








































































































already drunk, so nobody really noticed when I showed up'r 
even bothered t'ask where I'd been. F'r all they could remem­
ber, I'd been there the whole night. 

There was a big shit sandwich the whole team had t'eat a 
few days later though. We all had t'ah stand tall in front ah 
the man f'r like two hours. I played it dumb like everybody 
else, but our cover was blown. We were scrubbin shiners 
n'pulling mess duty f'r like the next four months. 

God, Casper was a stupid motherfucker. Man, Cuz, it's 
hard t'believe I actually miss that sorry sap. 

3. Brown Boys, Discharges and Real Men 

Nothing brings you together like a common enemy. 
- David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest 

Veteran's benefits?-shit. I ain't got no vet benefits. I 
didn't get no honorable. They kicked my ass out; I was in the 
wrong fuckin place at the wrong fuckin time. 

I was standin Barracks Duty NCO with this boot from 
Motor-T, some sorry ass-wipe private from Hee-Haw Junc­
tion Klan-tucky. It was like two in the mornin. Everybody 
was asleep. I'd told the boot t'wake me up if anything hap­
pened. I mean shit, what kind ah pussy can't wake a man up? 
Y'got a situation, y'wake up y'r Duty Non-Commissioned 
Officer, the man in charge. Y'grab his leg. Y'slap his face. 
Y'wake him the fuck up. 

What? ... Whatda hell I tell ya before? ... Don't be 
interuptin me with stupid questions when I'm tryin t'tell a 
fuckin story. It don't matter what the fuck Motor-T stands 
for. It's short f'r Motor Transport, brainiac. Now, where the 
fuck was I? .. . 

Huh? ... Yeah, yeah, okay ... Now, let's see. Goddamn 
it. All right, here we go. Now, what happened was, this 
brown boy-Simmons, some shirt lifter Recon got from 
Division S-4-got his signals crossed with this dude named 
Ford. Y'see, ol Ford was always tryin t'be funny, talkin shit 
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like he was gay, y'know, actin all queer n 'shit just t'get a 
laugh. Y'put a bunch ah sex-starved macho a-holes t'gether 
and it never fails-some fuckwad is gonna play the ol gay 
angle joke, y'know, faking homo shit just to get a rise outa 
somebody or freak somebody out. It just happens. Hell, I 
done my fair share, jokin round with my bros but never like 
ol Ford. He made a habit of it. It was kinda like his trade­
mark or sumpm. So, from what I figured, Ford said sumpm 
t'Simmons, n 'Simmons thought he was serious, so Simmons 
snuck over t'Ford's rack after lights out f'r a little y'know 
what. Like I said-fucked-up, huh? 

Well, I guess Simmons realized pretty damn quick his ga~ 
dar must ah given'm a false reading, so he took off out ah the 
barracks. So ol Ford gets up, gets a nine-mil he had stashed 
out ah his car n 'comes straight back t'that boot from Ken­
tucky, my Assistant Duty, and tells him flat out what hap­
pened. Ford told him sumpm like, "This motherfuckin 
faggot just tried t 'suck my dick. I'm gonna shoot the 
cocksucker. Y'better wake up y'r Duty NCO." So that boot 
comes back t 'the NCO section where I'm racked out n'tries 
t'wakeme. 

That's what he said at the fuckin court-martial at least. 
Said he woke me up n'that I told'm t'leave me alone. Said I 
told him t'let Ford shoot the faggot. 

That boot went back out t'Ford n'told him I said he 
could shoot that brown boy. Can y'believe that shit? Yeah, I 
hereby authorize ya t'let Ford cap some faggot. 

01 Ford, bein a card carryin homophobe like every other 
straight motherfucker in the Corps, went outside, found 
Simmons, n 'returned the favor with four nine-mil rounds 
t'his chest. 

Now, let's just suppose f'r purely hypothetical reasons I 
did say sumpm t'that boot like, "Whatever, let'm shoot the 
fudge packer, just leave me alone." I shouldn't'ah been held 
accountable f'r sumpm like that, sumpm I said when I was 
half asleep. It shouldn't'ah been considered no lawful order. I 
don't even member bein woken up, much less sayin nutin. 
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Now Ford was my buddy and all. I mean we didn't go 
kibitzin around with each other every weekend, but we'd 
spent some time out in the bush together, and I never had a 
problem with'm, but I'll tell ya what. He's the one who 
should ah swallowed that whole giant turd. He put four 
rounds through that brown boy at like twenty meters-killed 
the motherfucker. But, in the fuckin Suck the Duty NCO's 
always responsible fr any shit that goes down on his watch, 
so I got royally ass-fucked, too. 

I frget what they convicted me of. There was sumpm in 
there bout conduct unbecomin an NCO, that Article 36 
bullshit, the catch-me fuck-me one. The one that says even 
though y'didn't break any real rules, we're still gonna fuck ya 
cause this one covers everything. I think they even had some 
bullshit in there about authorizin the unlawful discharge of 
an illegal firearm. 

Y'know what pisses me off more than anything about all 
that shit though? It's the simple fact that the higher-ups knew 
Simmons was a pillow biter when they sent him t' Recon. 
The XO knew he was a flamer, and the zeros up at HQ 
knew, too, cause he was already on his way out when Recon 
got him. I know they just sent him t'Recon cause they knew 
sumpm like that would happen. It's like they wanted him 
t'get capped. I mean, why else would they send some homo 
t'Recon, the single most sadistic unit in all the fuckin mili­
tary? Everybody knows if that kind ah shit floats t'the sur­
face some stupid motherfucker's gonna-at least-put the 
brown boy in the hospital. That's just the way it works. 

It's all such ah fugazi. I mean, I worked with that guy 
Simmons fr like a week in S-4 before he got capped, and I'll 
tell y 'what, he was just a regular ol macho Gyrene. That 
holy-roller-homosexuals-are-immoral-sinners crap 
everybody's always preachin is bullshit, pure fuckin bullshit. 
Morality ain't got fuck t'do with it. I mean, I know I done a 
helluv ah lot ah worse shit than suckin some dude's cock in 
my time. Goddarnn, if it's that fuckin hard t'get t'heaven, 
they can send my ass t'hell. One thing's fr sure though, bein 
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queer sure as fuck ain't got nutin t'do with being masculine. 
It's just a simple question ah what they call Ass-thetics­
y'know, whatever type a ass gets y'off: male'r female. Unfor­
tunately fr Simmons, nobody in the fuckin military will ever 
figure that shit out. 

Now that I think about it, Simmons didn't quite under­
stand that shit either. I member- before I ever knew he was 
gay-! asked him why he joined the Corps. It's kind ah funny 
what he said; he wasn't really any different than me. He said 
he just wanted t'be a Marine-he said he thought the Corps 
would make him a real man. 

4. No One Ever Tells Y'That Shit 

Can the foot soldier teach anything imjXJrtant about war, 
merely for having been there? I think not. He can tell war stories. 

-Tim O'Brien, If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship 
Me Home 

Y're what? Y're joinin the Corps! Whatda fuck? 
Whatd'ya think, it's all some kind ah Hollywood bullshit 
where y'go t'war, save the day, n 'everybody lives happily 
ever after? 

What? 
Oh, fuck me, huh? 
Y're a tough guy, now, huh? Got it all figured then? 
Well just sit the fuck down and shut up tough guy cause 

y'don't know dick. I'm gonna spell it all out fr ya once n'fr 
all, n 'if y'still wanna go join the Suck, be my guest. 

Them fuckin stories I told ya, y'thought those were kind 
ah funny, huh? Y'liked'm, didn't ya? Well, I got one more 
fuckin story fr ya here, but this one's different-there ain't a 
Goddamn funny thing about it. 

Bout a week before the scheduled G-Day ah Desert 
Storm-when the breach ah Kuwait was scheduled t'kick 
off-allah Recon Battalion moved t'the Saudi-Kuwait berm 
t'start reconin the division's forward area fr raghead units 
n'minefields. 

52 



Since my team was the big combat first-kill heroes, we 
got picked as the team that was gonna do the actual eyes-on­
objective reconin. We was gonna go out flrst n'fartherest, 
some ten odd miles into the raghead front lines, recon some 
mineflelds, then send all the info back through a radio-relay 
team dug in a few klicks behind us who'd in tum relay it 
back t'HQ. 

God knows they could ah picked a better team then us. I 
was the fuckin Assistant Team Leader, and I was the laziest, 
complaininest motherfucker in the whole Goddamn Battal­
ion. 01 Grope-y'r-ass was our team leader. He was a bearable 
guy, but he didn't know dick about Recon. He'd spent the 
last four years on barracks duty in the fuckin Philippines, 
catchin the clap, bonin 12-year-old whores. Then we had 
Casper, and I told y 'bout that inbred. Believe it'r not, he was 
our fuckin navigator. Me n'Dunc humped the radios, and 
neither ah us knew diddly about comm. Brody was the point 
man, and he was just a dumb pack mule. Mac was tail-end 
Charlie, and that redneck bitched almost as much as I did. 

Duncan, Macdonald, Brody n'me were bro's though, 
called ourselves the Band ah the Hand. Mac was a crazy 
redneck from Tennessee who was always listenin t'Hank 
Junior on his Walkman. Brody was some crazy-assed drug 
fiend from the Midwest, and Dune was a smart-assed surfer­
punk, muscle-head from Florida. 

The day before we left f'r Saudi we all went out n'got shit 
faced on tequila njagermeister n'bumt each other on the 
back ah the hands with lit cigarettes, right on the meaty part 
between the thumb n'the forefinger. I can't really explain 
why the fuck we did it other than it just seemed like the 
thing t'do at the time-we was bro's, y'know. 

So we was bro's before they fuckin sent us t'the desert, 
and we got even tighter there. Y'know what I mean-tight? 
Well, what I mean is closer than I ever been to anybody: 
friend or family, woman or man-we was bro's. Lemme tell 
ya sumpm, it ain't like nowhere else in the whole fuckin 
world, the desert ain't-everything just gets real fuckin 
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serious out there. I know this might sound like some kind ah 
candy-ass bullshit, but it's the truth. Out in the desert it all 
just kind ah melts, everything, into one giant, empty noth­
ingness, just endless time n'empty space. Everything y'fuckin 
do seems t'take fr fuckin ever. Time just stands still, every 
fuckin moment, every fuckin second; they all just drip by 
like thick-assed molasses. You'd be pullin ftrewatch in the 
middle ah the fuckin night, out in the middle ah that giant 
empty nowhere, and y'd look at y'r watch, and it'd be three­
oh-five. Then y'd fuckin suffer y'r way through an hour ah 
waitin n'watchin n'contemplatin y'r own nothingness, and 
then, y'd look again, and it'd be fuckin three-oh-six.. It all just 
fuckin slows down out there. It was war-time, Cuz, desert­
war time. Somehow y'just can't help but think n'talk about 
the big stuff like love n 'death when y're livin on desert-war 
time. It just draws it out ah ya, Cuz, like y're tryin t'fill up 
all that space n'time with the power ah y'r own measly little 
life. 

Yep, we was bro's, but that didn't mean we were moti­
vated, dedicated Gyrenes. We weren't that stupid. We didn't 
wanna be in the Suck-nobody did. Shit, we scammed our 
way out ah as much ah the daily bullshit as we could­
everybody did. 

Don't be shakin y'r fuckin head at me, motherfucker. It's 
true. Wise up, braindead. It's the fuckin Marine Corps­
every aspect ah y'r motherfuckil:l reality is controlled, from 
the length ah y'r hair down t'the shine on y'r fuckin boots, 
n'lemme tell ya, that shit ain't no fuckin fun if y'gotta mind 
ah y'rown. 

Anyway, dickhead, like I's sayin, my team got picked, so 
we did as we's told cause that's all y'can ever do in the fuckin 
Crotch: follow y'r orders n'hope fr the best. 

So we got our patrol orders and we set out on the first 
night ah that mission. It was on one ah them eerie, pitch­
black nights. I'm talkin zero ilium, no moon, no stars, just 
cold, black empty darkness: the kind ah dark that scares 
y'down deep in y'r balls, the kind ah dark that shows y'what 
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it's like t'be blind. 
We had these little tiny glow-in-the-dark dots sewn into 

the backs ah our bush covers, n'I swear t'God that little dot 
on the back ah Grope's cover was all I saw that first night 
out. I just followed that little fuckin dot. 

We went like ten klicks into the raghead lines that first 
night out. It was probably closer t'twenty klicks wortha 
humpin though, changin direction, switchin back n'forth, 
cartin around a hundred-odd pounds worth ah shit: radios, 
chow, water, rifles, SAWs, grenades, Claymore Mines, gas 
masks, flak jacket, E-tools, ammo, binos, cameras, all kinds 
ah shit. 

Nobody said a word that first night, not a fuckin word. 
After about seven'r eight hours worth ah silent humpin 
through that darkness Brody halted the team n'told ol Grope 
he thought he spotted sumpm about a klick'r two in front ah 
our poz. Well, we busted out the Night Vision Goggles n'the 
Starlight scope, but still, it was so fuckin dark out we 
couldn't tell what was out there'r if there was anything out 
there at all. All we knew was we weren't movin through it'r 
by it without knowin whatda fuck itwas. So we dug in, 
y'know, buried ourselves in a few feet ah sand n'pulled fifty 
percent security until first light. 

Nobody really slept though. I know I didn't. I was too 
fuckin scared, lyin there in that black soup, havin silent 
anxiety attack after silent anxiety attack. First light finally 
came round, and we saw whatda fuck was in front ah us. 

Now listen, Cuz, I don't care whatda fuckin government 
says'r denies cause I saw what I saw, and my symptoms are 
real. I ain't had a good night's sleep in Goddamn years cause 
my fuckin grape feels like it's gonna explode 24-7. Everybody 
that's left ah that team will tell ya the same fuckin thing. 
There was a whole Goddamn herd ah dead camels lyin tits up 
out there, lookin like they'd all just dropped right in their 
tracks. We had the binos on them motherfuckers, and I swear 
t'God they didn't have a fly or a maggot or a sand flea on'm, 
and that fuckin place was crawlin with sand fleas. 
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Well, as soon as we figured out what must ah happened, 
we put our gas masks on, packed up our shit n 'double-timed 
it out ah that poz as quick as we could. We wore our masks 
Pr a few hundred meters, but we all ended up takin'm off. 
Y'just couldn't breathe in them things; they made y'overheat, 
and y'can't afford t'do that shit in the fuckin desert, specially 
when y'r water supply's limited. 

Everything started t'turn t'shit then. We shouldn't ah 
been humpin around in the broad daylight without our gas 
masks on, but we had to. We shouldn't ah been yellin at each 
other, but we was. The Band ah the Hand was bitchin at 
Casper n'Sergeant Grope Pr walkin us into some fuckin 
chemical death zone, and they were bitchin back at us about 
shuttin the fuck up. 

Our attention t'security went t'shit. It was like we Prgot 
all about bein behind enemy lines, and we was back at Camp 
Lejeune humpin around some swamp, bitchin at each other 
about what a bullshit trainin mission we was on. 

Fuckin Brody even popped a dip ah Copenhagen in, and 
ol Grope started bitchin bout his dip spit leavin a trail. That's 
when Brody stopped the team, and the two started in on each 
other. 

I thought they was gonna fuckin throw down right there 
out in the middle ah the damn desert. The way they was 
yellin n'screamin, y'could ah heard'm a good mile'r two 
away. Hell, if the wind was right, y' could hear a guy cough 
half-a-mile away. It was like livin in the middle of a giant, 
empty parking lot. 

I member Brody yellin, "Fuck you, Grope, like some 
raghead patrol's gonna track a trail a dip spit." Then I 
heard'm, the APCs. I heard'm fore I saw'm. 

It was a low rubblin noise that just kept gettin louder 
n'louder, like a fuckin freight train bearin down on our poz: 
a fuckin shitload a raghead Armored Personnel Carriers, 
closin in on us. Well, Dune n'me jumped on the fuckin 
radios n'tried t'get comm, callin every motherfucker we 
could Pr an air strike or a arty fire mission, but we couldn't 
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get nobody, not one Goddamn motherfucker, n 'them fuckin 
ragheads kept gettin closer n'closer. 

I'll tell y'what, Cuz, I ain't never been so scared in my 
fuckin life. It was like I felt dead, like I knew my number was 
up. I really thought I was gonna buy it right there. Worst 
feelin in the fuckin world. Made me sick t'my stomach, 
practically shit my pants. 

Everybody started goin 911 then, yellin n' screamin, 
cappin off rounds at the motherfuckers. Eventually we 
settled down n'dug in though after we rattled off a good 
chunk ah our motherfuckin ammo n'finally realized the tent 
dwellin bastards were too far off yet t'hit. So we put out our 
Claymores, kept tryin t'get comm n'waited. We did a lot a 
prayin t'God, too. That's a no shitter, Cuz. That shit 
y'always hear about there ain't no atheists in foxholes is 
true-everybody in that team all ah the sudden got real 
fuckin religious. 

Well, them motherfuckin APCs got t'within about a half­
a-klick ah our poz before an AV-8B air strike took'm out, 
every fuckin one ofm, total fuckin annihilation. Turned out 
Team Three'd spotted our situation just in time on one ah 
them long-range electrical optical systems they had set up at 
their poz behind us. They called that air strike in n'saved our 
asses. 

After that, everybody was just happy t'be alive. We all 
wanted t'tank the mission n'turn back then cause we couldn't 
get no comm, but ol Grope wouldn't have it. The 
motherfucker went all gung-ho on us, pullin rank, tellin us 
we was gonna Charlie Mike it, comm'r no comm. 

We all went at it then--God, I d'know fr how long­
until Grope started threatin court-martial fr dereliction ah 
duty'r mutiny'r some shit. So we sucked it up and started 
humpin it again. Well, we hadn't gone no more than a couple 
ah klicks when out ah nowhere this fuckin arty fire mission 
starts screechin o 'r our heads n'lands like 400 meters in front 
ah our poz. Fuckin scared the piss out ah all ah us. It was a 
fuckin friendly fire mission, too, comin from behind us. So 
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once again, we di-di-moud out that AO n'tried t'get comm. 
but ah course, we couldn't get none. So ftnally, ol Grope­
y'rass told us we were gonna hump it back t'team three's 
relay poz n'get some radio contact with HQ. 

I guess that's when they broke us, when we really realized 
they had us by the balls. We knew what Grope's orders 
meant: more fuckin humpin the weight across that giant 
beach only t'be told t'tum back around n'finish the mission. 
We all knew we were gonna have t'go collect a bunch ah 
bullshit info: info they already had from satellite n'aerial 
recon, info whose only real purpose was t'make Recon 
Battalion look good, info the fuckin Colonel could use 
t'justify Recon's existence n'get his Goddamn combat profi­
ciency marks. 

Hell, fuckin ground troops weren't even needed in that 
desert. We was just gettin in the way out there, and we all 
knew it too. 

I mean, we didn't know all that shit at that time, but we 
could feel it. I know I could. I could feel my insignillcance, 
my expendability. Shit, I'd been feelin it since the moment I 
signed that fuckin contract. Lemme tell y'sumpm, that ain't 
the way a man ought ah feel. It weighs y'down, real heavy 
like, like a giant anvil pressing down on y'r spirit 24-7/ 3-65. 

Thinkin back, I know we all felt that weight then after 
that arty ftre. We all knew then the only way we was gonna 
ever have a life worth livin again was if we finished that 
bogus mission, so we all zombied out after that. Nobody said 
a word. We humped back t'team three's poz, made our radio 
shot back t'the rear, got our orders n'fuckin reconed that 
damn minefield better than any six motherfuckers ever 
reconed a Goddamn minefteld before. Shit, we crawled the 
last 500 meters t'the fuckin forward edge ah that bitch. Brody 
even climbed an electrical pylon n'took pictures. We mapped 
out the entire minefield, complete with detailed drawings 
n'photos ah all the wire obstacles n'unmined foot lanes. We 
got everything; I mean fuckin everything. Then we just about 
double-timed it rr like twenty fuckin klicks til we got back 
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t'friendly lines. 
I'll tell y'what, I ain't never felt so alive in my whole 

fuckin life as when we got back t'that friendly berm. Every­
body in the team was hyped, feelin high as shit. 

What happened next still seems like a bad dream'r 
sumpm, one ah them sick twisted dreams y'can't get out ah 
y'r head. 

Yep, we was all shit-assed happy t'be back in a friendly 
AO, and ol Mac, man, he was runnin his jib at like a hundred 
miles an hour, "yee-hawin" n' "hee-hawin" n' "fuck-yeahin," 
just bein fuckin happy as shit t'be alive. He had this gut 
ripper anti-personnel grenade, the type that pops up right 
about stomach level before it explodes, y'know, a fuckin 
bouncin betty. He was twirlin it on his finger by the round 
loop on the retainin pin. Nobody thought nutin of it. We 
was all carryin a bunch ah grenades, and we had ta tum'm in 
t'the ammo dump, so we all had'm out. But Mac was all extra 
happy, bouncin along. Its almost like I member him skippin. 
I know he wasn't, but I can see it in my mind's eye now: that 
ol redneck skippin along with a big shit-eatin grin on his face, 
twirlin that grenade on his finger, hummin some Hank 
Junior tune, when-POP!-the fuckin thing flew off his 
fmger. I member seem that grenade go flyin off his finger 
n 'then lookin at his finger n'seein that retainin pin still 
looped on it. 

Mac turned then, just f'r a second, and looked me square 
in the fuckin eye. Man, Cuz, his eyes were empty n'cold like 
some kind ah poor helpless animal waitin to be slaughtered. I 
knew then with that fuckin look-before he ever jumped on 
that Goddamn grenade-that it was over f'r him. I stared at 
him f'r a second'r two; then Brody pulled me away. Mac 
yelled, "Fire in the hole," and took the blast in his fuckin gut. 

The blast didn't kill him right off though. He lasted a 
good minute'r two, sufferin, suckin his own blood n'guts 
tryin just t'breathe. He sounded like some kind ah fuckin out 
ah control cappuccino machine. Our corpsman, Doc Hastin, 
ran up n'tried t'help him, but Mac was gone. He had a hole 
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right through'm where his fuckin stomach used t'be, raw 
meat hangin out everywhere. Y'could smell'm burnin, too. 
Worst smell in the world, burnin flesh. Made me puke. I 
mean really puke, vomitorium projectile puke. Makes me 
fuckin sick just thinkin bout it now. 

I ain't never been the same since, Cuz. Mac was good 
people, top ah the fuckin food chain. Him n'my bro's was 
who I was out there fightin for: him n 'Brody n'Dunc, not 
any that bullshit y'always hear like God, Corps, country. I 
wasn't fightin f'r any ah that shit, nobody was. That crap 
don't mean dick, don't mean dick t'nobody, never did 
n'never will. When them rounds start comin down range, all 
that bullshit like God, Corps, country, family, friends 'r even 
fuckin oil, all that shit goes out the fuckin window. It's just 
you n'y'r bro's, fightin fr each other's lives. 

Timothy John Macdonald, he was the reason I put up 
with all the daily bullshit the fuckin Suck threw at me. He 
was the one that I was out there layin it on the line with; he 
was the one I was fightin for: my friend, my best friend-my 
fuckin bro. 

The best way I can describe it is, it changed my every­
thing-forever. All that shit that I thought was supposed t'be 
important before that like friends n'family'r shit like love 
and a career that bullshit just don't seem t'matter now. It all 
just seems like a worthless bunch ah bullshit cliches, every­
thing. It's like everybody's just fakin their way through'm, 
like nobody knows shit about nutin, like everybody's fuckin 
blind--cept fr me. 

Well, Cuz, nobody ever thinks about that kind ah shit 
happenin to'm before they sign up, n'God knows nobody 
ever tells y'bout it. The fuckin recruiters never tell ya y're 
gonna lead a miserable fuckin existence f'r four fuckin years. 
They never tell ya they'll send y'off t'some fuckin desert half­
way across the world t'dig holes n 'dodge bullets n'cap inno­
cent people y'got nutin against. They never tell ya that once 
y'fmally do get out ah the Corps y're gonna be talkin like a 
convict, drinkin like a fish n' gettin off on watchin other guys 
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suffer cause y'spent the last four years hangin out with a 
bunch ah sewer-mouthed macho assholes. No one ever tells 
y'that once y're out y're gonna be broke n'unemployable­
unless y'wanna be a hit man or a burglar or even worse a 
fuckin cop. They never tell you y're gonna end up a sleepless 
walkin zombie cause y'r brain feels like it's gonna blow open 
like a volcano 24-7/3-65. Nobody ever tells y'the military 
ain't gonna pay y'r medical bills f'r some fuckin syndrome 
they gave you. Nobody ever tells ya you'll have t'watch y'r 
best friend get his fuckin stomach blown off n'then bleed 
t'death out in the middle ah nowhere in some Godf'rsaken 
desert half way across the Goddamn world. No one ever tells 
y'that shit. 

Well, Cuz, I just told ya. 
So, if y'still wanna go out n'volunteer to eat that crap 

sandwich, go right ahead. Just don't ever come round here 
sayin I never told y'that shit. 
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Seven 

Somebody told me once 
it takes seven years 
for the body to replace itself 

Marta Boswell 

This, I'm sure, is a statistical calculation 
based on generic rates of cellular 
regeneration and decay. 

But seven has always seemed right to me 
for the number of re-creation: 
the Tarot's chariot, 
the week's enclosure, 
the gambler's pet. 

Seven years. The silence has been almost 
that long between us. So when you called 
tonight, asked what was new with me, 
I wanted to say everything, 
but that's not quite true, not yet. 

There's still some vestige 
of the girl I was, 
pooling, each morning, 
in the shower drain. 
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Melanie McDonald 
Rain Dance 

That gray bam behind the pond we built in 1963, the 
year Kirk Dotson ran off. The year my husband fell in love 
with him. 

Just the year before, we'd been featured in the co-op 
magazine as the "Model Rural Electric Family." I still have 
that issue, minus the page of recipes I clipped out. The 
feature article tells about the uses of electricity on our farm, 
including my all-electric kitchen. There are pictures of us, 
too. 

See, here we are: I'm standing beside the range in a fresh 
apron, my hair teased into a sticky beehive, stirring a pot on 
the front burner (nothing in it, a staged shot), while Hadley 
leans down into the refrigerator, one big hand clasped around 
the door handle. "Hadley and Sarah Bennett enjoy the 
modem conveniences of their all-electric kitchen." Another 
photo shows him gathering a couple of eggs beneath the 
glaring lights of the henhouse, his face and blond hair hidden 
under a john Deere cap. The pictures are only in black and 
white, but that's okay. We look new in those photos, milk­
faced and innocent. A farmer, twenty-seven, and his wife, 
twenty-four. We had no way of knowing the coming year 
would sprain our marriage. . 

Our trouble started early that summer when Hadley 
hired Kirk, the farmer's son from down the road, to help him 
build our new bam. Kirk had just graduated from high 
school. He helped his father run their hog farm. His mama 
wanted Kirk to go on to college, try for a finer life. He said 
he just wanted to be a farmer like his daddy. Looking back, I 
guess he thought college would cost too much money. He 
wouldn't have put his parents out that way. Kirk was a nice 
boy. I should say, young man. Shy. I thought he was real 
good looking. Healthy and strong. He had broad shoulders 
and long legs like all those Dotsons, his daddy and uncles and 
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grandfather, but with his mother's green cat-slant eyes and 
high, sharp cheekbones. His hair was deep brown, with 
some russet lights to it. A fine specimen, as people say. Kirk 
reminded me of boys I'd seen on the state college campus, 
admired from a distance during my one semester of school, 
before I dropped out to marry Hadley and move back to the 
farm. 

Hadley, unlike Kirk and me, had gone to college, but felt 
obligated to come home and care for the family land after his 
parents died. Sometimes I've wondered what our life would 
have been like if he had stayed in town to work, and I had 
finished my schooling then. That summer would never have 
happened. Maybe we would have had some kids. 

Hadley and I both loved to read. We kept our library 
cards worn thin with use. We also subscribed to a few maga­
zines, Life and Look and National Geographic. When Kirk 
started to work for us, Hadley gave him the old issues. We 
saved them all, stacks and stacks. We were delighted to fmd 
Kirk was a reader, too. Hadley and Kirk and I would discuss 
articles on Madagascar or Kyushu, Japan's southern gateway; 
rhapsodize over stunning photos of glass blowers, summon­
ing vases from syrupy molten strands, or an artist's rendition 
of theories about the surface ofVenus. 

Hadley told me he was glad to see a young man who 
could think beyond school and the farm. When Kirk nodded 
in agreement with our comments, or pointed out some detail 
one of us had missed, Hadley's rugged face softened with 
delight. He became a joy to both of us. 

As the bam went up, beam by beam, board by board, we 
three fell into a comfortable routine. About ten each morn­
ing, I paused at whatever chore I was doing, laundry or 
mending or painting the well house, to take a jug of lemon­
ade out to the men. 

At noon, Hadley and Kirk came in, smelling of sweat and 
sawdust, and we'd have lunch at the kitchen table, the radio 
turned to local news on the AM country station. We'd have 
beans and cornbread, or pork chops and mashed potatoes, a 
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salad with fresh sliced tomatoes, pie or cookies, iced tea. 
We'd cut up and tease each other all through the meal. The 
kitchen rang with their laughter. I loved to hear them laugh. 
I can still see both of them sitting there at our old Formica 
table with the padded vinyl chairs, their arms propped up, 
gold flecks in the turquoise tabletop reflecting on their 
elbows like freckles. 

Later in the afternoon, I'd go out again with more tea and 
maybe some apples or cookies. Men work better on a full 
stomach, my grandma always said. Anyway, I liked having 
an excuse to go out and talk to them, to watch their sweating 
bodies dry in the breeze whenever they stopped to rest. I 
remember a constant breeze that summer, rustling the squat 
soybeans and whispering among corn stalks, flirting with my 
skirt when I walked along the path to the barn. 

They were two fme men, and I felt a secret pleasure 
sometimes at having both of them all to myself, for days on 
end, for as long as it takes to build a bam. I enjoyed watch­
ing them together. They enjoyed each other's company. 
And I confess, I did have a mild crush on Kirk, the kind of 
proper, never-acted-on crush one person may be allowed to 
have on another sometimes, provided no one ever takes it 
seriously. 

I thought Kirk maybe had a crush, too. Every morning 
at eight, he showed up clean in a t-shirt, bathed and combed, 
despite temperatures that hit 80 in the morning shade of the 
porch, and work that had both of them dirty and sweating in 
half an hour. Of course, Hadley also started out freshly 
showered each morning; but, being his wife, I never pon­
dered his personal hygiene habits. I knew them as well as my 
own. 

In the evenings, Kirk lolled around after they knocked off 
for the day, talking until suppertime. Sometimes, he even 
stayed for supper, and we sat out on the back porch and 
watched the sun set. Then Kirk headed home, with some 
reluctance. Hadley and I went on inside, maybe watched 
Bonanza. He usually felt too tired to stay up for the news. 
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That last week of August, when they finished the barn, it 
rained and rained. The third morning, Kirk knocked at the 
kitchen door and grinned at me, water streaming down from 
his slick hair in front of his ears. 

"Sarah, have you been sneaking out to do your rain dance 
again when no one's looking?" He shook his head like a pup, 
droplets scattering against the cabinets. 

The week before, it had been so hot and dry, we joked 
about needing a rain dance to bring on the <;:louds. I did a 
little shuffle-step in the powdery dust outside the new barn, 
spinning around with a full pitcher of tea, not spilling a drop 
onto the parched ground. They laughed and applauded, 
clapping their hands against the moist sides of their tea 
glasses. And over the weekend, clouds moved in, the leaves 
ruffling backwards on trees in a flurry of silver, always a sure 
sign of rain coming. 

I swatted him on his soaked shirt sleeve. "Honestly, 
some people are never satisfied. First you complain about it 
being hot and dry, and now it's too wet for you." 

"Well, we needed some rain, but enough's enough." He 
grinned at me again, and I felt my face flush. A picture 
flashed in my mind-how wonderful to dance with a man in 
the rain, clothes and hair slicked down to skin, wet flesh 
clinging together. 

"Hey, Kirk, you ready?" Hadley pounced on the glass of 
orange juice I'd poured and set out for him on the counter, 
beside a plate of buttered toast. He didn't like a big breakfast 
in the summer. I offered Kirk a glass of juice but he said no, 
thanks. Hadley stuffed the last bite of toast into his cheek, 
and they set off for the bam together, splashing through the 
rain. 

By noon, when they came in for lunch, the steady down­
pour had slowed to a drizzle. By evening, the sky began to 
dear. Spikes of late golden sunlight fell across the field, 
making the new wood of the barn glow. 

"Let's celebrate," Hadley said when they came through 
the kitchen door that evening, ravenous for cold drinks. 
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"How about going to the drive-in? Sarah? Kirk, how about 
it?" An occasional outing to see a drive-in movie was one of 
the few treats besides magazines and television we allowed 
ourselves back then. Time was short and money tight when 
it came to entertainment on the farm. 

"Sounds great," I said. Kirk agreed, and said he'd bring 
the beer. Common practice, to smuggle in stronger drink 
than the snack bar offered. Kirk headed off to his house to 
shower and change. We picked him up later on the way to 
town. 

Sitting between the two of them in the dark cab of 
Hadley's truck that night felt like heaven, snuggled down 
with a box of popcorn and an icy contraband beer. The 
evening air was cool, but I felt warmth rising in waves from 
the denim-dad legs stretched out along either side of me. 
Although I sat demurely, munching popcorn, my mind raced 
with possibilities; their shirts disappeared, my palms brushed 
along taut lengths of thigh. Giant images flashed like light­
ning across the screen in front of us, while the drive-in 
speaker squawked lines like a tethered parrot beside Hadley's 
shoulder. The scent of Kirk's freshly washed hair, of 
Hadley's cologne, hovered in the air. My skin tingled. I was 
too drunk on intimacy to follow the story. 

Afterward, we drove home in the dark. The night breeze 
rushed past us in the truck, full of the smell of dust and hay 
and clover. The chirping of crickets hovered all around us, 
just beyond the yellow beam of the headlights, audible above 
the crooning radio, and our occasional voices. The moon 
was a sliver that night, concealed by passing clouds. 

I offered them ice cream, which we ate out on the back 
porch. Kirk and I sat against each post at the top of the 
porch steps. Hadley sat down a couple of steps below. We 
left the porch light off. In the slatted light from the kitchen, 
I could see the shaded hollow between Kirk's collarbones at 
the open throat of his shirt. I wondered how it would feel to 
brush my fmgertips there, my tongue. Hadley asked me 
something and I jumped, startled. 
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"What, hon?" 
He smiled at me, reached his hand up the stairs and 

caressed my calf. "I asked if you want any more?" They both 
grinned at me, and I could feel my face flush. 

"Oh, no," I said, and lied, "I guess I was nodding off." I 
set my bowl down and stood up and arched my back, lifted 
my arms toward the sky. "If we're all finished, I'll take these 
on inside." I took the empty bowls from each of them and 
stacked them into my own. I headed into the kitchen, the 
screen door twanging shut against the low murmur of their 
voices. 

"'Night, Sarah," Kirk called after a few minutes. I 
stepped back out onto the porch where they were standing. I 
leaned up on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. "Bye, 
Kirk," I told him. "Thanks again for the beer." While they 
lingered on the porch, saying goodnight, I went in to get 
ready for bed. 

I took my time. I shaved my legs with careful strokes and 
smoothed lotion into them. I brushed my hair until it 
glowed in the bathroom mirror. I pulled on a short peach 
gown and lay down on the bed, stretched out in drowsy, sure 
anticipation. 

When I woke up, it was a little past two. I couldn't 
imagine where Hadley might be. I wondered if one of the 
horses had fallen sick, or if he'd been called out to help with 
a fire or some other emergency. I pulled on an old quilted 
robe, stepped into houseshoes. 

I went to the front door. There was no sign of anyone in 
the yard or the road beyond. I passed through the living 
room and the kitchen, walked out on the back porch. I 
couldn't see anything amiss. There were no lights on in the 
well house, the chicken house, the shed, or the old barn 
where we kept the baler and other equipment. Still, I went 
out and made the rounds, switching on lights in each build­
ing, flooding the empty spaces, calling my husband's name. 

The new barn was the last place left to look. It was the 
only building on the farm without electricity. Hadley 
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planned to wire it, but hadn't gotten around to it yet. I went 
back to the kitchen and pulled the flashlight from the junk 
drawer. The batteries were dead, with no replacements. So I 
pulled the old kerosene lantern out from under the sink, 
trimmed the wick, lit it and headed out. 

The bam door stood ajar when I reached it. I pulled the 
door all the way open and stepped inside, the lamp held out 
in front of me. Before I could speak, I was struck still. Two 
bare bodies gleamed beneath me, entwined like serpents on 
the floor. Two faces turned up to me, eyes glistening in the 
sudden light. Hadley and Kirk. 

"Jesus Christ, God Almighty!" I dropped the lamp, 
turned and fled into the night. Right at that moment, I never 
wanted to see my husband's face again. Or Kirk's. (I don't 
know what happened to the lamp, which I never saw again; I 
guess the fire died, or they beat it out. I could have easily 
burned down the bam.) 

Home. I went back to the house, seeking comfort where 
there was none. In the yellow glare of the kitchen light, I 
saw those bowls still stacked in the sink, melted ice cream 
drawing a couple of drowsy flies. Mechanically, I shooed 
them away, then turned on the hot water tap, sending a 
stream hissing into the sink. I got out the dish soap, added 
some to the water in the basin, and began to wash the sticky 
bowls and spoons. My hands shook until I thought I might 
drop a bowl and break it. Then I thought, why not. Why 
not break them all. I lifted one high, ready to send it smash­
ing onto the hard floor, but force of habit stopped me. No 
use being wasteful, regardless of what's been handed to you. 
I set the bowl fmally, carefully on the drainboard. 

Half an hour had gone by when Hadley came on up to 
the house. He came in through the front door, pausing in 
the unlighted living room. 

After a few minutes, I went to the doorway. I could see 
him, a faint outline. He was sitting, just sitting there in the 
silent dark. 

"Well, Hadley, I suppose I'd better start locking up the 
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livestock at night." He sat slumped in his navy recliner, head 
between his hands, not speaking, even when I muttered the 
next bitter words at him. 

"I wish you were dead." His head drooped lower, and his 
shoulders heaved once. "At least then, I'd know what to do." 
I left him there, went to our bedroom and locked the door. 

Later on, I got curious. I thought making him talk about 
what I'd seen might help banish or even make sense of the 
jumbled, frightening image-the two of them locked to­
gether, dark hair tumbling against gold-burned into my 
brain. 

I got out of bed and pulled an old quilt, his grandmother's 
double wedding ring pattern, from the closet, and grabbed 
the pillow from his side of the bed. I shuffled back into the 
living room. He had nodded off in the recliner. I dumped 
the pillow and quilt on his lap, and with a hand flat against 
his shoulder, shook him roughly awake. 

"Tell me what you did. Tell me exactly what you did 
with him. Tell me what he did to you. Everything. " I felt 
jealous of his body, what it could do with another body that 
I could have no part of. And of his feelings, that he could 
have feelings for someone else I couldn't begin to understand. 
Didn't want to. 

He sighed into the dark. "Don't, Sarah," he said softly. 
"Please, don't do this." 

I wouldn't allow Hadley any dignity those first few days. 
I didn't think he deserved any. Neither would I accept his 
apologies or explanations. I wanted-! don't know what I 
wanted. All I could think was that I could have handled 
being widowed better than this. At least then I'd know why 
I grieved for this man I had loved and married. A man, I 
realized too late, I didn't know at all. 

While he told me again and again, "I love you, Sarah. I 
do love you. But I needed-! needed him, too." His eyes 
darkened with loss. But I could not forgive him, even when 
he promised that what had happened was over, that he'd 
never see Kirk again. 
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Later, Kirk came to apologize, stuttering through a maze 
of broken words on the back porch. I didn't invite him in. I 
can see now how brave of him that must have been, to 
confront me: the wronged wife, one who would have been 
the obvious, innocent victim in that community and time, 
my righteous anger and disgust. Spurred, of course, by my 
own secret guilt and shame-I had been attracted to him 
myself. 

I couldn't think of a single thing to say to Kirk by way of 
forgiveness. Finally I just told him, "I have no idea what to 
say to you right now. Will you please just go away, and leave 
us alone." 

At last I looked up through the screen door, looked him 
in the eye. He nodded at me in silence, turned and walked 
down off the porch. As far as I know, he never set foot on 
the place again. 

And I believe Hadley kept his word, as far as not seeing 
Kirk any more. But there were times when he acted strange, 
so quiet and far away. I figured he must have been thinking 
about Kirk then, at least sometimes. I could hardly stand to 
walk into the raw wood smell of that new bam. It must have 
been even worse for Hadley. 

It took Hadley and me considerable time to make our 
peace. But after a couple of months had gone by, we began 
to touch each other again. I couldn't hold myself away from 
him forever. Hadley put his arm around me one night in 
bed, outside the covers, like a bundle he'd carried off with 
him into sleep. The next time he put his arm around me, it 
was under the covers. The shock of warm skin against my 
thin cotton gown made me shiver. 

"Is it alright?" 
Holding my breath-! didn't know until he asked, and I 

had to answer. 
"Yes," I whispered. "Yes." 

There were rumors about Kirk. Kirk had gone bad, 
people said, a young man grown restless and mean with the 
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mindless work and boredom of farm life. Ignoring his 
mother, arguing with his father. Finally, one Saturday, he 
got careless with a grappling hook when he was pulling 
snapping turtles out of the stock pond, probing the murkish 
water for the heavy dull bodies, thrusting under and then 
tossing them up onto the slick clay bank. He must have lost 
his balance, and by accident he sank one of the prongs into 
his own thigh. He panicked and yanked it out right there, 
gouging out ragged hanks of his own flesh. He lost an awful 
lot of blood before they got him to the hospital over at 
Woolverton. 

Hadley's face looked white and drawn when he came 
back from church the next morning. I'd stayed home that 
day, to watch our bitch that was whelping. 

Silence hung over the kitchen for a long while after he 
told me. The toaster and polished bread box gleamed use­
lessly, bearing our reflections. 

"We need to go see him, then," I said, finally. Hadley 
nodded, avoiding my eyes. 

I left him sining at the kitchen table by himself for a 
while, to get my good coat out of the hall closet. When I 
came back, he'd pulled himself together a little. 

"Ready," I said, and he raised himself out of the chair. 
We went on out and got in the truck and drove to the hospi­
tal without another word between us. 

Kirk lay sleeping between sterile white sheets, eyes 
closed, his breathing shallow and irregular. His mother, calm 
with shock, sat there beside him. 

Hadley shook so hard I could feel his hand tremble beside 
mine. Right then I knew, how much he wanted to touch 
that boy, hold him, a human being he'd loved. But it was 
Woolverton, 1963, and he couldn't. 

I took my husband's hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. 
Then I took both our hands and laid them over Kirk's. Left 
them there. I looked up at Hadley until he met my eyes. 

A few weeks after Kirk was released, he left home for 
good. He'd gone as soon as the leg healed enough to walk, 
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headed off to Kansas City. We never saw him again. 
Looking back, I'm not sure why we didn't try to have 

children. Maybe because work on the farm never stops long 
enough. And maybe because, once the ground beneath you 
has shifted so much, you don't go seeking out any more 
changes. Life passed, day by day, until we settled into calm 
middle age. Hadley always was a good husband, up to the 
day he died-his heart. 

He never did get around to wiring the new bam. Eventu­
ally we just let it close in on itself, from lack of use; maybe 
we should have tom it down, but Hadley never mentioned it. 
Anyway, I can't see any point in bothering now. It has been 
there for so long. 
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Anna Harrington 
Story Problems 

A train leaves Philadelphia at Sam and travels west at 100 
miles per hour. Two hours later, a second train leaves San 
Francisco and travels east at 80 miles per hour. If a careless 
switch operator accidentally throws the wrong switch, 
connecting the two tracks on which the trains are traveling, 
how long will it take before the two trains collide? And 
would it make a difference if on one of those trains, a young 
woman wearing a bright yellow dress were on her way to 
meet her fiance with the deed to their new home tucked 
safely inside her purse? Or if the conductor of the train were 
only two days from retiring after thirty years with the rail­
road? Or if there were a boy on his first family vacation to 
the seaside? But what if that careless operator sends only one 
train down the wrong track with his accidental flick of a 
lever, to a track that leads not to a collision with the other 
train but to a dead end in front of a granite wall. Would it 
matter what train the woman in the yellow dress is riding? 
Or the little boy? Or the retiring conductor? And if the 
careless switch operator has slept through his shift from too 
much drinking the night before, causing a more careful 
operator to pull the correct lever and keep the two speeding 
trains separated, where will they pass and at what time? 
Would anyone care, including the boy who just threw up on 
the woman in the yellow dress? 

What if her name were Wanda? Yes, Wanda jean 
Franklin, a young woman who has never before owned a 
yellow (and now stained) dress, much less a wide-brimmed 
hat and matching handbag. What if she has saved up her 
loose change for months in a pickle jar she keeps hidden 
beneath her bed in the boardinghouse where she lives in 
exchange for fifty dollars a week and evening dish-duty, until 
enough crumpled bills, dimes and nickels have gathered to 
buy the (now stained) yellow dress. The same dress that she 
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first sees in the department store window, worn by the 
faceless mannequin with the cream-colored vinyl purse and 
shiny new shoes, the night her boyfriend takes her to the 
movies. Would it matter what the boyfriend's name is, if he 
were a Dwight, a Norman, Max, or Jim? Would a different 
name cause them to walk down a different street on the way 
home, perhaps past the park instead, so that she never sees 
the dress in the window? And what of the movie? If they see 
Some Like It Hot instead of An Affair to Remember, will they 
be holding hands so tightly, walking so closely and slowly 
together down the avenue? Or would they be so wrapped up 
in each other's eyes that they don't notice the window 
display at all, and the next morning a plump woman with 
flame-red hair purchases the yellow dress for her niece? 

For every story problem there is a set of givens, and it is a 
given that Wanda Jean Franklin sees the yellow dress in the 
window, that her boyfriend Jim comments on how pretty 
she'd look in it, that instead of seeing An Affair to Remember 
or Some Like It Hot, they buy a ticket for her landlady so that 
Wanda can smuggle him up the backstairs of the boarding 
house, to spend two hours making love to him. And Jim 
proposes to her. But what if, instead of proposing to her, he 
tells her that he's taking a job with the Pacific-Atlantic 
railroad? Would it matter that he has to leave that same 
night? That he leaves her in tears at the station to catch the 
midnight train to St. Louis and promises to write every day? 
And what would it mean if he saves his money from the job 
to surprise Wanda with a honeymoon cottage with a white 
picket fence? But it takes two years to save the money, and 
the letters grow shorter, fewer, colder. And the dress that 
Wanda sees in the window, the yellow one with the match­
ing shoes and handbag, is bought and lovingly hung on her 
room's wall, like a precious painting, nearly eighteen months 
before. Then, after a year of waiting for Jim to either return 
or send for her to join him, the dress is moved into her 
closet. After two years, it has gradually voyaged through the 
closet and now hangs, nearly forgotten, in the very back. 
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And what of Jim working for the railroad in St. Louis? 
Which would have the larger impact on those two speeding 
trains: if he dedicates himself to his job and thinks of Wanda 
at every moment, or if he spends long nights with strange 
women and thinks of her only when he feels obligated to 
respond to her increasingly desperate letters? But what if 
those letters aren't desperate but simply distanced because 
she's living her own life independent of him and any false 
sense of the future? He might even suspect that she's seeing 
another man. And what if she is? Would she have the right, 
and would she enjoy it, even as the yellow dress hangs in her 
closet? Would she understand if the reason his letters come 
fewer, shorter, and colder is that he's working double shifts 
to earn as much pay as possible? And what would it mean if 
Jim finally sends for her to join him, if he mails her a one­
way ticket to start a new life together, and if on the night 
before she is due to arrive, all his friends at the railroad throw 
him a party? And what if one of the people who attends, 
who arrives at just a few minutes past nine and drinks more 
beer than anyone else, is the man in charge of switching the 
levers that sends trains onto new tracks? 

Suppose that the wrong lever were thrown and the tracks 
crossed ... would the retiring conductor, even with his 
thirty years of railroad service, sense that something were 
wrong? Or would he be focused instead on the retirement 
condo he and his wife Maeve have just purchased in Sarasota, 
the one on the beach with the ice cream-colored pink and 
green awning? Or is he focusing on the bitter taste of the 
coffee Maeve has sent along with him in his metal thermos? 
No sugar, again. Would something seem different to him on 
that train trip, would the tracks sound different, vibrating 
peculiarly beneath the metal wheels? Would the engine run 
differently? The sound of the steam whistle? The smell of the 
air? Would he be able to sense any difference at all? Or 
maybe there is no difference between this train ride and the 
thousands of others he has taken during his long career. Not 
even a cold shiver up his back. And if he does shiver, in some 
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kind of telepathic or karmic warning, would he simply shrug 
it away, blame it on the morning chill, and reach for his 
thermos of bitter coffee? 

Would it make a difference that the train crew surprises 
him that day with a retirement gift of a brand new fishing 
rod and a jelly roll with a single candle flaming up in the 
middle? He loves jelly rolls, they all know it, just as they all 
know that Maeve forbids him to eat them. Your cholesterol, 
dear, she warns gently. Would it make a difference if he 
suffers a mild heart attack two years before? Or that he 
spends a week in the hospital hooked up to all kinds of 
whizzing machines? And if the heart attack is actually severe, 
forcing him to remain in the hospital fluctuating between life 
and death for over three weeks? What if that is the reason for 
his retirement? Could that heart attack dull his senses to the 
point where he won't notice when the train turns off its 
correct course and speeds down the wrong track, won't 
suspect that the scenery passing by is strange and unknown, 
won't feel any shivers of cosmic forewarning? What if there 
is no heart attack at all? Or no wife. What if she divorces him 
ten years before, leaving behind a house full of empty rooms 
and a kitchen stocked only with a single box of jelly dough­
nuts? What if he never marries her at all? If on that night 
when he meets a beautiful and funny woman at the train 
station in Mobile-an adorable creature who is lost and stops 
him to ask for directions--she catches her scheduled train and 
he never sees her again? 

Still, he would smile at the boy who bounces aboard the 
first-class car with his parents, unable to sit still because of his 
excitement. That is a given. The boy with the light brown 
hair and Buster Brown shoes, dressed in a small suit that 
matches his father's and holding a little suitcase of his very 
own. And the boy would smile back, perhaps even wave, 
hoping secretly without daring to ask that the conductor 
would offer to show him the mighty engine on one of the 
stops. Would his mother admonish him for fidgeting in his 
seat, for marking fingerprints all over the window, for asking 
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too many questions? Would it dampen his excitement at all 
or merely make him even more nervous? So nervous that he 
develops motion sickness? And in his excitement, would he 
notice any of the people around him, including the woman in 
the bright yellow dress until he vomits on her just as the 
train passes into Chicago? 

What if his parents are lying to him? If there is no vaca­
tion to the seaside as they promise, but instead a trip to a 
California hospital? Could the conductor tell, even as he 
waves to the boy, that Tommy is terribly sick? Would the 
pretty woman in the yellow dress scream less loudly when he 
vomits on her if she knows that his medication causes queasy 
stomachs? Would the conductor take him to meet the engi­
neer if he knows the boy is dying? The crayon drawings 
Tommy makes of the passing scenery, including one of a 
railroad track curving away from the train as the cars switch 
tracks, would be sent back to his classmates and teacher. And 
if there is no sickness? If the trip is an excuse to leave him 
with his aunt while his parents take a second honeymoon? 
Or adopt a baby sister for him? And if one of his parents 
remains behind because someone has to take care of the dog 
and water the plants, would he be as happy, even as the train 
speeds westward at 100 miles per hour? What if his family has 
never bought a dog? Or any plants. Would it make a differ­
ence to the conductor who runs to fetch a bucket and clean 
towels, or to the woman in the (now stained) yellow dress 
who begins to weep loudly because she has no other dress to 
change into before her fiance greets her at the station? 

For every problem, there exists a specific and limited set 
of givens around which a unique solution revolves. It is a 
given that one train leaves Philadelphia at 8pm and travels 
west at 100 mph, while a second train leaves San Francisco 
two hours later and travels east at 80 mph. It is also a given 
that a careless switch operator does throw the wrong switch 
and does send those two speeding trains onto the same track, 
with no way to detour them or stop them, and it is a given 
that they will collide at a combined velocity of 180 mph 
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somewhere in middle America. There will be no survivors. 
Within this set of givens, would it matter that if on one of 
those trains, a young woman wearing a vomit-stained yellow 
dress were on her way to meet her fiance with the deed to 
their new home tucked safely away in her purse? Or if the 
conductor who was only two days from retiring after thirty 
years with the railroad wipes jelly from his mouth? Or if the 
boy on his first family vacation to the seaside suffers motion­
sickness? Or if a twelve-year-old girl in Muncie, Indiana, her 
pencil paused in the middle of calculating the exact time of 
the impending collision, wonders if she will ever use algebra 
in real life? 
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Alana Merritt Mahaffey 
C -Section Beauty Queen 

Because I look like a jack -a-lantern 
the smiling scar with staple teeth 
and my nipples shining like rosy eyes 
still round from the week-old baby. 

Because my body, always pale, 
shows stretchmarks like blue 
highways on a travel map. On my belly 
I arrowed, "You are here," and grinned. 

Because my tits burst open 
with milk when she cries 
howling for another drink 
her eyes brown like a calfs. 

And the drugs they give me 
for the pain and the stitches 
make my body funny, make 
me not care at all. It's like 

a spent Christmas package 
just opened, just like so, 
like a wide, waning moon across my body 
the womb like a shallow cup I just poured. 

I am beautifully vandalized. 
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