She smiles, then holds out a ratty pink
scarf and a purple beret that looks like it was made
by someone just learning how to knit. “For your
snowman.”
“Oh, I really couldn’t.”
Mrs. Katz drops the hat on the snowman’s
head and wraps the scarf around its neck, like she

briquettes, a banana-yellow feather boa, a box of
buttons (“For his mouth”), and red glitter. “I thought
he needed some pizazz.”
I feel my face freezing in horror. Or perhaps
it’s just freezing. “No, real—”
She throws the glitter on my snowman before
I can stop her, the red sparkling in the air then
blotching as it collects in clumps on the snowman’s
torso like he’s been pierced with a stiletto. Then the
boa and the eyes follow. Then the mouth—red, blue,
beige, brown, and orange buttons, all different sizes,
all old-fashioned, as if she’s owned this box of buttons
since the 1950s and could never figure a use for them.
Mrs. Katz honks a laugh like a Canada goose—she’s
really enjoying herself as she decorates the snowman.

“It is, by anyone’s standards, the ugliest snowman ever built. And it’s
standing in my front yard . . . ”
doesn’t hear me. Out of nowhere, she produces a
carrot. “For his nose.” (In case I don’t know what it’s
for.)
“Thanks, Mrs. Katz. But I really can man—”
“He needs some eyes. I’ve got some charcoal
left over from my Labor Day cook out down in the
basement. Well, the cookout wasn’t in my basement,
the charcoal is—haha! You know what I mean! It was
too bad you couldn’t come because of that migraine.
Mr. Rivers from Plum Street—do you know him?—
made some great potato salad. Everyone said so. But
not kosher. There was bacon in it, what was he
thinking? You get a lot of migraines, don’t you?
Anyway, do you want it?”
“Uh . . .”
She disappears into her house, and I use the
time to get down on the ground and try to coax Chubu
out from under the truck. He’s a large cat, nearly 18
pounds, but even orange fur might be tingeing to blue
at this point, his toes turning to toesicles. He growls
at me, but I grab him and shove him back into the
house before he can run off again.
Mrs. Katz returns and presents two charcoal

I cover my mouth with my hands and breathe heavily
into them, as much to warm my fingers as to hide my
disgust. She walks around her handiwork and claps.
It is, by anyone’s standards, the ugliest
snowman ever built. And it’s standing in my front
yard, looking for all the world like a bleeding floozy
from a red light district.
“That’s really . . . something, Mrs. Katz.” So
much for the top hat and tails. I stick a branch on
either side of its midsection. The poor thing needs
arms if it’s going to be soliciting snow gentlemen this
evening.
She circles the snowman again and slaps her
thigh in approval. “Delightful! We should start a club,
dear. Why, we could make snow people in everyone’s
yards! And we could have a contest for the best
looking one, what do you think? I should call a
meeting of the Neighborhood Watch. In fact, I’ll
do that next Tuesday.” Then, more slyly, she adds,
“Hopefully you won’t get another migraine.” She pulls
out a phone from a pocket in her housedress. “Take a
picture of me and Meira!”
“Meira?”
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“Oh yes, that’s her name, didn’t you know?
She looks just like my old friend Meira back when I
was in high school. The scrapes we would get into!
Bitsy and Meira, we were a pair! She taught me to
smoke, and she showed me how to use a diaphragm. I
don’t know where she got one. She was always a little
fast. I liked that about her. I was a bridesmaid at her
wedding. She married a nice man, but he drove a
motorcycle. I wonder whatever happened to her.
Maybe she is on The Facebook? Do you know how to
use The Facebook, dear?”
I snap a picture of Mrs. Katz and Meira and
shove the camera back at her, though I try not to be
too obvious about it, and start edging away from her
and that abomination she’s created.
“Thanks for your help, with the . . . uh . . .
Meira, Mrs. Katz. I’m going inside now.”
“Bye, bye, dear. Maybe you could show me
The Facebook later on and we can search for her?
“Yes, Mrs. Katz. How about after lunch?”

After I’ve downed twenty Advil and an Imitrex.

“Yes, lunch! I’ll cook you lunch, dear, after
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you were so kind to let me help you build this
snowman! I haven’t built one in forty years! I have a
nice beef tongue I was saving for dinner, but I’ll make
it for lunch. And sauerkraut. Do you like sauerkraut?
You come over here around one, it will all be ready.”
“Oh, that’s not . . .”
“I insist! Then you can help me search on the
computer!”
“Ok, Mrs. Katz. I’m really going inside now.”
“Meira, do you remember the time . . .”
I leave the two of them to renew their
acquaintance, glad for Meira that she has no ears.
For a moment I watch them from behind the door
while Chubu weaves infinity signs around my feet. He
wants his lunch now. Mrs. Katz is laughing, her arm
wrapped around Meira’s shoulders, just like she must
have back in high school. Bitsy and Meira. I bet they
were a pair back then—they’re certainly a pair now.
With a final look, I have to smile.
I hope a warm snap doesn’t come any time
soon.

Good-by Mr. Winter Frost Bite
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Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
IV. Up until I said please don’t leave me now

And once again, we are skating on thin ice. This is where you usually say goodbye.

You were as beautiful in the twilight
as the giant snowflakes behind you through the window,
floating, hovering, surreally suspended in thick thin air.
It was too lovely to turn on the lights, in a room
with windows in four directions, a space within space
warm inside cold, dark within light.
I lit a candle so I could keep peeking
into your eyes, careful not to stare too long,
one eye on the fire.

But you took me by hand
and led me to bed.

You were smiling more. I peeled your socks off, massaged
them with lotion, hands, elbows—going slowly so as to not
beg the questions—you often are happy with just a massage.
Hands, elbows, eyes, listening to your voice, your laugh as always
spinal in me, rippling.
I pulled your feet, pushed them, bent your knee
and leaned in, Thai style, my weight towards your heart,
stretching your legs and back, our full bellies, happy bellies, now what?
Why or why not?
I can’t help loving you, you know that, and the only question that changes is
what kind of love. Is it always mixed, the unconditional with the confusion
of desire, the errors of attachment?
No.
I returned to my practice, to my breath,
pacing passion by letting it rise and pass again and again,
the stove closed down tightly
for a slow, full burn. Steady love beams like radiant heat.
I let in enough air to keep the fire alive, though.
Then you let me kiss you.

My love and my passion at odds,
because as soon as you are inside me
you want to stop. I want to honor you but I hear your mind
and spirit and body telling me different things. Passion wins,
I grasp your hipbones.
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Remembering literally takes my breath away: a big huh spoken on the in-breath and gone.
I feel my womb contract and the energy hidden there flies up through my core
to my way-too-open-and-broken heart, and the energy skids the big screechy shush
of a sideways skate blade,
gets lost in the trying to let go, gets stuck around the periphery
of my chest, under the collarbones, in the remote corners of the heart itself.

But you cannot stay.
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Candlemass Coming Through

The Reading
The streets of London had seen a tumult of
activity tonight, particularly, Meredith noticed, in the
corsetry on Maiden Lane, where women caressed the
silks and laces with unrestrained delight. Fiddle
music played in the distance, and carolers strolled
past bundled in cloaks and fur muffs. From across the
alley, Meredith watched through the corsetry’s back
window with one eye and placed her last tarot card on
the tiny table between her and her fifteenth customer.
“Oyyy, Missus!” Meredith’s eyebrows went up. “’Tis
the moon! ’Ave ya been playin’ lady love?”
The woman—about forty, not much older
than Meredith herself—mimed a shocked expression
and then dissolved into giggles. An overhead lantern
draped in a fringed, purple shawl cast a dim light over
the small room and sent shadows across the gilded
green wallpaper.
Meredith put on her most mysterious grin.
“No ’asty moves, mind ya, Mum! Not all is what it
seems.” Her gaze drifted to the street again, where
she could swear a light snow had begun to fall. “The
moon is fickle,” she said in a soft voice. “And ya must
trust yer in-tu-ition.” She looked back at her
customer and saw her stroke the moon card with one
finger, then pull away as if burned. Not the first
tonight who dithered between doubt and hope.
Meredith liked to watch for the moment when hope
would prevail, when she could say she’d done her job
well.
“Does it mean I’ll find love?” the woman
asked. Wisps of mousy-brown hair escaped from
beneath her mobcap, a charwoman by the looks of
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her. Meredith had never seen her before, but she felt a
wave of familiar melancholy coming off her like a bad
smell and saw the flicker of something unloved and
hungry in her face.
Meredith drew in a sharp, exaggerated
breath. “There’re two sides to the moon, Missus, and
ya must know on which side ya be.”
Expectancy kindled at the edges of the
woman’s mouth.
“See ’ere?” Meredith whispered, pointing.
“The wolf and the dog—one wild, one tame. Which’ll it
be? There’s the question!”
At the end of the night, Meredith Whitby
packed up her tarot cards, slung her leather bag over
one shoulder, locked up the shop, and headed back
toward the docks and Grenadier’s Gate. The air,
which had lost its clamor of holiday jubilance,
smelled of sugar and burnt chestnuts. She looked up,
where a couple of electrified stars glimmered through
the London fog, then continued on through the grimy
streets. Only once tonight had she caught sight of the
dark-haired Jack, busking around the corner from
the alehouse, when she’d gone for a quick bite. He’d
winked in her direction but had kept right on playing
his concertina, singing his sea chanteys, and finally
she’d had to go back to the line of women who, in the
short time she was gone, had begun to line up outside
the tarot shop. Now all she wanted was to get home
and put her feet up.
Meredith entered the house, dropped her
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leather bag onto the sofa, and picked up the TV
remote lying next to it. She lowered the volume and
pressed the channel selector several times.
“Don’t touch!” a voice called from the
kitchen. “I’m watching that!”
“C’mon, Mom,” Meredith yelled back.
“Watching what? It was an infomercial.”
Mrs. Whitby came into the living room
wearing a red robe with feathery white trim and
carrying a plate of Girl Scout cookies—Samoas—
which Meredith had bought from one of the neighbor
kids and hidden in the back of the pantry last spring.
“Yeah? Well I happen to like infomercials.”
Mrs. Whitby bit into a cookie and gestured at
the television with it. “I was thinking of buying that
slicer-dicer thing.” She chewed and strands of
coconut fell from her mouth. “For you.” She smiled.
“For Christmas.”
Meredith shook her head, flipped back to the
infomercial, and tossed the remote onto the sofa. It
was a good thing she’d confiscated all of her mother’s
credit cards. She pulled the black shawl from around
her shoulders and unlaced the bodice of her costume.
She looked over at the Christmas tree in front of the
window. “Have you noticed there’s a string of lights
that isn’t working?”
Her mother’s eyes darted to the tree, half of it
in darkness. “Oh, I thought you did that on purpose.”
Meredith grabbed her bag and walked toward
the stairs. “I have to be back at the Faire at eight in
the morning. I’m going to bed.”
“How long have you been working there now?
Fifteen years? Twenty?”
Meredith stopped, turned around. “Ten,” she
said. A decade ago, on the brink of turning thirty,
Meredith had begun transporting herself—every
weekend between Thanksgiving and Christmas—to
nineteenth century London via the local Dickens
Faire. The ad in the paper had said: “Seasonal work.
Some acting experience required,” and at the time, it
had sounded like a pleasant diversion. Now she
looked forward to it all year.
“I was hoping you might have a real job by
Christmas,” her mother said. “Wouldn’t it be nice,
when Benny comes, if you could tell him you’d found a
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real job?”
Meredith sighed. “I do have a real job. In Dr.
Edmonds’ office.” She caught herself before adding:
Remember? “And Benny isn’t coming for Christmas.
Benny isn’t coming back anymore, Mom.”
Her mother had put a second cookie in her
mouth but stopped chewing to puzzle this out. Finally,
she shrugged, sat down on the sofa, and aimed the
remote at the television. The volume rose to an earsplitting level. She was only seventy-four, but in
addition to her bad hip and her creeping dementia,
she was growing deafer all the time.
Things are so much simpler in Victorian
England, Meredith thought as she trudged up the
stairs to her bedroom. After her father had given in to
lung cancer and her brother, Ben, had died in a
motorcycle accident, she’d moved her mother into
her own 900 square foot house, converted the dining
room into a bedroom so Mom wouldn’t have to
negotiate the stairs. It was just easier to keep an eye
on her this way.
Now Meredith shrugged off the rest of her
costume—the ruffled white blouse and red skirt—and
they fell in a pool at her feet. Over the years,
Meredith had refined Tilly, her saucy barmaid
character, while serving up foaming tankards at the
alehouse. But this year, the fair directors had
replaced her with someone younger—saucier. “After
all,” they’d said, “men don’t just go into the bar for
beer. They want to lose themselves in fantasy.”
Meredith knew all about losing herself. Why else
would she keep going back year after year to dress up,
torture a Cockney accent, and work her ass off? She
didn’t really need the money. But for a little while,
she got to be someone else.
She tugged off the control top underwear that
held her thickening waistline in check. Maybe the
tarot reader gig did suit her better. As it turned out,
she had a certain knack for it. She got to let down her
long, dark hair and tell people stories—stories some
of them believed. Most people didn’t know tarot from
a Ouija board, but as Madam Rosa, she gave a good
reading and sometimes sent people away feeling
better than when they came in.
“Meredith!” The call came, shrill and urgent,

from downstairs.
She picked up her pink satin robe from the
bed where she’d thrown it that morning and twisted
her hair up into a messy bun. “Be right there, Mom.”
Christmas Eve morning dawned bright and
sunny, but as soon as Meredith entered the Faire, it
was night. It was perpetually Christmas Eve here. As
she left the outside world and made her way one last
time through the streets and alleys of London, she
inhaled deeply, as if she could absorb it all through
her lungs—the chatter of vendors sweeping the
doorways of their shops, the bustle of actors slipping
into character and making last minute adjustments
to their costumes, the cacophony of Fezziwig’s
fiddlers tuning up at the other end of the warehouse—
as if she could capture and store enough of it to
sustain her for a while.
A few minutes later, inside the tarot shop, the
quivering sprig of mistletoe above the door caught
Meredith’s eye. She saw a nose pressed against the
glass and two eyes peering in on either side of the “r”
in the word Tarot. Jack squinted through the warped
window, his fist raised about to knock, and their eyes
met. “Eh! Madam Rosa!” His voice passed easily
through the paper-thin pane. “Care to join me for a
spot ‘a tea?”
Meredith had just lit the candles and put her
cards out on the table, but it was still early. No
customers yet.
“Blimey, if ya did’n take me breaff away!” she
said and came around the small table. Jack’s grimesmudged face beamed below a shock of black hair
and a crumpled top hat. He was probably ten years
younger than Meredith, but something caught in her
throat every time she saw him.
“Or maybe read me cards?” he said with a lilt
when she opened the door. He never seemed able to
settle on an accent.
“Not when me shop’s open, luv,” she said. She
batted her eyes and nudged his chest with the flat
of her palm as if trying to push him back out onto
the street, but he just laughed. He looked over his
shoulder and then moved in and planted a big kiss
on her mouth. She’d already decided Jack was just

another missed opportunity, so his kiss caught her by
surprise. She gave in to it anyway. His hair smelled
warm, like cinnamon and tobacco, and she tried not
to think about tomorrow, when Rosa the tarot reader
would cease to exist. For at least another year.
Then, from within the folds of her skirt, came
the incongruous buzz of her cell phone.
Jack pulled back. His voice came out highpitched and adolescent. “Alert! There’s been a breach
in the force!”
Meredith wondered if this was his real voice.
He seemed to think better of his joke, laughed
and winked. “I might ’ave ta call the constable on
yas!” Then he doffed his hat. “Madame.” He bowed.
“P’raps another time. I’ll leave ya to yer work.” He
spun around and out the door.
The sprig of mistletoe shivered as the door
swung shut. Meredith glanced up at it and frowned.
Another buzz tickled her thigh, and she grappled in
the pocket of her skirt. She moved to the rear of the
shop, turned her back, and mumbled into the phone,
“What is it, Mom?”
“When are you coming home?”
“I’m working until five tonight. I told you that.
I also told you not to call unless it was an emergency.”
“It is an emergency. I think we need to buy a
bigger turkey. This puny one you have in the freezer
won’t be enough for the four of us, and I want
Christmas to be festive. You know your father always
eats three times as much as the rest of us, and we
want leftovers, don’t we?”
Meredith opened her mouth to speak and then
swallowed the words that had almost risen to the
surface.
“Never mind,” her mother said. “The turkey’s
in the bathtub now.”
Meredith closed her eyes. “In the bathtub,”
she said. Then a smile crept into her face. “Did you
dim the overheads and light a few candles? Soft
music? Bath salts?”
There was a momentary silence, and
Meredith could picture the bewildered look on her
mother’s face. Finally she heard a chuckle. “I’m just
defrosting it,” her mother said. “But I bet some soft
music and bath salts wouldn’t hurt. Shall I go take
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care of that?”
Meredith groaned.
“I’m just kidding,” her mother said. “Did you
think I—”
The shop door shuddered as someone
attempted to come in. “Look, I really have to—Goodbye, Mom.” She secreted the phone in her skirt pocket
and turned around. “’elp ya, laidies? Come for a
readin’ ’ave ya?”
The two girls in the doorway held onto each
other with obvious trepidation, as if they’d dared each
other to come in. If only they knew that a tarot
reading was just a reflection of what was already in
your own heart.
Meredith extinguished the television’s blare,
then walked over to the Christmas tree and jiggled
the defective string of lights. They twinkled on and
then off again. She tweaked a couple of the tiny bulbs,
trying to narrow down the problem, but finally gave
up. That was when she realized she had completely
forgotten to buy her mother a gift.
From the living room, she could see her
mother spooning leftovers into a Pyrex dish and
setting out a couple of chipped plates, treating them
with a delicacy more suitable to fine china. Without a
dining room, they’d had to downsize to an old card
table in a corner of the kitchen, one Meredith kept
covered with an embroidered linen tablecloth she’d
found among her mother’s things. The fizz of despair
she had attempted to keep at bay since she’d turned
in her Faire ID gurgled up. Maybe she should have
given her mother back one of her credit cards and
asked for a set of Corelleware for Christmas. But then
she probably would have ended up with a pair of
electric booties or a seat warmer.
She entered the kitchen, and her mother—
who was about to place the Pyrex dish in the
microwave—whirled around as if taken by surprise.
The dish crashed upside-down to the linoleum floor.
Her mother’s voice faltered. “Where did you
come from?”
“From the living room,” Meredith snapped.
Her mother looked worried. “Who are you?”
She didn’t even seem to notice the mash of leftovers
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that lay smattered at her feet.
Then Meredith realized she was still wearing
her costume, right down to the hoop earrings and
shawl, and probably looked like a total stranger to
her mother. She reached out a hand in reassurance,
and her mother began to laugh.
“Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry,” she said.
She grabbed onto Meredith’s outstretched arm.
“For a minute I didn’t recognize you. Meredith said
something about you coming tonight to tell my
fortune, and I forgot all about it.” She stepped over
the food on the floor and led Meredith to the table.
“Here. Come, sit down.” She cocked an eyebrow.
“Should I make us some tea?”
Meredith blinked and then smiled as she
allowed herself to be pushed into the chair. Eyebrow
still raised, her mother waited for an answer.
Meredith’s smile broadened. “Oy, Missus, do
make us some tea,” she said. “That’d warm me
cockles!” The pleasure that flooded her mother’s eyes
was all the assurance Meredith needed to keep going.
“’old on a minute, Missus!” she said. She stood and
rushed back to the living room for her bag.
By the time she returned with the tarot deck,
her mother had cleaned up the mess on the floor,
started the teakettle on the stove, and taken out two
mismatched teacups.
With one bejeweled hand, Meredith drew a
finger across the top card and held it for a moment
before turning it over. The candle she’d lit jumped
and stuttered on the table between them. “Yer’ll ’ave
three visions, ya will—jus’ like ol’ Ebenezer Scrooge.
The first card is yer past.” Her mother, now seated,
bent at the waist to get a better look, and her eyes
widened as Meredith turned over the card and laid it
down in front of her.
Damn. The Five of Cups. She should have
stacked the deck. Meredith took a deep breath.
“There’s been some disappointment in yer life. Am I
right?”
“Oh my! How did you know that?” Her
mother’s eyes, like mirrors, reflected the candle
flame.
Meredith smiled. “’Tis the myst’ry of the

cards, Mum. Three of the cups ’as been spilt, showin’
sadness, regret. But don’t let it distress, Mum. Y’see
the other two cups as is still full, meanin’ there’s ’ope!
But like the man on the card, ya’ve got to look at
what’s left. Ya’ve a lot ta be grateful for, and ya can
still change yer direction.”
Her mother stared at the card and twisted a
piece of the tablecloth between her fingers. “Thank
goodness for that!” she said.
“The next card will show yer present
situation.” Meredith turned it over. The Page of
Swords. The Child. She pretended to study the card.
“The Page,” she finally said, “’as got a childlike
aspect.”
“What does that mean?” Her mother’s
expression was so trusting.
“Maybe you’ve a childlike mind.” Meredith
smiled as if to make it sound upbeat.
Her mother hung her head. “I try so hard not
to be a burden. My daughter, Meredith, thinks I’m
incapable of taking care of myself, but really, I—”
“The childlike mind ain’t a bad fing, m’lady.
’E’s got insight. The Page ’a Swords don’t always
realize ’is full power. Ya got ta stop fightin’ it, this
card says. Enjoy it.”
Her mother chuckled. “Well maybe this card
should have a few words with my daughter.”
If nothing else, Meredith thought, she was
at least entertaining her. “Now ’ow about the future,
Missus? Are ya ready ta ’ear about yer future?”
“You’re the fortuneteller. Or do you think
I should quit while I’m ahead?” She laughed, and
Meredith, who couldn’t help but laugh too, drew
another card.
“Well now . . . The Queen of Pentacles.”
“Of what?”
“Pentacles. And she’s upside down.”
“No she’s not.”
“I’m the one readin’ the cards, Mum, and from
where I’m lookin’, she’s upside down. Now the Queen
is a true woman, generous, nurturin’. She’s a bridge,
she is, between the everyday and the magical. But
reversed, she’s thwarted, not yet fulfilled. She’s a

woman ’oo ’ungers for ’er own life, to become the
Queen she was meant to be.”
“Why, that sounds just like my daughter.”
Her mother had lifted her eyes to Meredith’s but now
looked back down at the cards and frowned. “Maybe
you’ve got this mixed up. Meredith is the one who
needs to find fulfillment.” She shook her head. “Lately
it seems like she’s in another world.” She looked up
again, and her eyes flickered. Meredith struggled
against sudden tears.
“What if we just turn this card around?” her
mother said. She swept her hand over the Queen as if
performing a magic trick and rotated it to face
Meredith.
“Wot you on about, Mum?” Meredith said.
“I told you.” She tapped the card. “Meredith.
She’s a kind and generous daughter, like this Queen
here, always taking care of me. I appreciate what she
does for me, more than I could ever tell her, but she’s
the one who needs to get her own life. I’ve had mine.
What do you think, Mrs.—What d’you say your name
was again?”
Meredith closed her eyes and batted away the
tears that threatened to slide out, hoping her mother
wouldn’t see. “Rosa. Madam Rosa.”
“Well, now, Madam Rosa, don’t you worry.
Things aren’t always what they seem, are they? In
fact,” her mother said, “my insight tells me that
Meredith deserves this one, too.” She pushed the Page
card across the table. “Young gentleman like that, if
you know what I mean.” She scrunched up an eye and
clucked her tongue a couple of times. “Just don’t tell
her I said so.”
The candle sputtered and almost went out. A
smile eased into her mother’s face. Meredith looked
over her shoulder to where her mother was pointing.
In the other room, the lights—all of them—glittered
from the tree. Mrs. Whitby blew out the candle, and
for a moment the two of them sat silently in the glow
from the living room. “I think what we need is some
more tea,” she finally said. “Shall I put the kettle on
again, honey?”
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Christmas Eve, Dam Neck,
Virginia Beach, VA , 1965
We’d had our fill of homesick
sailors and Bobby Vinton’s
jukebox sobbing “Mr. Lonely”
torture at the E.M. Club.
Our souls had gone down
twice in Falstaff beer
so we tried to lie
our way into the AceyDeucey Club to finish
drowning in mixed drinks
to the beat of a live
shit-kicking band.
But the Master-At-Arms
was wise to our ranks
had written us up before.
Marching directly to the shore
we paid our respects to the lucky
drunk tank of an ocean,
picked up smooth stones
to deal with any wagging
streetlamp beams or windows
rudely rolling panes.
Breaking the serene
barracks atmosphere
with our blustering
we startled the sleepy
sentry out of his halfbaked carol humming.
An old cook from Georgia
with a Santa Claus belly
was still in action,
informing a Wild
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Discarded Lights

Turkey Texas fifth
about Christmases
lonelier than this one.
Crunchy crisp as drumsticks
when St. Nick passed
out, we snatched his galley
keys, feasted on big steaks
sprigged with extra parsley
in keeping
with the season.
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Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
V. The poem if you’d left without talking it out
I need you to finish pleasuring me. To ask evokes your shame
but your hurt comes out as hurtfulness and I
succumb to that as well.
I don’t realize this at the time.
I allow you to shame me, and not until your side of the bed grows bone cold will my gut say:

I will not be shamed.

Heart adds, nor will I shame.

VI. What really happened

Okay, so out with the old. The old dream of healing,
that I could fall back in love a third time (or is it seventh or eighth by now? Depends
on how you count fires: if there were still enough coals to start new kindling,
is that new? or maybe it doesn’t count if you banked the coals).
Here I am, water, water,
stirring the hissing ashes.

Yet I refuse to starve the love its air. That would mean stopping breathing.
Instead, I will I tease out sex-passion from love,
conditional from un,
truth from attachment,
aversion from letting
go.

I was coming up to a peak of passion, had let go the guard,
flown open the woodstove doors, it was beginning to roar and then, closed at the flue,
smoke filled the house. Smudging us with anger, aversion, and you asked me
to stop feeling pain, desire.
I couldn't but I stopped asking for more.
Then you asked: please honor that I don’t want sex like you want sex.
Of course your no trumps my yes.
I want yes-I-said-yes-I-will-Yes abandonment. You want to teach me
to accept No.
The golden rule does not always apply:
true love is not giving what you want to receive
nor what you have handy to give, but what the other needs.
You see this and ask me for what you really want:
for me not to want to change you.
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The Ultimate Sacrifice

Fellowship
The wine breathes a pleasant heat on the
back of my neck. My head lolls a little as the
Christmas party, heavy on the Christ, lulls and
crescendoes. Two of the women are in the kitchen,
gesturing about where to set out pies and lemon bars
and discreetly discussing what the hell to do with the
bulky plastic the shitty store-bought stuff came in.
Colin is trumpeting another tale of
debauchery lite. To this audience, his story, the
time he went to a stripclub with a “lost” friend, is
titillating. He’s been Roman’s roommate for two
months. It’s the third time I’ve heard it.
I rest my head on Roman’s shoulder, mouth
slightly agape, and he turns to me, away from Lindsey
the Zealot, who is droning about the play she wrote
and starred in for the Thanksgiving service.
“Promise you’ll audition for the next one.
Weren’t you a theater major?” she asks, her high
voice sticky like an itch in my ears. (He wasn’t.)
Lindsey puts a hand on Roman’s chest, right in the
center, and scratches the spot, like he is a beloved
cat. Her husband is in the bathroom.
I’m drowsy enough that the flint of jealousy
has difficulty striking fire in my stomach, but
Lindsey’s more nut than threat, and her play made
me want to be nice to her because it was a shit show,
like, an actual showing of shit, even though last week
she shared an article on Facebook that maybe was
directed at me, about the perils of saying “OMG.”
But it doesn’t matter, because Roman’s eyes
are on mine, and they look like they used to on
Sunday mornings, when I’d go to the bakery ten
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blocks away and bring home fat, hot kolaches, and
we’d eat like savages, under the sheets and in
mismatched pajamas, catching globs of cheese
between our lips.
Sundays are for church now. All of them.
Sermon in the morning and Life Group at night
with the four other couples here. “Bible study,” the
accepted term of my upbringing, has apparently lost
its cred.
Roman’s eyebrows pull in slightly. “Yeah,
maybe we will,” he says, but he doesn’t look back at
her.
“Oh, both of you? Yeah. For sure.” Lindsay’s
fingers recede.
“You’re tipsy,” he whispers, thin lips brushing
my ear.
“Is that bad?” I reach up to trace the line of
his jaw.
“Nah. I know you miss it. Once in awhile’s
alright. You’ve got wine lips.” His brown eyes have
their usual good-natured slant.
I blink for a second or two, straining for
deadpan. “If you think about it,” I nod toward a
framed painting of a robed, alabaster Jesus leading
two peasant children, also vampirically pale, across a
bridge, “so did He.”
He chuckles, and I release a breath. His laugh
is the same.
I’m lucky. I know I am lucky. Roman’s
drinking was out of hand sometimes, and he could
get a little wild. Mean if he’d had enough. Mostly, he
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was alright, but then his dad died two days after
New Year’s, and by summer, I was getting slurred
phone calls about his keys being taken away. We lost
a lot of friends.
In June, he’d called from a Montrose bar, and
I found him half-conscious, slumped on the curb
outside. Ten minutes down the road, he was a dead
man violently resurrected, batting on the passenger’s
seat window with both hands like a lunatic. He
ralphed on my arm and in my hair before I could
release the handle.
I went with him to his first meeting, at
a moldy Third Ward community center. In the
basement, a dozen people sat in a circle of gray
metal folding chairs against gray prickly walls on top
of gray tiled floors. At the end there was a prayer,
and I glanced over at Roman, because maybe he
wanted to bolt, and that would’ve been okay, but his
hands were clasped, his eyes shut tight.
New Fredonia Church is only two blocks from
his apartment, ten minutes from mine. It’s in an
old warehouse and everyone wears jeans, and even
though they once had “live painting worship,” in
which everyone watched a dude paint random shit
while the band played, it isn’t so bad.
I like church. It’s a little ingrained, but the
services are familiar, and the sterile adulation that
occurs within them calms me down. Sing. Sit. Put
money in a pot. Stand again. Sit for a while. Leave
feeling a bit lighter.
Mick, the pastor, came over to shake hands
on our fifth visit. He’s from London and has crazy
eyes, but his hands are always warm, and that counts
for something, probably. He’s also twelve years sober.
Roman calls him a lot.
We joined September tenth. Two days later,
on his birthday, Roman said we should stop having
premarital sex.
Mick announces after dinner that everyone
should try to meet with their Prayer Partner
sometime in the evening. (“Holidays are stressful!”)
He motions for the men to file into the back yard and
look at his new self-built fire pit.
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“You gonna be okay?” Roman asks me that at
these things sometimes, like I’m a rescue dog
untested around strangers.
“Yeah, go. I gotta find Della, anyway.”
The entire interior of the house is painted a
weak, custard yellow, and I keep making wrong turns.
I pause for a moment at the same wall of framed
photos I’ve passed twice now. Placed amid them are
carefully weathered signs with verses from Song of
Solomon or sayings like “Life is fragile, handle with
prayer” painted in swirly ivory calligraphy.
“Did you try the casserole?”
“Oh, hey, Dell. Yeah, it was great. Lentils.
Can’t go wrong.”
Della beams. Her father died of ALS two years
ago, and though she’s prone to occasional diatribes
about the unfairness of Stephen Hawking’s life span,
on account of his “hating the Lord,” she isn’t so bad.
I know when to grimace and nod as if to say,
“Ain’t that how it goes?” But she sent tall calla lilies
over after my old cat, Stella, finally kicked it, and the
smooth, white-petaled bodies of them, ancient and
tear-shaped, loosened the knot in my chest. Della’s
alright.
“Oh, thanks. I found it on some kind of vegan
blog, but, you know, I put cheese in there. I’m not
crazy.” She throws a hand up and her long fingers
knock one of the frames slightly askew.
My brain scrabbles around for what to say
next. Della’s weird, perpetually sticky-faced kid is
running around here somewhere, but what the hell
is her name? I decide on a compliment.
“Your hair— it’s, um, gotten long.”
Della’s hands reach up and cradle an auburn
lock. “Aw, thank you. I refuse to look like a mom!”
She laughs too loudly.
“Ha. Yeah, I feel you. Hey, so did you wanna
pray, or—”
“But you don’t have kids. When are you and
Roman getting engaged? Y’all’ve been together like
six years already, right?”
“Um. It’s, uh, hard to say.”
“Mel! Got a minute?”
Mick’s wife, Maggie, approaches. Cat-eye
spectacles and a cherry, oversized flannel shirt

are not enough to camouflage the chasm of
attractiveness and decade or so of age between her
and Mick.
She doesn’t wait for an answer, but guides me
into a little side room. More custard and signs, though
these seem to be exclusively devoted to Psalms.
She gestures toward a window bench.
“I just wanted to make sure I was being
intentional about meeting with you. I haven’t
forgotten about discipling you!”
Maggie owns her own flower shop, and there
is a warmth, an appealing wildness about her that I
can’t help but like.
“Sorry I didn’t respond last week, to your
text? The kids are all ready for Christmas break, so

engaged interest in Mick’s bumbling, prop-heavy
Sunday morning routines. The buzzwords have been
easy enough to pick up: Glorify. Grow. Connect.
Intentional.
It’s my Church Voice that is speaking,
inflecting the correct words with measured pain.
“The . . . physical stuff could be better. The worst part
is that we’re spoiling the way God intended it to be.”
It’s a lie. The worst happens after everything,
when Roman will dress almost as quickly as he
apologizes. Tomorrow’s a new day. Do I want to pray?
Oh wait, there is that article Mick and Maggie just
emailed, about how praying together too much before
marriage might promote false intimacy. Forget he
said it. It’s just been a hard week. Maybe we should be

“Sex is always like this now, a messy transaction. It happens maybe
once a week, rushed and silent but for our breath.”
work’s been a little crazy.”
“I bet. And you’ve got . . . fourth grade, right?
Yikes.” Her eyes widen slightly, and I can see little
ribbons of gold twirling in the green. “Let’s try to get
together this week, though, okay? You’ve been on my
heart.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“I heard Della just now.” She leans in closer.
“How are things? With Roman, I mean?”
Pinpricks of indignation rupture up my
cheeks, but I remember this now, the accepted
invasion of privacy, and the feeling passes. This is
where my previous training really shines, after all,
so I lean into it.
“Well. It could be better. I know he’s been
put in my life for a reason, and we’re definitely
being tested.” Brave sigh.
My father was a deacon, my mother head
of the Women on Mission. This fall’s been a
strengthening of muscles gone slightly to seed. Most
parts have been easy. Polishing my “testimony” into
bite-sized anecdotes about my experiences with
church and God. The exact posture that best conveys

more intentional about guardrails? So that it won’t
escalate this far? Okay, for one, maybe I shouldn’t be
in his bed. You know what, probably I should stop
staying over altogether. Too tempting.
Sex is always like this now, a messy
transaction. It happens maybe once a week, rushed
and silent but for our breath. Sometimes Colin will be
around when we come out of Roman’s room, a look of
disapproval on his face. I’ve started to feel nauseated
after.
“Mm. That’s so tough. Mick and I struggled.”
Maggie’s eyes are soft, her body bowed toward mine.
She doesn’t look away, and there is a long latent part
of me that responds to her concern.
I open my mouth, but something in my chest
retracts, and the indignation is back and I don’t want
to tell her that I’ve been having sex with the only
person I’ve ever loved, my lab partner in freshman
Bio, who grinned, even though I’d just sliced his finger
with the broad-blade, and suggested I go out with him
after class to make up for it, because saying that now,
on this window bench made of reclaimed wood, guilt
strung along my brow, will make it all wrong, and
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when Roman forgets to feel bad, in the middle of it, he
looks at me like I am lovely, and I clench my hands
around the throw pillow in my lap, because I want to
keep that for myself.
“Thanks for saying that. Can I use your
bathroom?”
Maggie nods vigorously, blinking once or
twice. “Sure.”
The bathroom door’s locked, and as I turn
away, I run into Colin.
“There’s one in there, too.” He peers around a
doorway.
The master bedroom is softly lit, and a huge
computer monitor on the desk occupies a corner. The
four or five kids congregate around it, shouting
instructions to the one moving the mouse.
The bathroom is oppressively nautical. The
bath mats have stout red and white stripes, and the
light switch placard is a raised ceramic design of a
house on stilts. I sit on the lip of the tub and set the
timer on my phone for an acceptable amount of time
to hide out. Three minutes.
In a week, we’re going to see my parents
down in McAllen. They’ve been thrilled about Roman.
My mother sent a little card with some cash inside,
the front of it a printed watercolor of a tree frog
chilling on a riverbed. “F.R.O.G.” it says, in a silly font
along the top. “Fully Rely on God.”
It would be easier if I didn’t believe. But I
pray. And there’s something about wind that still gets
to me. When a big gust of it swirls my hair, or when a
breeze would ruffle Stella’s long hair in the backyard.
And it’s like it blows right through me, up my
ribcage, in my ears. Every time it’s happened, since I
was a little girl, I look up, and say, “Thank you,”
quietly, so no one but the two of us can hear.
I’ve only described this to one person, my
childhood pastor, Brother Randy, back in McAllen.
Not to Roman, or anybody from Fredonia. There will
be pressure to define it, to anchor the wind down with
actions, because though they believe, there is an ache
to quantify, to see tangible cause and effect, reasons
for and advantages of faith.
But when the wind comes, I don’t think about
any of that. Like Roman’s eyes when he is not being
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Roman the Recently Saved, I keep this to myself now,
because as Brother Randy told me back then, wind is
not enough.
When I exit the bedroom, I run into Roman.
“Hey, I was looking for you. You about ready
to head out?”
I nod.
“Is everything alright?” In the dim light of the
hallway, his face is as familiar as my mother and
father’s, as familiar as if I’ve known him all my life.
“Do you ever feel wind?”
He grins. “What do you mean?”
“Nevermind, I just—I don’t really feel good.
Too much to drink.”
“Ah, no, I’ve made you lose your resistance.”
“It’s fine, don’t be dumb.” I head back toward
the front room, where keys are being retrieved from
pockets and goodbyes exchanged. I feel Roman’s arm
around my waist.
“What?”
“Nothing.” He leans closer, and kisses me for
real.
“Let’s just go.”
“Wait,” he murmurs. “You look pretty tonight.”
“This is how you talk before,” I say, eyes on
his throat. “You’ll be different after.”
“You’re right.” He looks ashamed, which is
stupid, so I kiss him, and then his hands are in my
hair, and maybe tonight I’ll be spared his manic dirge
of reparations.
A throat clears. “Uh, sorry.” The patched
elbows of Colin’s navy blazer disappear around the
corner.
Roman steps back abruptly. His hands loosen,
but don’t leave my hair, because now he is smoothing
my curls back into place, fastening the dislodged
center button of my blouse.
“Hey, thanks, Dad.”
His hands stiffen. “Don’t, Mel.”
“Relax. Let’s get the hell outta here.” I turn
quickly, because the nausea is starting again and the
house feels too warm and I want to get out into the
cold.
I’ve only taken a step when a shriek sounds

from the master bedroom.
We find Della crouched by the computer, her
fingers plastered over her daughter’s eyes.
“Is everything alright?” Roman asks.
“Look!” She removes a hand from the
bemused kid’s head to point at the computer. “Alice
found it.”
Maggie and Lindsey arrive at the scene of the
crime, and for a few seconds, we all stare at the
monitor.
It’s fairly standard, as pornographic nudes go.
The woman’s breasts are too orbed to be natural, the
hands on her hips manicured with French tips. Her
eyebrows are sealed into an expression of practiced
depravity with either Botox or disenchantment,
and her pubic hair is neat as the White House lawn.
A Santa hat perches on top of her honey-colored
tresses, its angle jaunty.
I snort, and Roman looks at me sharply.
“What? It’s a little funny.”
Alice vacillates between looking stricken and
thrilled, and as she darts from the room in a blur of
white tights, eyes sweeping from left to right, I stifle
another laugh.
Mick blazes in, then, and it’s unfortunate that
this is the first time I’ve seen him tonight without his
sweater on. The t-shirt underneath is truly terrible:
“Takin’ it to the streets,” proclaims a bold yellow font.
And underneath, in an even splashier, all-caps red:
“THE GOSPEL.”
“Is this your idea of a joke?” Lindsey’s sharp
eyes are on me. It makes my laugh gurgle louder.
“I’m sorry,” I sputter, a hand on her lavender
sweater. “It’s just—” I can’t get any more words out.
“Listen, I just ran into Colin on his way out.
Maybe we can talk to you guys,” Mick says slowly. I
receive a few pointed stares.
“Apparently there’s an encore,” I say to
Roman. He doesn’t laugh.
After an increasingly uncomfortable five
minutes at the kitchen table with Maggie, who has
inexplicably insisted on brewing us tea, Mick returns
from their boys’ bedroom.
“So, I spoke with both of the boys, very
sternly, and I don’t think it was any of the kids.

Besides, the parental controls are buried pretty good
on our browser, I don’t know that they could’ve gotten
past them.” He looks at me for a few seconds.
“Wait, do you think it was us?” I pause, to
allow someone to dissuade me. It doesn’t happen. “I
thought this was some kind of lecture for laughing
about it, because, okay, whatever, that was maybe
inappropriate, but c’mon.”
I look to Roman for solidarity. He hesitates,
and I finally get it.
“Oh, you all think I did it.”
“It’s just that, well—Colin mentioned to Mick
that he saw you in our bedroom, which is fine, I just
don’t think anyone else was in there besides the kids,
but if you say you didn’t do it, I believe you.” It’s the
first time I’ve seen Maggie flustered.
“This is ridiculous. Mel’s a teacher. She
wouldn’t do that,” Roman says.
I turn my head slowly, noting the pink flush of
his ears. “Nice of you to join us, but I think the hunt’s
over.”
Mick’s wayward eyes swivel over to Maggie,
and I zip up my coat.
“He jerks off.”
“What?”
“Colin. Like, a lot. To porn. We had to get
Roman a sound machine.” The ringing silence alerts
me this is a step too far.
“Ah, listen, that’s not what we’re here to
discuss—”
“’Cause he’s not the one on trial? Does he get
immunity for ratting us out?”
“Mel.” Roman lays a hand on mine, his mouth
in a line.
“Roman, you know it was that fuckwad. It
had to’ve been.”
But Roman isn’t looking at me anymore, and
we are not waiting for a dank stranger to get out of
the car, and he won’t mock me for being gullible when
we’re alone, and anyway he’s too busy apologizing,
and as I look past him, I realize what it is about the
custard color that I don’t like. The yellowy-beige
seems mixed for just this purpose, to absorb several
thousand sorries.
“Hey. It’s been a crazy night. Let’s just . . .
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decompress.” Maggie takes a purposefully deep
breath, raising and lifting her hands. “Just get some
rest. You and I will meet up next week.”
When I don’t respond, she touches my arm. “I
believe you, okay?” And it’s the way Roman looked at
me earlier. Like they’re waiting for me to lose it, to
wrinkle my snout. Snap my teeth.
On the drive back to my apartment, the air in
the car is warm and silent. I walk toward my door
without saying goodbye, but Roman intercepts me on
the porch, pressing me hard against his chest, his
sweater soft on my face.
“I’m sorry. I lost my head back there.” He
pushes my shoulders back to look at me. “It’s just . . .
all this church stuff, it helps me make it. I’m just
trying to make it.” He looks like he did at his father’s
funeral, and I feel myself nodding.
“It’s fine, Roman.”
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“Are you sure?” He kisses my cheek in an
avuncular sort of way. “’Cause we don’t gotta go back,
Mel.”
“I’m a big girl. And besides, we have to clear
my good name on Sunday.”
He laughs, relieved, and I turn away at the
sound. “And I’m gonna talk to Colin, alright?”
“‘Kay. Goodnight.” I don’t want to talk
anymore, and I shut the door before he can look lost
again. I watch from the edge of my front window
blinds until he’s driven away, and then I step back
out into the dark.
The complex is quiet. There’s only the noise
of cars driving on I-45, the heavy whooshing sounds
like that of a giant’s sleeping lungs.
The air is cold and still, but I stand and wait
for the wind anyway. I wait and wait for it.

Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
VII. Sleep's koan
No shame,
No blame,
Just change.
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Seasonal Photography

Thrift Shop Creche
Kneeling Mary
She is Aphrodite, Circe, every goddess who came before. On her
knees day after day: have you any idea? To nurse the child, raise the
child, and dwell in the simplest cold. She sees with her body,
through herself, and is the outside color. Today white gray,
tomorrow blue. Blue suits her, but listen to old Mary. If you want
your own life, don't become every color. Weep and go on, says the
mother of God. She has felt how everything moves.

Baby Jesus
Straw under you, dry against feet and fingers, warm poking straw.
Your halo constricts and your brain is suspended in light. You go in
the straw and your smell is the smell of the animals. You have no
fur, no yellow school bus. There's a pattern to enough. You're a thinfingered creature with scratches for toes. Such is love.

Stooped Joseph
Come here old man with your bent lamp, listening and leaning into
the tableau. Spare shoulders that built carts and houses, that chip on
your thigh. You're a period piece in demure swathes of fabric, all
outline and shadow. Jesus gone at fourteen and the dark hut too
empty, Mary working nights. What do you do in the drop-still
evenings with the cats? Where do you go, Joseph, in the dullness
after dinner? I see you begging for fuel at the corner of 8th and
Jerusalem, just enough to get home to Pennsauken. Lost on the
corner in your long-ago outfit, lamp swinging out of time.
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The Poor Renters and the Christ. Card
They smelled poor.
That’s what I called it—that edgy, slightly
musty smell, like old clothes that had hung too long
in airless closets. Or damp soda crackers.
They looked alike, as if instead of being
married, they were brother and sister. Same saggy,
no-color clothes, same mouse hair.
My mother worried about them, the day they
came to answer the ad for the room she was renting
out. They seemed anxious about the rent. They
looked, Mamma said, as if they hadn’t had a proper
meal in a while. Or a real warm place to stay.
But they took the room. It was December, and
I suspect my mother lowered the rent so they’d have a
roof over their heads at Christmas.
At first they didn’t interest me. A nine-yearold doesn’t find people in smelly, saggy clothes with
mousy hair exactly thrilling. I had enough to do with
the grunge of life. What I wanted was a little glamour.
My mother was never nosy; she couldn’t
afford to be, she was too busy minding her own
business. At that time in our lives, there was a lot of
business to mind: my father had taken off with a
woman he’d met on his Moline to Chicago run and
wasn’t keeping up his alimony payments, and it
was the Depression, and my mother was trying to
maintain us by sewing and taking in renters. But even
so, she noticed that young couple. Maybe she noticed
them because of how things were with her. She
noticed how seldom they went out. They had no
kitchen facilities in the room they rented, so she
didn’t know how or when they ate. Or what. He didn’t
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seem to have work. But then nobody did in those
Depression days. Except train engineers, like my
father. Whenever I’d hear the train whistle, long and
straight as steel in the night, I’d think of him, off with
that woman, and I’d feel as if the steel sound were
pushing down my stomach.
But with Christmas coming, my feelings
got a little more complicated—which might have
accounted for what happened with the people I’d
come to think of, when I thought of them at all, as
The Poor Renters.
Mostly I was concerned with what I might
get on Christmas morning. I approached the subject
with a kind of double vision. I knew about betrayal
(that steel in the stomach), but at the same time, I
trusted my mother’s and God’s and Santa’s providing.
It wasn’t a hard balance to maintain. I was a kid,
still half-lived in a world of fairy tales, with their
wickedness and wonder side by side. That’s why
I could make out my wish list with reasonable
confidence. My mother mentioned that not everyone
always got what they wanted, and it’d be a good
thing if we could think about other people. Say, that
young couple upstairs.
I was sitting at the dining table, my ankles
threaded around the chair legs, my tongue out,
printing my list. “I don’t like them. They smell,” I said.
“So do you sometimes,” said my mother.
“That’s no reason not to like them. They’re down
on their luck, that’s what ’tis,” my mother murmured.
I paused in my printing, arrested by the
phrase “down on their luck.” I didn’t quite understand

it. I saw in my mind a picture of the Poor Renters
tumbling off some large wheeled vehicle like a bicycle
and sort of flailing around on the ground with the
bicycle on top of them. (It was only much later that I
learned about the wheel of fortune.) But the image
gave them a certain dramatic cachet, and that’s when
I started noticing them. I noticed how her hair hung
behind her ears, and his went straight back off his
forehead, and how tall and white his forehead was,
except for the three little red pimples just at the top. I
noticed how, when she talked, she’d comb her fingers
through her hair, and pull out the strands that
loosened, and frown at them as if she didn’t know
what they were. Her fingers were round and blunt.
My mother said the ends were calloused; maybe she
sewed or quilted.
I noticed she had little blue dents at each
temple and I wondered if her round calloused fingers
would fit into those dents, if she pressed them there. I
noticed how their eyes mostly wouldn’t look at us,
and when they did, in quick startled glances, it was
like they were peeking out of some hiding place.
I began to make up stories about them. (I
made up stories a lot in those days.) They were really
famous people. There was some deep mystery in their
life. Some tragedy had happened to them. All their
family had been killed in an earthquake. Or a cyclone.
Or a shipwreck. One of them—I couldn’t decide
which—was a Secret Drinker. Anyway, the result was
they couldn’t do whatever they did to be famous.
Obviously they needed serious cheering up.
And that was how I decided to make them
the Christmas card. I just could imagine how happy
they’d be to have a beautiful gift from a thoughtful,
talented little girl, and after they got cheered up,
they’d go back to being famous, and then—well, who
knew? I was reading a lot of stories at the time which
featured sad and broken people miraculously restored
by sensitive and saintly children who then had their
own lives fixed. Of course, sometimes the sensitive
and saintly children died instead. But I was very
healthy, so I didn’t worry about that.
My mother, of course, encouraged me in the
card project. Together we rummaged through the
drawers in her sewing room bureau. I loved doing that

at any time. The bureau was a big old cedar one, and it
smelled of pine trees and cloth and the Beeman’s gum
Mamma always kept in it. It was actually kind of
magic; it held, in Mamma’s neatly arranged piles,
the bolts and bolts of cloth she used for making our
clothes and the clothes she made for church friends.
She was a beautiful seamstress, and when the church
friends recommended her, other people paid her for it.
So the bureau was full of cloth—smooth
cotton prints and fuzzy colored felt and gingham with
the little puffed up squares running through it. And
one beautiful piece of cherry-red velvet. I pounced on
it. “Oh, I want that,” I said.
Mamma hesitated. “It’s pretty dear,” she said
at last.
“But it’ll make the BEST card,” I insisted.
Mamma looked at me then, the way she had
when something serious was up, with her eyes going
still and dark. “You’ll have to be sure and finish the
card,” she said.
“Well, yes,” I said.
“No, it ain’t always yes,” my mother said.
“Sometimes you don’t finish things.” She was right. I’d
get an idea for an ambitious project and then lose
interest. Or it clearly wasn’t going to turn out the way
it looked in my head, so I’d just drop it. Several halfsewn blouses, partially-done embroidery—the rusty
rings of the hoop now indelibly stamped on it, so even
if I did decide to take it up again, it wouldn’t look
right—were crammed at the bottom of my underwear
drawer. And the sweater without the sleeves . . . I
looked down and said, “I know. But I really will this
time. Promise.” And she gave me the red velvet and a
piece of cardboard from a Fisk and Loosey’s box.
But actually this project went amazingly
well. That’s after I figured out that my first idea, a
jolly Santa with the red velvet for his suit and bits of
cotton for his beard and black buttons for eyes, was
beyond my artistic skills. So I settled for a round
Christmas tree ornament, using the bottom of a glass
to cut it out right, and glued it down and stuck on
some glitter, and it looked nice. Really nice.
I might not have been very artistic, but I did
pride myself on my reading and vocabulary skills. So I
gave serious thought to the message I’d print in the
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card, frowning over it at the dining table as my
glittery ornament dried in gentle waves on the
cardboard. Just “Merry Christmas” wouldn’t cut it; it
was way too predictable. “Season’s Greetings,” which
I had thought rather fine last year, now struck me as
pale and banal. “Joyous Holidays” might have done,
but it presented some spelling challenges that I (and I
was sure my mother) wasn’t up to.
That was when I remembered the phrase that
had caught my attention in the first place: “down on
their luck.” All spellable words, and a really original
sentiment. Carefully I printed: “Hope you are soon
up on your luck merry Christmas.” Well, that’s
what I’d planned. But I didn’t allow enough space,
so “Christmas” got crowded off the edge of the
cardboard, and it read, “merry Christ,” with the “t”
sticking up the side like an elevated cross. I asked
my mother anxiously if that was OK, and she thought
it would be just fine, because after all, Christmas was

be the turkey with its butter glaze, the mashed
potatoes, white Himalayas running with butter (and
that was before the gravy), her special dressing with
the chopped-up apple, the green beans and corn
pudding, the mince pie. How she scraped together
the money for that feast, I still don’t know. But I do
remember hearing the old Singer going late at night,
as I was falling asleep. The whirr and the beat-beat of
the treadle; that would soothe me when the train
whistles came, that gentle sound, like a hand on my
forehead.
It would be the perfect time to give them my
card—when they came down to dinner.
So Mamma and I went upstairs and she
knocked on the door.
It took a little while, and I had a brief fear
that maybe they were gone. But then we heard
sounds inside, a rustling, and then the door opened
and she stood there. Nobody said anything for a

didn’t. But somehow—maybe it was her own need to
give something, her own anticipation of the pleasure
they’d get from her dinner—somehow she didn’t see
what I saw then. What I had seen in the look she gave
him, what I had seen in her eyes.
I swallowed and said, “No, Mamma. It’s not
really finished.”
She said, “But I thought—”
I looked down and said, “I didn’t finish it. I’m
sorry. I’m sorry,” I whispered.
After all this time, it is a confused and painful
memory. Why did I not simply explain, as soon as we
got downstairs: “Mamma, they didn’t want it, it’s the
wrong thing”? Probably because I was nine years old

and betrayal and love were so mixed in me I couldn’t
sort them into words. I think somehow, in a way I
couldn’t define, I felt protective—protective, oddly, of
them both, the Poor Renters and my mother. I
couldn’t say they wouldn’t want the card we’d both
been proud of because that would be to expose them,
not just their poverty but a desperation that had
nothing to do with earthquakes or shipwrecks. And I
couldn’t hurt my mother by telling her the truth: that
our well-intentioned efforts to help were stripping
them raw.
So I think my unfinished wish was the best
gift I could have given them.
I think so.
I think so . . .

“Hope you are soon up on your luck merry Christmas.”
about Christ, and who wouldn’t want him to be merry,
poor toad, with all he’d got to go through? Still, to
cover, I put a period after the “t” so they’d think I
meant it that way.
We hadn’t seen Poor Renters in a while, and
they made so little noise upstairs that we never knew
whether they were there or not. Though we didn’t
ever see them go out, either. It annoyed me that they
were so elusive because I wanted to give them that
card. I could, of course, have gone up and slipped
the card under their door. But I didn’t want that; I
wanted to see them open it, to see how cheered up
and grateful it would make them. Maybe they’d even
fix up my life right then and there. I resented their
nonappearance, as if they were depriving me of
something I had a right to.
My mother settled the issue by announcing
that she was going to ask them down for Christmas
dinner. She’d always made a big deal of that dinner,
and the Depression wasn’t going to change it. There’d
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minute. Her face looked raw and shiny. My mother
said, “Won’t you come down and have some
Christmas dinner with us? It’s just Evie and me,
and we’d love to have you.”
I can see it still: her quick look back at him,
then the way she lifted her hand and ran those round
calloused fingers through her hair. I can see him
sitting on the bed, looking at the floor. His shoulders
like a bent coat hanger. I can see the opened letter on
the bed beside him. I can smell the poor smell and feel
the heft of the silence.
Finally, she said, “Oh—oh no. No, no thank
you. It’s very kind but—I don’t think—we—I mean, we
have—”
My mother said, in that soothing way she
has, “No matter. If you change your mind, just come
down. There’s plenty, there’ll be leftovers. But Evie
has something she wants to give you. Why don’t you
run get it, honey.”
I don’t know how I knew it when my mother
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#66
from “Phonography” series

Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
VIII. If you had stayed for breakfast
I wake up, recalling your sweat from the night before,
how fine it was, all over you,
how you opened the window, and let the cold
pour all over you, how I'd had to climb
under the covers. I tiptoe past the room
where you slept, see your mouth open,
vulnerable, trusting, keep walking, open the stove, peek in.
Tiny redness peeks back out of the ash-dusted coals.
Snow dusts the trees (still silent),
the fields, the cars, the road.
Pink and blue streak the sky, and where night’s wind
already blew off the dusting,
the icy crust on the field shines lavender.
I dust snow off wood, carry it in,
build a new fire. It doesn’t need a match.
At breakfast you are smiling again. You are forgiving,
I am forgiving, but we still have
no clue how to love each other well.

I imagine this poem from bed.
Pull the covers to my neck,
too cold to build a new fire.
I hurt like a 17-year-old girl in a 47year-old body: losing the same lover again.
I sob my letting go, fully, for good
this time, for real. Out with the old.
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christmas
sling the season across your back
like the pack of a peddler
give away what you cannot possibly give
but believe in it anyways
present giver, in and out at all hours
sneaking sweets, judgment bringer

the suit we’ve been prepping for all year
now flaming red with embarrassment, laughter
tears, anger
so much to fit in this thin skating day
so much to do before midnight
this longest night of the heart
brown and tufted, pumping
harnessed
flying somewhere under the heavens
no star yet visible
in the darkness

Losing Santa Claus
I wasn’t living right. I didn't know what it was
I was doing wrong, but after spending a week sitting
in the chair, I was beginning to realize that it was
more than just Steve that was missing from my life.
I’d hardly eaten, hadn't talked to anyone and no one
seemed to notice. I’d considered going to the doctor
and getting some Prozac, but I didn’t know how it
would mix with alcohol.
To top it off, it was Christmas.

Go into the woods.

It wasn’t a voice exactly, but the kind of thing
they once talked about on Oprah, a feeling with
words. But it didn’t make any sense. I was already in
the woods. Hell, I had lived here for two years on the
side of this mountain; how much more woods-like
could you get? Besides, I wasn’t the kind of person
who heard voices. I was the logical type. A woman.

Go into the woods.

It was pulling at me hard now, an insistent
kind of thing. But I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want
any of those miraculous experiences associated with
nature, where you suddenly see everything so clearly
you’re lifted above all worldly experiences. I had tried
that by moving here. I could blame it on my aunt
Masie for dying and leaving me this cabin, but I knew
it was my fault for taking her up on the posthumous
offer to move in.

Go into the woods.

I wiggled my foot. Maybe it wasn’t meant to
be a positive experience. For one thing, it was twentytwo degrees outside and the night had just begun.
There was frostbite and hypothermia. There were
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hungry mountain lions and dead trees so loaded with
snow that they were about to fall down. Something
could be about to do me a favor.
I got up, pulled on all my bad weather gear,
then I put my cross country skis on the pile of snow in
the back of the pickup, hand-shoveled snow from off
the hood and windshield and away from the door. The
snowplow had come by a few hours ago, but for once,
hadn’t packed my truck in too tightly. I’d be able to
make it through the berm in front of the truck. I got
in, put the truck in four-wheel-low, and stepped on it.
It had snowed all day, about a foot, thick and
heavy, and it was still falling lightly. I drove a few
miles down the road, then turned in to a snow park
beside a cross-country trailhead.
The parking lot was lit up like a Christmas
tree from the headlights of four-wheel drive vehicles
parked in a circle so that they faced each other. I
cranked on the steering wheel to turn my truck
around. A man wearing an orange coat ran up to the
passenger side and flung open the door. “Park right
over there,” he said, and he pointed to a space
between two trucks.
“I’m just going to turn around here.”
“Come on. We’re waiting.” He slammed the
door, ran around the back of the truck, reached in,
and grabbed my skis. “Hey wait a minute,” I wanted to
yell, but all I could do was think, “They’re waiting?”
Maybe it was some kind of mass suicide, and by some
psychic force of nature, I’d been invited.
I pulled into the space the man had pointed to
and got out. It was then I saw the Sheriff’s vehicle and
Happy Holidays | 57

the group of people hovering around a map placed on
the hood.
This wasn’t a Jim Jones experience. There
was a mistake being made here. I walked up to the
man in the orange coat. “My skis,” I said, and I held
out my hand.
He handed them to me. “The guy that’s lost is
a flatlander.”
“Yeah, but. . .”
“He went out skiing at eight o’clock this
morning, was supposed to be back by noon but didn’t
show up.”
“Well, I’m not. . .”
“He’s wearing a Santa Claus coat and hat.
And jeans. He’s thirty-eight years old. His name is
Tim. And he’s not in the greatest physical shape. If
you know what I mean.” He looked at me. Our eyes
held. “I’m not search and rescue,” I wanted to say. “I
was just going out skiing in the dark.” Instead I heard
my voice say, “Santa Claus?”
He turned abruptly, waved his hand in the air.
“Let’s go.”
He straddled a snowmobile, made a motion
toward the back. There were two other snowmobiles,
two more drivers and two more skiers climbing on the
backs.
My new friend cranked on the throttle. “Get
on!” he yelled over his shoulder.
I pulled down my goggles, tucked the skis
under my arm, straddled the seat, and sat down.
The snowmobile took off so fast my head
snapped back. I recovered, leaned into the man in
front of me. I tried to keep my thighs away from him. I
didn’t know this man, couldn’t recall ever seeing him
before. And the last man I had allowed between my
thighs had broken my heart.
We zipped out of the parking lot, into the
opening where the trail began, careened around a
curve, climbed uphill, then leveled off.
The snowmobile slowed. I heard the others
doing the same. We stopped. In front of me, in the
light from the snowmobile, I could see an orange tag
dangling from a tree limb.
“Here,” the man said, and he motioned me off.
The other skiers were putting on their skis. I placed
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my skis on the ground, positioned my toes in the
bindings, and snapped them down.
“You guys ready?”
“Yeah,” someone behind me said.
“Karen?”
I looked up. The man was looking at me. My
name was Sara. I straightened. “Ah, yeah. I’m ready.”
He pointed from me to the two men. “You
guys all know each other?”
“No,” I said.
“Stan, Jim, Karen,” he said, pointing at each
of us.
“All right. Through here to Marmot. We
tagged the other side. We’ll pick you up there.”
This past week wasn’t the first time in my life
that I had been filled with a big empty feeling of sad.
It was the reason I’d started visiting Aunt Masie in
the first place. I was sixteen then, and had suffered
for years with periodic bouts of despair. The only
thing that intrigued me was this black-sheep aunt
that my father—Masie’s older brother—referred to as
“The Queen.”
I didn’t understand how a woman who lived
alone on a high altitude ridge in the middle of the
forest could think of herself as better than everyone
else, and my despair was pushed aside with my need
to find out. What I discovered was a woman with
a sense of independence and self-reliance that
could make anyone with a smidgen of insecurity feel
inferior. A woman who had never felt a black hole day
in her life. It was as if she had an immeasurable
source from which she drew strength. That source, I
decided after years of visiting her on this mountain,
came from the wilderness itself.
I kicked off behind the man named Stan. It
was rough going, a dense underbrush only partially
visible in the layering of fresh snow. I could see that
the snowmobiles wouldn’t be able to traverse this
area. We skied into a downhill clearing, let our skis
go, then began to climb again.
At the top of the hill, the terrain began to
level off. The sound of the snowmobiles became faint.
We made our way around the thick brush and came

out into another clearing. Stan suddenly stopped.
I plowed into the back of him.
“What in the hell you doing?”
“Sorry.” I backed up. “Didn’t see you.”
“Where’s your light?”
“Forgot it.”
“Forgot it?”
“Yep.”
“Shit,” I heard him say beneath his breath.
“Why didn’t you say something earlier?”
“Guess I forgot that too.”
“Okay,” Jim said. “Ready?”
For what?
“One, two, three. T-i-m-m-m!” Their voices
bellowed in unison. I heard their intakes of breath. “Ti
-i-i-i-m-m-m!”

I called them names too. While I’d never
actually looked for anyone, I’d hung around town
listening for news and a hint of an upcoming
celebration while participating in the jokes and
laugher. But this time felt different. And it wasn’t
only that I was one of the people doing the looking.
This time I knew what the lost person looked like,
and with the thought came the vision of Santa in his
big red coat. I didn’t want that vision, but there he
was, sitting in his big chair, beckoning to the kids to
sit on his lap and tell him what they wished for.
“You’re calling Santa Claus an asshole?” I
heard myself say.
“Santa Claus,” Jim said. It came out in a highpitched voice.
“Isn’t that who we’re looking for?”

“This time I knew what the lost person looked like, and with the thought
came the vision of Santa in his big red coat.”
Stan turned to me. “Are you with us or not?”
“Oh. Yeah.” I let my poles hang from the
straps around my wrists, put my hands around
my mouth, and yelled, “Ti-i-i-m-m-m!” Next to the
men’s voices, my own sounded high-pitched, shrill,
inexperienced, as if I had never bellowed before,
which was a lie; I had, but never for a legitimate
reason.
Stan tipped his head sideways and listened. I
did the same. No noise of a man calling back, in fact,
no sound now at all. I had never known the night to be
so quiet.
“Where is this dumb asshole?” Jim said, and
he spat on the ground.
Dumb asshole. I’d heard it enough times.
Flatlanders would come to the mountains and get
themselves lost and some of the townspeople would
get up from their dinner tables or out of their beds in
the middle of the night to go look for them. Calling the
lost person names kept from personalizing him; after
all, you didn’t want to think that the guy you might
find dead also had a dinner table and a bed.

“We’re looking for a man named Tim.”
“Jesus,” Stan said. The men’s headlamps
swung around in the opposite direction and began to
move fast. I followed the beams, trying to stay in the
men’s tracks. We were breathing hard, Jim, the track
maker, even harder. From below us came the roughedged sound of the snowmobiles. We stopped and
listened as they started their climb up the hill parallel
to us.
The men suddenly stopped. “This is it for the
night,” Jim said, and he spat on the ground.
“You mean you’re quitting?”
“We been out here since afternoon.”
“You can’t just go home.”
“We’ll come back in the morning,” Stan said.
“We got to get some sleep.”
“It’s not that far until morning now.”
“Look,” Jim said, “We ain’t seen ass or shine
from this guy. At this point, his tracks have been
covered. All we’re doing is going in circles. Round and
round ’til we freeze our asses off.”
He was right. The temperature was continuing
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to drop. Even though I was dressed right, I could feel
the cold coming up from the snow through the
bottoms of my boots, into my legs, and up into my
torso, and with the feeling came the vision again,
only this time it was different: I could see his droopy
beard, his red hat sopping wet and hanging crooked
from his head. I could see a happy man in trouble.
“I’m not quitting.” I heard myself say the
words, and at the same time, felt the voice saying
them rise up from deep inside me.
“Yeah right.”
“I mean it. You quit, you quit without me.”
“What’s your point, girl?”
“Don’t call me girl. And my point is that
I’m going to find Santa Claus.” I’d never felt such
conviction in my life. It was as if something had
overcome me that I had no control over. Something
that I wanted.
“Just think what the kids are going to feel

didn’t come. I knew he wasn’t real; I’d known it since I
was six, but I loved him anyway, and it wasn’t just
because of the presents. I loved watching television
on Christmas Eve when the show was interrupted
by an announcement that NORAD was tracking a
flying object in their air space. I loved waking up on
Christmas morning, going into the living room,
and seeing the presents that hadn’t been there the
night before and knowing that it was Santa who was
supposed to have left them. It was this part, his
visible invisibility, that I loved the most.
“Hell, he stopped coming to see me when I
was ten,” Stan said.
“Because you went around telling everybody
he was a scam. You didn’t have enough sense to know
you had a good thing going.” Jim moved closer to
Stan. “You still don’t.”
Stan’s light beam shone on his feet.
“The guy’s overweight,” I said. “The guy

“I loved waking up on Christmas morning, going into the living room,
and seeing the presents that hadn’t been there the night before . . . ”
like when he doesn’t show up on Christmas Eve.”
“You on drugs? ’Cause if you are. . .”
“She’s got a point there, Jim. You should
know that.”
“What in the hell are you talking about?”
“You’re the one who believed in Santa Claus
’til you was thirteen.”
“I ought’a kick your ass.”
“It’s true and you know it.” Stan’s light
turned toward me. “I went over to his house that
Christmas morning and he was crying ’cause Santa
didn’t come. Standing there holding the rifle he got
and crying. Thirteen years old.”
“You son-of-bi. . .”
“I know what he felt like,” I said. “The same
thing happened to me,” and with the words a memory:
Standing in front of the Christmas tree and realizing
there were no extra presents from Santa. “At least
Jim got him a year longer than I did.”
It was true. I was twelve that Christmas he
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they’re calling Tim.”
“Stan-n-n-n-n!”
“Jim-m-m-m-m-m!”
“He’s not going to last long out here. And
that’s no scam.”
Stan’s light went off.
“Kar-e-e-e-e-e-e-en!”
I stared at them. “I don’t have a problem,” I
said. “It’s not my name.”
“Karen?”
“Yeah. I mean, no.”
“Then what is it?”
“Doesn’t matter. If I don’t answer to Karen,
it’s not my fault because it’s not my name.”
The night was silent.
Stan spat on the ground.
“I wish you guys would stop that. I have a
weak stomach.”
“You can’t see anything.”
“Just the sound makes me sick.”

The snowmobiles started. They came down
from the top, around to the side of us. They stopped.
“Jim! Stan! Kare-n-n-n-n!”
We didn’t move. A moment later, the
snowmobiles started up again. They continued until
they had nearly circled us, then hit the straight-away.
“Well,” Stan said when the sound had died.
“How do we find this old fart?”
We headed North. It was first back downhill.
We traversed to a wide, clear area, then turned our
skis downhill, and let them go. We passed an orange
tag sticking out from a tree limb. The clouds had
settled low near the canyon; they whipped past me
in wet puffs. I felt free and easy like I’d gone into
another dimension. I felt like I was flying through
time.
We reached the bottom, crossed over the
snowmobile tracks then started uphill. It was rough
going, a dense underbrush. We clamored over a fallen
tree. Behind us came the sound of the snowmobiles
returning to the trailhead.
“Jim! Stan! Kar-en-n-n-n-n-n!” we heard
behind us.
“Sounds like they got a hold of a bullhorn.
They expect us to yell our throats out but they get a
bullhorn.”
“That’s the bureaucracy for ya.”
“Fuck ’em.”
The brush broke loose to free flat terrain. Our
rhythms joined. We were breathing in unison.
On that first Christmas morning without
Santa Claus, I was shocked. My parents knew I didn’t
believe in him, but they hadn’t said he wasn’t coming
anymore, and as I stood in front of the Christmas tree,
staring at what wasn’t there, the shock settled into a
deep disappointment. I went back to bed before my
parents could get up and see what I knew had to be a
bad look on my face. After all, I was twelve years old. I
knew my father was giving me a necklace, the first
piece of jewelry he’d ever given me. I didn’t want him
to think he’d made a mistake in seeing my maturity.

And I didn’t want to appear ungrateful for any of the
other gifts my parents had carefully chosen and
wrapped, and so by the time we all got up, I was able
to pretend I didn’t notice the absence of Santa Claus,
and by nightfall, I believed I’d convinced myself
that an imaginary fat man and his flying reindeer
belonged in my past with dolls and teddy bears.
The tracks appeared. Jim saw them first. He
stopped, kneeled down. “They’re fresh,” he said.
“Pretty much,” Stan said.
I looked down but all I could see was a subtle
indentation in the snow, nothing that looked to me
like anything I’d ever seen on TV. “How fresh are
they?”
“He’s not that far ahead of us.”
A flutter in my chest, too high and too close
to my heart to be an indication of pregnancy. I
straightened. The men did the same.
“Let’s give it a try,” Stan said. We cupped our
hands around our mouths. “San-n-n-n-nta-a-a!” We
tipped our heads, listened hard. Still nothing.
“It’s okay,” Jim said, excitement evident in
his voice. “We’ll stay with them.”
I fell into line just to the right of the tracks.
We followed them around a dense brushy area, went
into a clearing, fast and easy, then headed uphill
again.
In the light from Jim and Stan’s foreheads,
the tracks were becoming clearer to me. I could make
out the way he moved, the bend of his ankles, the
stride of his short legs, the heavy weight of his body
on the skis. I felt his presence as if he were skiing
alongside us and I suddenly realized that I had lied to
myself that Christmas I was twelve. I wasn’t too old
for Santa. On a certain level I knew that, but I pushed
that knowledge deep down inside of me. And it had
cost me. Over the years, that knowing had carved
out a big empty hole inside of me, one that I had
unconsciously tried to fill with people and their
places. But nothing—not Steve nor Masie, nor the
wilderness I erroneously thought Masie had obtained
her essence from—could replace that one essential
thing that I understood now was missing from my life:
The need to believe in the unbelievable.
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A straight uphill. The tracks herringboned.
We herringboned. They sidestepped. We sidestepped.
There was sweat on my forehead beneath my hat.
Beneath my clothes, on my arms, were goose bumps.
We reached the top, took on an easy, fluid
slide beside the tracks. Then stopped.
It was too dark to see, but I could feel the
chasm of the cliff below us.
“Can you believe it?” Stan said. “The bastard
went over the edge. Just like that. Just fine and
dandy.”
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“Zoom,” Jim said, “like an airplane,” and he
aimed his hand up toward the sky. My eyes followed
its movement.
“Yep,” I thought to say. “That’s a man for
you.” But past Jim’s hand my eyes caught the break of
clouds being tracked by a now visible moon. The
clouds moved fast, now dark, now light, and between
their combining and separating, I could see him in
that sleigh, his beard flapping in the wind, his hands
holding the reins tight. I could see him riding high
across the face of the moon.

Unicorn for Jolene
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Choice

Seasonal Photography

A pregnancy clinic, a winter morning. I remember this street at Christmastime:
netted lights, carolers, Joy to the World resounding.
My counselor, a volunteer named Mary, slips me a book on reclaiming my
virginity. Its spine stripes the shelf of my church’s library. Mary passes me a
cup. The test is free, only costs our time. I empty myself into it, carry it to the
exam room where Mary steeps the stick.

She disinfects the countertop after, robing herself in the white smell of Clorox.
“So what would you have done”—vise grip on the cloth—“had it been positive?”
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Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
IX. If you’d come to the woods for the ritual . . .
. . . it would have been very different. Maybe you would have liked to see
my soul-sister smudge me, pray for me to let go of the old attachment
to failed love and make room for the new. Maybe you would have had something else
to say to the goddess, who we invited to clear our spirits and bring us
new loves and skillful means.

You might have been shocked to see when the smoke touched me and
my sister’s words made it through my mind and through my body to what
had lain asleep in my solar plexus, how it looked like an orgasm. How I made a similar
sound. How the energy burned up my feet from the snow and rattled out
the crown of my head, how I got it.
I think that was a yes.

Merciful Heavens
If the Eskimos have twenty-seven words for
snow, this must be number twenty-eight, an igloocrushing cloud avalanche rumbling in from the arctic
on this night of nights, smothering Boston’s cow-path
streets and blunt high-rises. Stuttering gusts rattle
my cab as I brake-tap down Tremont, squinting
through iced windows at the zombie parade of lastminute shoppers who inch through the blowing snow
like ghost images. A hand sticks out and I skid over.
“Merciful heavens, aren’t you the gift of the
angels,” the woman says in a melodious voice as she
heaves two shopping bags and herself into the back.
Heavy-set or heavily wrapped, middle-ish-aged, eyes
vague behind fogged lenses, which she wipes, then
smiles, probably getting a load of my Santa hat.
“Babcock House,” she says, the retirement home just
south of Boylston. My tires spin, the cab gyros
sideways, then we’re lurching down the traffic-less
street through the bleached urban tundra.

On Dancer . . .

How could Christmas Eve have come to this? I
bought a Star Market pre-cooked turkey, a small tree,
a ten-pack of CVS colored globes, and a string of
lights that twinkled. I paid a guy fifty bucks to tune
the upright, and polished the song lyrics until the
message was unmistakable. But Ann Marie had
sniffed it out, probably even guessed about the ring in
my pocket. Five years’ll do that.
“There’s no point letting you go through this,”
she’d said this afternoon, preempting my rehearsed
pitch. She might have been crying as she turned out
the door.
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waves.

We don’t go half a block before another hand

“Do you mind?” I ask the woman in back.
“You’re on an errand of mercy, young man,”
she says, so I let a guy and his little son into the front.
They’re going to Filene’s to see Santa, which is on the
way enough.
“The T’s down,” the man says, clapping snow
all over the dash. “Like winter’s some big surprise.
Doesn’t this thing have heat?” The boy pokes at the
meter and zeroes it out. “Connor, what did I say?”
“No problem, we’ll just call it seven bucks,” I
say, punching the button and handing a candy cane
to the kid. At Filene’s, the guy tosses me a ten, then
holds the door for a parka’d woman who sags into the
front seat and wrestles an overstuffed Jordan Marsh
bag into the space between us.
“Oh my fucking God,” she says, eyes closed,
bouncing her head against the partition. “It’s the
fucking nightmare before Christmas.”
“You’re telling me,” I say. I’ll put my story
up against anyone’s. Who gets dumped on Christmas
Eve? She peels back her hood, releasing a spring-load
of curls, dabs here and there from her compact,
swipes her lips and makes a kissy-face at me.
“Okay?” she says.
“Um, you look great, yeah.” Is that what she’s
asking? “But where are you going?”
“Where do you feel like taking me,
handsome?” Lowered eyelids, then a laugh. “I’m just
fucking with you. But if I were ten years younger, I’d
blow off that other dickhead. Park Plaza, please.” She
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turns to the visor mirror, and I put the cab in gear,
glancing in the rearview at the woman in back, who
seems cool. On Prancer . . .
Any other time, the woman’s fecund perfume,
her lips-at-the-ready, her Julie Christie mane, would
have added up to at least a tingle, but she’s only
making me lonely for the clean scent of Ann Marie’s
skin, her pale, child-like face with its brief whisk of
rouge, her straight, black hair that strand by strand
escapes from her ballet bun in the course of a day.
At the Park Plaza, the woman gives me a
lingering smooch on the cheek and takes her time
sliding a folded bill into my shirt pocket. For one
irrational moment I’m afraid she’s going to reach into
my jeans for change, but then she flounces out with
an over-the-shoulder “Merry Christmas.” Through
the open door I see steam puffing out of a herd of
worried faces.
“I can take three,” I say, and to the woman
behind me, “You should get in the front. You’re
definitely first.” She slides in next to me, and the
lucky three crowd into the back with all their blizzard
-and-Christmas rigmarole. I conjure a coherent if
erratic route, but first aim the cab toward Babcock
House.
I almost overshoot the left onto Mass. Ave,
misdirected by the snow jiggling in the conflicting
winds, but soon we’re schussing down the hill past
Boston Conservatory, and I wonder where all the
ballerinas go on Christmas Eve. Where is Ann
Marie at this moment, the very moment she should
be saying yes to our new life together? Maybe
she’s cozied up in her apartment on Hemenway,
remembering how I used to make up little songs as I
watched her plie and tendu, maybe posing right now
in front of the mirror in her tights, arranging her
hands, her posture, her attitude, her toes just right.
Wishing I were there. Piano fingers, she sometimes
called me. Rhymes with lingers, I kept thinking as I
was writing the song.
“I’m just three streets that way,” a voice
pleads from the back as we turtle along.
“Lord knows I’m in no hurry,” says the
woman next to me and turns around. “What address
was that?”
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It makes logistic sense to drop off the other
two as well: a young guy going to the Roosterfish on
Beacon, then an elderly man with a cane, who I let
out in front of a clapboard bungalow that’s lit up
like a gingerbread house. He staggers a bit on the
shoveled walk, then warm light spills from the front
door and a figure bounds out and takes his arm. Inside
I see candles, people in red sweaters, a piano. The
door closes behind them, and we soldier on.
“I’m Felicia, by the way,” says my new
companion.
“Ann Marie,” I reply. She looks at me
strangely. “I just said ‘Ann Marie,’ didn’t I?” I cough
out a laugh. “Actually, it’s Jeff.” I hand her a candy
cane. “Ann Marie’s my girlfriend . . . or not.”
“She must be a lovely girl.” The woman
unwinds her thick-knit scarf and pulls off a stocking
cap. Her grey hair is curled tight to her skull, her face
olive and weathered. She could be fifty, or eighty, and
doesn’t remind me of anybody.
“Yeah, she’s definitely lovely,” I say, “and it
would be even lovelier if I was with her now instead of
out here driving around god-knows-where.”
“It can be a hard time of year,” she says.
“There.” She points to a woman who’s ducking under
the wind and clutching a bundle to her chest, waving
like crazy.
“Are you sure?” I say.
“What’s she supposed to do?” she says, so I
hit the brakes, a little hard, and fishtail to the curb.
The woman backs in, and I see she’s holding an
infant.
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, there’s room at the
inn after all,” she says, then to the little thing in her
arms, “Your grandma is going to be so surprised,” and
kisses its forehead. “Do you know Dorchester?”
“Of course we do,” says Felicia.
“Ann Marie’s missing all the fun,” Felicia
says, hours later, and I have to admit it is fun, flying
down the slick, empty streets like some kind of
Christmas superhero, and definitely, Ann Marie
would totally enjoy this. Sometimes she rode shotgun
with me, and when business was slow, we might park
out on the pier, breathe the tangy Atlantic air and
watch the planes land across the harbor.

Certainly there isn’t another guy. I’d have
known, she keeps her heart on her arm. It kills me
that she still wants to be a dancer and I don’t—yet—
have the means to make that happen for her, which I
would if I could, but songwriting . . . Not that I’m not
working my ass off every day, inspired or not, turning
out okay stuff, but it would veer off with a mind of its
own, and in short, nobody is throwing any money at
me.
“I wrote her a song,” I say.
“I’m sure it’s wonderful and she’ll love it.”
“Actually, it pretty much sucks. Turns out
you can’t just write a song for somebody.”
“How does it go?”
I think, but can’t recall one bit of the melody
or a single tortured couplet.
“No, it really does suck.”
Ten o’clock and the stores are closing, lastminute shoppers followed close by exhausted sales
people looking to join their own families. I turn off the
meter and scoop up waving bodies like a snowplow
while Felicia keeps track of the tens and twenties
flying through the partition. The maddening snow
continues to pile up, often getting the better of my
overworked wipers, and occasionally Felicia sticks
her head out the window to help me find the road.
“What about you?” I ask her. “Where is your
family tonight?”
“My boys are grown and long gone.”
“They don’t live here?
“Oh heavens no. They’re far away.” She gazes
off, and I see a shine in the corner of her eye.
She remains quiet as we pick up a couple of
drunk students and drop them off in a gentrified block
of Babcock Street in the south end. We tool along for
a bit, but nobody’s waving for a cab, and soon we come
to Babcock House. I slow to a stop, suddenly aware of
how beat I am.
“Well, it’s been quite a night,” I say to my copilot. “I bet you’ll be happy to climb into a warm bed.”
She’s fishing through a large handbag. “Let
me just get my keys.”
I turn on the dome light and see that she
looks older than her voice sounds. She has on a grey
cloth coat that couldn’t possibly be warm enough, her

feet encased in old-fashioned buckle-up galoshes like
I’d worn as a kid.
“I know they’re here,” she says, frowning over
her bifocals, but she’s moving things back and forth in
the same repetitive fashion to where I know they
aren’t in there, and I reach into one of her shopping
bags. “No, I’ve got that.” She takes it from me just as I
glimpse the crumpled newspaper and what looks like
empty cans and some take-out Chinese cartons. “I’m
sure it’s unlocked anyway,” she says, fumbling for the
door handle.
“Wait here.” I crank the heat and shiver out
into the sleety darkness, where I climb over a plowed
snow bank, then up the un-shoveled stairs of Babcock
House. The doorknob doesn’t turn, and as I search for
the bell, I notice an official-looking sign posted next to
the door. I back up a few steps, see that the windows
have no shades, everything dark, then rattle the knob
once more, knowing it’d do no good to knock.
Back in the cab, Felicia stares straight ahead,
clutching her bags like they’re her twin babies. I turn
off the dome and we sit in the reflected snow-light in
front of the blowing vents.
“Where were you going to go?” I ask.
“I don’t know. I guess I thought we’d drive
around all night and then tomorrow would be
Christmas and everything would be okay, because it’s
Christmas.”
“I sort of had the same idea,” I say, and we sit
quietly for another moment.
“I too was once a dancer,” she says. Had I told
her Ann Marie was a dancer? “It’s a selfish thing. All
you have is your own body. And it’s hopeless too.
Gravity always wins.”
“I think the arts are all selfish. Maybe not
selfish, actually, but self-absorbed.”
“But somehow we manage, and here we are,”
she says.
“Yeah, well it’s not where I want to be.”
“Where do you want to be?”
Good question. I could have stayed in my
apartment, sans Ann Marie, and worked on the damn
song. I could be back in Kansas, where I was once a
child stretched in front of the fireplace imagining the
Christmas tree lights were faraway galaxies. Or dead
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in ’Nam, like the kid in the dorm next to me
with lottery number seven. I gaze out at the
bleached wilderness Boston has become, everyone’s
expectations buried under inches and feet of white
powder, put the cab in gear and crunch back into
what I imagine to be the center of the street.
“I guess this is fine,” I say, thinking about the
cold turkey in my fridge. Ann Marie. Cold turkey.
There’s your stupid third verse. “Come on,” I say to
Felicia. “One more stop.”
We pull up to my apartment on Queensbury,
where I edge the cab tight against a snow bank, then
grab Felicia’s bags and help her out the driver’s side.
The snow has finally relented, the wind is spent, and
in the cottony silence, it feels like we’re the only two
people in a large, white living room. We squeak armin-arm through the soft powder to the front door of
the ramshackle brick building, then up the stairs and
into my one-bedroom, where my sad little tree sags
like it’s embarrassed by the paltry string of lights and
store-bought bulbs that signify nothing. I notch up
the thermostat and hear the radiator ticking as I
guide Felicia to the couch and ease her down. She
exhales greatly and wipes her glasses, then looks
around with magnified eyes.
“Goodness, Jeffrey, such a nice place.”
My mom was the only one who ever called me
Jeffrey. Not when I was in trouble, but when she had
something important to tell me. The extra syllable.
Pay attention, it said, and I had when she’d told me I
had a baby sister coming. That her cancer was
treatable. That we were moving to the suburbs. And
the first time, I remember, when she took my hand
and walked me toward my grandmother’s open
casket. Jeffrey, she always says now when I answer
the phone, some urgent affair our only reason for
speaking anymore.
“Are you hungry? Thirsty?” I yell from the
kitchen, reaching past the bottle of Korbel for the
turkey, then reconsider and pull out the champagne,
pop the cork, and pour a deserving amount into two
coffee mugs. Back in the living room, Felicia’s eyes
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are closed and she’s very still. I ease the cup down
and lean close to listen for a breath, relieved to see
her chest swelling up and down. She doesn’t budge as
I unbuckle her galoshes and pull them off. I lift her
legs onto the couch and her head tips the other way
until she’s lying prone.
I shake off my jacket and pull a retirement
fund’s worth of bills and change out of the pockets,
then sit on the floor next to the couch, take a good
pull of the bubbly, and count out over three hundred
dollars. “Shotgun on Christmas Eve always gets a
hundred bucks,” I say, sliding five twenties into the
pocket of the coat that’s still wrapped tightly around
her. I find the afghan my grandma knitted for me,
drape it over Felicia, and tuck a pillow beneath her
head. Then I turn off the overhead lights, leaving only
the twinkling from the tiny Christmas tree, which
casts Tinkerbell shadows around the room and winks
in the bubbles of my champagne.

Seasonal Photography

A stab of light penetrates my eyelids and
they flip up. I squint against the too bright and too
cheerful sun, and too late I reach for the dream that’s
sliding away, something about the woman I dropped
at the Park Plaza. I’m in my chair, covered by
my grandma’s afghan. I look over at the couch,
remembering, and see it’s empty. The five twenties sit
on the table next to the rest of my haul. No galoshes,
no bags.
I hear a clattering of pans from the other
room and realize I smell onions frying. I wrap the
afghan around me and shuffle into the kitchen, where
she has her back to me, whisking a bowl of eggs. She
turns at the sound of my footsteps.
“Jeffrey.” Ann Marie looks at me, standing
still with her lips parted. Her unpinned black hair
hangs down over her shoulders and half of her face,
and she pulls it aside. “I’m so sorry,” she says then,
and comes to me, and I fold her tiny dancer body into
the afghan. “I’m sorry,” she keeps saying, over and
over, until I believe her.
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Ten paper darts at one New Year’s
X. Another kind of yes
I smudged my sister in the new light of the open sky above the old maple,
which had died and fallen almost all the way to the ground.
It was easy to pray for her, golden-rule easy,
to wish her what I wished: a new lover, as soon as she is ready, to love her well and deeply;
that she will know she deserves this, as she is so loving and giving and ripe;
that spirit fill her: fresh, full, nourishing, clear.
Over by the oldest living maple, where a half-frozen vernal pool
covered the living green of a hardy violet, and a spider
walked across the water, a miracle,
we prayed for all earth:
Clean air, clear water, and plenty of healthy food for all.
I would have loved to wave the lavender and white sage into your whitening, wild hair,
with the snow on the maple bark behind you. How the tree would have framed you,
held you in love as it did us. How the bits of snow alighting from the canopy above
would have moistened your cheek as they melted, cool tears:
how I would have loved you.
But would you have loved the new prayer that still sings in my heart?
Or would you have imagined we kept the loss at bay, outside
the circle of our snow-lit hope?
Would we have been able to be as open to spirit as we were without you?
And would you have let the goddess shake you free, would you
let her touch you like you had, the night before, let my fingers at your nape
gently awaken your spine?
You’re it.
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