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Turn, Turn, Turn

“Well, if that don’t take the cake!” Aurie’s neighbor lady ogled with gratifying astonishment at the Pringle’s New-Fangled Potato Chips can Aurie had transformed into an inspiration for all who beheld it. By spray-painting the can glitter gold, cutting an oval in the side and inserting cotton puffs and plastic angels, she had turned it into a portable Heaven complete with snapfit lid. “My golly days!” the neighbor enthused. “I must say, Aurelia Hess, I have never seed nobody can turn things into something else the way you do.” She pointed at the Pringle’s can with the posturing fervor of a witness at a murder trial. “You ought to make them things and sell them.”

“For the luvva Christ,” Aurie’s husband, Grant, complained from a nearby armchair, “she don’t need to make no more junk. The junk we got in this house already is enough to choke a goat.”

Both women ignored him: the neighbor, Creda, because she considered him no great bargain, and his wife, Aurelia, because she was contemplating the doily she had glued atop the Pringle’s can lid with dissatisfaction. It did not quite cover its plastic matrix as she would have liked. “I should’ve used a gold sticker on the lid,” she said.

“It looks fine just the way it is,” Creda chided. “Trouble with you, Aurie, is you ain’t never satisfied.”

“I’ll say,” Grant said.

“I just meant in regard to them thingamabobs she makes,” Creda told him stiffly. “Hey.” She turned back to Aurie. “C’mon over my place. I’ll show you what I got.”

Aurie went reluctantly, aware that Creda believed they had an interest in common, guiltily knowing it was not so. Creda, taking stolid Pennsylvania Dutch thrift to its logical extreme, was a recycler. She allowed only biodegradable products in her home, and saved her gray water for reuse. She bundled newspapers, collected aluminum scrap, and was concerned with tidying up the world. But Aurelia (though she had never said so) did not give a hoot if the whole universe got polluted. Her passion for salvaging Pringle’s cans and Dixie Cup spoons frothed from some deep, purely personal font. Some mystic wellspring, hidden in her psyche’s wilderness like a Spanish explorer’s fountain of gold in a Florida jungle, and she did not herself name or locate or understand it; she knew only that she longed always for— something that blazed like a tropical sun, something more than what she had. Something that was not in her world. Or not yet. Her alchemy was all for herself, for her own life’s inchoate goal.

At Creda’s place, Aurie admired the new composting john only perfunctorily. Turning plastic soda bottles into porch ornaments engrossed her. Turning this year’s shit into next year’s vegetables did not.

“I wouldn’t want to eat no vegetables been grown in human waste,” she told Grant at supper.

Even when he agreed with her, he generally found a way to disagree. “Nice talk,” he grumbled. “Do we have to talk about it at the supper table?”

She watched him as he downed her best-effort stuffed cabbage. “You like your dinner?” she hinted.

“I’m eating it, ain’t I?” In fact, he was eating far too much of it. He was overweight, and he wheezed, and though he would not go to the doctor—how many times had she begged him to go to the doctor?—she knew his heart was not good.

“How come you can’t say something nice, Grant?”

“How come you’re all the time nagging at me? I support you, don’t I? I ain’t run off with no floozie yet. What the hell do you want?”

It was not a question she could answer.

After she had done the supper dishes and washed the stove, she carried her ineffable yearnings to the spare bedroom where she turned bottles into birdfeeders, six-pack plastics into door wreaths, ham can lids into iron rests, egg cartons into flower arrangements, berry baskets into—she was not sure what she was going to do with the berry baskets. Or the cola caps. Or the turkey neck bones. Or Grant.

The turkey neck bones, boiled clean after Thanksgiving and Christmas, sat pleasantly convoluted to the touch on a pink Styrofoam meat tray, waiting for her to decide what to turn them into. “Would you get rid of them things?” Grant demanded periodically. “They’ll draw rats.”

“They will not. They’re dry.” They were, too. Dry and white as her dishpan hands.

Aurie located the grocery bag Creda had just that afternoon given her, a sack filled with tiny plastic cups no bigger than shot glasses. The Methodist church, it seemed, had started using disposable communion cups when ladies had stopped volunteering to wash the glass ones. Creda had told Aurie how she, Creda, had remonstrated with the pastor about this wasteful change, but the best she could do was to get him to rinse and save the plastic ones for her. Now Creda was counting on Aurie to use the things up.

Aurie sat on the bed and looked at them, reached up to her elbows into the plenitude of them and tumbled them with her hands, feeling her shoulders loosen and her frown soften away as she planned how she was going to turn them into a lamp shield. It would be a lot of work to glue all those little cups together, but no more work than it had been the time she took dozens of used flash cubes and turned them into a sparkly picture frame. This lamp shield would be like that, sparkly. Grant wouldn’t like it.

She stood up, drifted into the living room and looked at him.

“You want something?” he asked without shifting his gaze from the TV set.

She said nothing, but stood in the hallway contemplating him and the room. Planters crowded thick on all the windowsills, planters made of any hollow object: old shoes painted yellow, those nice margarine tubs with flowers on them, popsicle sticks log-cabined and lined with those square freezer containers that the lids never fit right. On the wall was her mosaic made of the good Fiesta Ware dishes she had broken over the years, never able to bear to throw the bright pieces away. The mosaic portrayed a Mexican boy in a sombrero. Grant didn’t like it, or the little pinecone animals on the mantel (“Get them things out of here; they’ll draw vermin!”) or the lace-edged plasticlid coasters on the end tables, or even the ashtrays she had made especially for him out of tuna cans trimmed with black rick-rack to look like truck tires.

The room looked nice, Aurelia decided. Bright. Pretty. But Grant looked out of place in it. He was the only thing in the house she did not seem able to do much with. Once she had crocheted sections of beer can (Iron City, his favorite) together into a baseball hat for him, but he had never worn it.

“What the hun you want standing there, Aurie?”

“Grant,” she asked him, “did you ever think of getting a tattoo?”

He looked at her then, bug-eyed. “Great balls of fire, Aurie! What in God’s name for?”

“Well, I just thought a tattoo might look nice.” Several, actually. She envisioned an angel on his right shoulder, a devil on his left. Flowers and a heart on his chest. Maybe a happy face on his balding forehead, so she’d have something to look at across the kitchen table from her.

“If I ever want to throw my money away on that kind of nonsense, I’ll let you know.”

“Money isn’t everything,” Aurie said.

“You been sniffing too much of that craft glue of yours.” Baffled, Grant turned his attention back to the television.

Later, in the dark of the bedroom, she called softly across the distance between the twin beds, “Grant, do you love me?”

Except for an exasperated sigh, he didn’t answer.

“Grant Hess. Do you love me?”

“Holy Gee, woman!” Flat on his back, Grant bellowed straight up at the low ceiling like a fat calf pinned down for the slaughter. “We been married close to forty years!”

“So?”

“So, what the hell do you think?”

Aurie said, “I’d like to hear you say it once.”

“Mush,” Grant muttered. “Hogwash.” He rolled over with a determined grunt to sleep. His posterior faced her. Cabbage always gave him flatulence. He farted.

Aurie said, “Same to you,” got up and padded out barefoot to look at her balls of string, her sacks of nylon stockings, the gallon milk jugs she was going to turn into letter holders and vegetable bins and Easter baskets. It was two hours before she came back to bed and went to sleep.

In the morning her husband was dead.

After the first shock of finding him that way (cold and puce-colored), after she had got hold of herself and stopped gulping and shaking, she stood looking at him for a long time. It was her last chance to make anything of him, and before she touched the telephone, she needed to think what she wanted to do.

By the time the people came to take him away, she had it all quite clear in her mind. “Cremation,” she told them.

“They got to do an autopsy first.”

That did not bother her. No different than taking apart a Raggedy Andy and putting it back together again. And she knew what they would find: a faulty heart. She said, “Right after the autopsy, then, cremate him.”

“Are you certain? Have you talked it over with others? Your children? Your pastor?”

There were no children. The pastor was a nincompoop, and so was this pudding-faced undertaker. He just wanted his embalming and casket money, and she knew it. Grant wouldn’t have wanted to give him the money either. Though her reasons were different from Grant’s would have been. “Cremation,” she insisted.

She had thought it out. She knew there were laws against keeping dead relatives around the house in any other form than the one she planned. With animals it was different. She had once heard of a woman who’d had her dead dog freeze-dried and stuffed and turned into foot hassock. But making Grant into a coffee table or anything of that sort was out of the question.

“Cremation,” she repeated firmly.

She made appropriate arrangements, conscious but unconcerned that she had created a small scandal. Members of her church who did not approve came to the memorial service anyway, out of curiosity. Some, not sure what to do in the absence of a proper funeral, left offerings of food at the house. Fruit salad. Coffee-cake. A Danish ham.

Aurie found herself uninterested in food, or in Grant’s Sunday neckties (which she had long coveted to piece herself one of those striped skirts with a zigzag edge), or in her sympathy cards, or in much of anything else except for a large project on which she was working hour after hour while she was waiting for a package she was expecting.

Several days after the cremation it arrived: Grant’s remains, via registered mail.

She carried the parcel into the house with shaking hands, tore off the brown paper wrapper. In a sturdy plastic container lay an inch of fine ash and a few charred bone chips. Carefully Aurie fished out the chips and put them in the kitchen blender, where she pulverized them to dust. Then with a little water she rinsed the residue into the loaf pan from a Sara Lee pound cake. She added the contents of the box, then rinsed it into the pan as well.

She contemplated the cleaned-out plastic container a moment. It was a nice box, far too good to throw out. She would turn it into something. A treasure chest. Maybe decorate it with pasta shells.

It was good to be able to spread newspaper right on the kitchen floor. No need to confine her passion to the spare bedroom anymore. She had the whole house to herself.

When Creda came over that day (Creda, a good neighbor, had visited every day since Grant died), she found Aurelia Hess mixing sparkling gold paint (some kind of texture paint? It had a graininess to it, like it was made with real gold dust) in an aluminum loaf pan that should have been recycled. Creda did not tell Aurie so, of course, not at such a difficult time.

Instead, “Oooh, that’s pretty!” Creda encouraged. “What for kind of paint is that? It’s nice and thick.”

“I gave it some extra body,” said Aurie. “For something special I’m working on.”

“What’s that?”

From the sanctity of the spare bedroom Aurelia brought it out to show her: a giant creation, as wide as her armspread, and she had made it out of Swanson’s Beef Pie tins and pain, meat trays and cola caps and angry grief, flash cubes and egg-carton flowers and consolation, berry-basket lattice and communion cups and love. And she would paint it gold, gold, gold. Each side of it would be as golden and beautiful as the other. She would string an ornate chain of turkey neck bones painted gold with the thick, shining paint, and she would hang her masterpiece above the armchair, and it would stay there, stirring and shimmering whenever she came near it.

“My stars,” Creda said. “Aurie, you sure have got the touch. I ain’t never seen nobody can turn nothing into something the way you can.”

Smiling, Aurie got down on her knees and started to paint, turning what was left of Grant into a heart of pure gold.





Trespassing

The farmland, hills, and hollow and cut cornfields lay frozen brown and fallow and denuded under the winter sky, an allegory: looking back, the woman on horseback could see, for the most part, where she had been. She seldom glanced that way, for those were domesticated places. Tilled. Tamed. Deadening. But looking forward, obstacles to outwit. And a veil of woodland. And hazy in the distance, sunlit and cloud-shadowed, the hidden and forbidden countryside.

She looked at it often, not sure how long—how short—the rest of her ride would be.

An interesting irony, and one in which she took some satisfaction; she gave the appearance of being as strong as the expensive mount she rode. Overcompensation was her forte, always had been, in marriage, in living as on horseback.

Riding. She had muscles in her stomach and back from riding, shoulders broad and hard as a teenage jock’s; she swaggered when she walked. She wore her husband’s shirts and didn’t care who eyed her flat chest and wondered; she had never worn a bra since she had become woman enough to know her own mind, and she refused to wear one now, much less those obscene polyurethane fillers. Breasts or facsimiles thereof were not things she considered she needed. They got in the way. Even before the mastectomy, she had often wished they were detachable. Now they were gone like her grown children, and since being rid of them, she felt free as never before. Cancer confers power of a sort. No one could refuse her what she wanted any longer. Cancer had given her the horse, the freedom. She would not ride in the fenced arena; she chose open countryside, and when she rode, she made certain everyone who saw her was as impressed by her dash, her panache, the picture she made as was she herself. Her mind provided exaltation, as if somewhere in the clouds there was theme music playing, something with plenty of kettledrum. She wore no hard hat. She liked to feel the wind in her graying hair, and what was the use of staying safe any longer? She had refused with scorn the radiation, the chemotherapy. The spores of the disease were gypsying in her bloodstream, trespassing on her private property. Once they had stolen all the parts of her she could spare, they would kill her.

Impatiently she turned her horse aside from the bridle path into the woods.

Gail, you get straight to school and don’t dawdle along the way. Gail, put your dress on before we’re late to church. Gail, is that any way to talk to your mother?

The woman at the boarding stable had been quite definite about the use of the trails. There were rules: no riding on the hard roads; too dangerous. No cantering in the woods; too dangerous. No riding on fields, even fallow fields. Riders crossing farmland were to stay on the tractor paths. Riders crossing woodland were to stay on the marked bridle trails. Agreements had been worked out with all the surrounding property owners, and violations could lead to lawsuits. Riders were not to leave the right-of-way.

Gail, you be home by ten. Gail. What you mean letting that boy kiss you goodnight on the first date? Gail, you get that smirk off your face.

She turned off the trail and felt the familiar smile surge rush in her blood like wind in the treetops. When she had left home, she had changed the spelling of her name: she called herself Gale. She loved the sound of the high wind.

She wished she could change the season of her birth as well as her name. Born in the smarmy summer, under a malignant sign: Cancer. As it now dictated her death, all her life it had dictated her discontent, or so she perceived, she, the crabby wife, the crabby mother. She detested the smothering warmth of summer, loved the wintertime. Even when no snow lay on the ground there was a sweep, an openness about the wintertime valleys and hills that called her out of self.

In the summer past, there had been other women who rode with her sometimes, nice enough women who stayed tamely on the marked trails. Gail had stormed inwardly, plodding along with them while they sat their fat mares and talked of perms. Perms! How could they ride and talk of frippery? Why did they think she had bought a horse at her age? (A tall Arab-thoroughbred cross, a former show jumper, full of fire and trouble, angrily fighting the bit even as she thought it.) How could they not feel her urgent need to live while she was dying? How could they not know the surge, the rush, the wild and secret wind-goes-where-it-will hot-blooded high of trespassing?

When she rode in earnest, Gail rode by herself and went where the signs said, “Keep Out.”

Honey, you better let me drive. Honey, take my arm, be careful how you walk. Honey, don’t you think you’d better stay home with the baby due so soon?

Almost since the first day she had mounted the horse and ridden it out of the stable yard, Gail had been trespassing; she was often frustrated. Everywhere there were fields planted right to the edge, leaving not even a grass strip for a horse to gallop along. Everywhere were the posted property lines, the closed gates, the barbed wire fences no horse would jump. She grew reckless; she found ways around the fences, trails she liked to think no one but her would ever take: into the back fields, up the steep brambled slopes between the chuckholes; through the river, in water up to the saddle; over the fallen trees, along the abandoned railroad tracks. She had found surreptitious ways around the primly wooden, white-painted farmhouses where the watchdogs barked accusingly. She had found cesspools and junk heaps, but she had also found the secret valleys where the old stone foundations were and where the deserted springhouses waited, leaf-muted, moss-cool in the shadows, as if for eternity.

On days when she was not riding, she did her duty as best she could and seldom talked back, keeping a tight rein on herself, as she always had, overcompensating…. At night in her dreams, she hungered for the new trail, the one she had not yet seen, where something nameless and wonderful awaited her. Every day, on the strong equine body she rode like an extension of her own, every venture, trespassing, she pressed farther, searching for it.

Honey, can’t you spend more time at home now that the weather’s so cold? Honey, how about staying home and baking me a peach pie for a change? Honey, you be careful on that horse.

She rode as often in winter as in the summer evenings and the fresh days of fall. In winter, the wind blew as if it knew no barriers, and the other women, the nice ones, the docile ones, stayed home. If Gail’s heart shivered; it was with excitement and yearning. Cold meant nothing to her compared to riding, adventuring, questing, getting out of the so-damnably domestic house and away from the voices. They wanted to hold her back, tie her down, but soon enough they would have to let her go, let her find what she was looking for. Soon enough, she would be on her own in the cold of the grave.

Therefore, she turned her horse aside from the bridle path to explore the forbidden woods.

And therefore, her heartfelt hollow and gelid as down the pathless slope between trees the horse carried her, striding out despite the underbrush, strong, thoughtlessly healthy and full of pent rebellion. Hooves slipped on the sun-loosened leaves and loam atop the frozen ground. The horse went nearly on its haunches, skittering down the steepening slope. Gail sat unperturbed, ducking branches, navigating between brambles and deadfalls and tall elms as hard, as tough, as muscular as herself. And with their own deaths working at their hearts, as hers did…. Her eyes looked ahead, for at the bottom of the woodlot, the hollow, she hoped might lie a creek with fish sleeping under the ice, a bracket mushroom (preferably bright orange), a place under hemlocks where (she would somehow know) gentians would bloom in the spring, a rock cave with a wildcat inside, something. Something to make the place worth finding.

Weather was moving in. The token-effort winter sun (doing its duty, no doubt) had been shining, ineffectual but sufficient to thaw the quarter-inch of watery ground that had made her horse slip. Now a thick fleshy flatness of cloud appeared overhead like the palm of God’s hand, gesturing. If God was dead, the color was appropriate: bruise gray. Wind rose, blew strong enough to creak the tall, secretly rotting trees and rattle the branches far overhead.

Mother, a horse at your age? Mother, aren’t you concerned about safety? Don’t you think you ought to spend more time with us, Daddy and us instead? Mother, why are you so crabby?

In the woodlot’s hollow was no creek, no bright fungus, no flower dell, no wildcat cave, but the wind was gift enough, her prize for trespassing in the forbidden place. Gail stopped her horse and lifted her face, glorying in the wind.

Far above, with a whip-crack, a thick branch broke and plummeted.

The horse leaped from a standstill into a gallop. Gail kept her seat, and before the second leap, she had tightened rein. But though the first leap had been a reaction to terror, the second one was for treason’s sake. The wind keened overhead, and dead branches thudded to earth as the trees groaned, and the horse plunged upslope, fighting the bit like the renegade it was. Silently, Gail fought back with seat, reins, and booted feet, remote, unhealthily calm, feeling a soft-focus sense of déjà vu, of a situation all too familiar, that a strong body should turn against her, traitor, rebel, betrayer—

Suddenly furious, she screamed.

She screamed as she wished she had sometimes, ever, just once, screamed at her mother, her husband, her children, with teeth bared, throat corded and quivering. And as if the scream had freed her, she flew. She did not see the horse plunge away, empty-saddled. Instead, she felt wild wind, she saw trees and sky rushing in a parabola of panic, and as her head hit, she noted a colorful thing at last: a neon-orange cardboard sign on the tree trunk above her. She did not need to read it to know what it said.

No Trespassing.

Mother, have you considered counseling? Mother, have you thought about a cottage at the Sweet Peace Home? Mother, have you and Father made a will?

Instead of tree trunks and gray sky and orange sign, she saw blackness shot through with golden comets, very lovely. Night must have come. But she could still hear the wind. Gail lay and listened to the sound of the wind in the trees.

Loud. Like being in the middle of a huge tuneless orchestra. Cellos, bells, chimes, and the mighty drum. And she was no longer lying still; she had risen on the wind of blaring trumpet and comet tails and bird cries. She had left her body behind her under the trees somehow, but she did not mind that. Treacherous thing, it could rot. From the inside out, it could rot and die. She rose in a dark whirling tunnel of clamor, wind roar, shooting star. And then— the light….

There, there, not far ahead, Gail felt sure, lay the new trail.

There, just beyond the dark gate. So—so beautiful, and dangerous beyond description. She could not quite see; the light blazed too bright, but she knew how that place had to be. No junk heaps there. No barbed wire fences, no property lines, but yes, tall mountains, yes, forests misting into the distance, yes, angels and gypsies, yes, adventure—

“Stop,” a voice ordered. “Wait, little one. This is the holy and forbidden place.”

The guardian stood at the gate.

Man—she saw no more. A man, and he might as well have been a farmer with dirty fingernails declaring, “Whoa there. This here’s private property.” Stars whirling around her turned orange, then red. Her rage boiled up like a thunderhead, dark. She wanted a body to scream with. She knew the words the scream would have formed: “All my life, you have been telling me ‘Keep Out, Keep to your place, Stay on the narrow path, Obey the rules.’ And I am sick to death of it!”

“Have I said that?” said the man as if he had somehow heard her thoughts. His voice sounded amused. He had indeed somehow heard her, and that power and his amusement heightened her fury.

“I will find a way in! I am in the wind now. The wind goes where it will.”

“Little one, I command the wind.”

Her rage rained away into a chill puddle of fear. Desperately, she said, “You’re lying.”

“If I have done what you have said I have done, then I am the one who commands the wind.”

“No!” Dear God, he was as bad as her husband, her father, her mother, as bad as any voice from on high, and he was inside her. She saw his changing shape; he was her mother, her lover, and herself, and she knew with a thud, a suicide’s plunge, that it was all inside her and an illusion, for how could she see without eyes? Yet he was real. He would make her plead with him. Cancer gave her no power over him. She would be under his thumb. She was not sure she would have the strength to defy him.

“Please.”

“You are not ready.”

“Who is to say that? I am dying. Let me in, or I will trespass.”

“There is no trespassing here.” The guardian sounded not angry, not even amused any longer, but merely annoyed, bored with her. “You are not yet fit for this gate. Go back.”

“No! Please—”

“Think of it as a second chance.”

“No! I want—” But the shrieking of the wind swallowed her thoughts, her selfhood. All was darkness and red stars and bellowing bassoons again, and she could not see him any longer, or see the light, or hear any reply.

The wind shaped itself into voices that battered at her like a hurricane.

“Gail! Gail, sweetheart, can you hear us? Blink if you can hear us.”

“Honey, you’re going to be all right. You just wake up now and get well so I can take you home.”

“Mother! Mother, don’t be scared. We’re all right here with you.”

“I know it,” she thought sourly. “Go away.” But they did not hear thoughts. They had never understood her even those few times when she had spoken the thoughts. Mother’s crabby, they had said. Gail has her moods. Without moving; she grew achingly aware of her body—the traitor—of someone holding her hand, of having been very cold but feeling warmer now, lying on a bed in a warm place. A hospital—she knew the smell, the sounds. Nurses whispering. A preacher, probably one her mother had summoned, droning nearby.

“…and forgive Gail her trespasses….”

Sanctimonious old jackass. Anger made her open her eyes.

“… as she forgives those who have trespassed against her.”

Cries and sobs of joy drowned out the preacher’s continuing exhortations. Gail felt both her hands seized in pairs of warm hands, felt a careful hug around her shoulders. She looked up into the wet eyes of those who, despite everything, loved her. As God loved her, according to the mythology. As she— as she had never admitted to loving them….

“Mother, we were so scared! That bad horse—”

“Honey, you lay in the cold so long.”

“Gail, you’d gone off the path. Nobody could find you.”

They were hanging onto her, each one holding a piece of her, as if they were going to pull her apart. Yet she no longer felt angry. What she did feel, they would never understand. She would stop asking it of them. She would never say to them, Let go, let go of me. I am not afraid of dying. Let me go. I want to fly in the wind.

She would, perhaps to some small degree—be sorry to leave them?

She shook like an old tree in high wind, and her hard muscles twitched and her callused hands sweated, for she had just trespassed into the most hidden and forbidden and perilous hollow place of all.





Transcendence

Jeremy Bow

Caldwell 302

Tewksbury College

Tewksbury, NJ 01234

Ms. Chavadon Tier

c/o Copper Lily Publishing

Box 98765

Mariposa, AZ 78695-8765


Dear Ms. Tier,

I love your poetry. I love your poetry. I love your poetry. I am writing to tell you how much I love your poetry—more than I can say. Lines like,

“My dreams would grow hair on a heron

I have douched a dead duck with maraschino

I have danced with Dahmer in my denims from the Gap

I hide an apricot beneath my Calvin Kleins”

Lines like those—I don’t begin to know what they mean, yet they make me feel a sense of awe and transcendence. I don’t care what the critics say; I think when a poet becomes popular, it is because she offers people something. I keep your book, Angels Fly to the Largest Shopping Mall in the Known Universe, under my pillow, and it helps me get through the times when college sucks. I believe poetry like yours makes a real difference in the world. I believe it has the power to change things. I know it keeps me going.

Your bio says you live in Manhattan. I am not that far away, and if it would not interrupt your writing schedule too much, I would love to buy you dinner and tell you in person how much your poetry means to me. I very much hope to hear from you.

Fervidly yours,

Jeremy Bow





Chavadon Tier

140 W. 56th St.

New York, NY 10001

Jeremy Bow

Caldwell 302

Tewksbury College

Tewksbury, NJ 01234


Dear Mr. Bow:

Thank you for your letter of unctuous praise. Thank you for not asking me to read your poetry, answer twenty questions for your literature course, or recommend your illustrations to my editor. You seem very nice; therefore, please be assured you do not want to meet me, as I am quite nasty.





Jeremy C. Bow

Caldwell 302

Tewksbury College

Tewksbury, NJ 01234

Chavadon Tier

140 W. 56th St.

New York, NY 10001


Dear Ms. Tier,

I am ecstatic to receive a reply from you. Of course, I will never ask you to look at my poetry or my artwork—I wouldn’t dare. What you are doing is so far above my level I can’t breathe when you take me up there with you. How can you call yourself nasty? Are you suffering from low self-esteem? Please believe me, only a caring, sensitive person could have written,

“We are wounded constantly yet on we ride

Side by side

We believe in the lovers’ grail

We know we cannot fail to find

the halo we left behind

waiting at the end of the rainbow”

Perhaps you are thinking of some of your darker verse? But only

one with a deep understanding of human nature could have written,

“Ontological goodness is a bore

Beauty smiles but the Beast knows the score”

Which is one of my favorite couplets that I have penned in toilet stalls all over campus, always of course attributing it to you,

I will be in New York on the afternoon of the 19th, and will ring your doorbell just in case, Again, may I thank you from the bottom of my heart for the constant gift of your poetry.

Most unctuously yours,

Jeremy Bow





Chavadon Tier

140 W. 56th St.

New York, NY 10001


Mr. Jeremy Bow,

Hell no, I do not suffer from low self-esteem. I suffer fools not lightly, is what I suffer. But perhaps I overreact; perhaps I did not make myself clear. Read my lips: YOU DO NOT WANT TO COME NEAR ME. AM HIDEOUSLY UGLY. In body and spirit. Axl Rose is a blooming sweetie compared to me, and Rambo is apple pan dandy with whipped cream and a cherry on top. I am poet, hear me roar, I know who the hell you are. You are a doe-eyed, pimplesque, milky-mouthed sophomore with bitty buttocks and heart thumpies that shake your rickety wee ribs. I feed on babies like you. Be warned.

Sincerely,

Chavadon Tier






Dear Chavadon,

There, that wasn’t so bad, was it? Are you sorry you let me in? I’m glad you did, if only so you could see that I am not overly pimplesque or bitty-butted. The heart thumpies you are right about. I am thrilled to have met you, and in contrast to the Tewksbury Thought Police’s everlasting political correctness, your trenchant honesty goes down like wine. I admire what you have done with your life. It must be very difficult having such a serious facial deformity in addition to glandular problems. No wonder you are a recluse. Thank you very, very much for letting me visit you after all.

You claim to be ugly in body and soul. I guess it is sort of a cliche that people who come in unattractive packages should hide good things inside, and I can’t blame you for bucking the stereotype, trying to be negative and cynical and old and tired when you are really not much older than I am. But I’m not buying any of it. I am sure there is a wonderful idealistic dreamer somewhere deep inside you, wanting to make things happen, wanting to change the world. I am sure your poetry is more true to the real Chavadon Tier than your crusty mannerisms are.

May I come again? Dinner next time. If you don’t want to be seen in a restaurant, we’ll send out for Chinese or something,

Very best regards,

Jeremy






Dear Jeremy,

You are wrong, wrong, wrong about me! The “crusty mannerisms” are not packaging; the poetry is. Get this: nastiness = reality, poetry = fairytale, okay? It’s all PR, don’t you see? I have built myself a palace of poetry, all mirrors and fountains and fancy lighting and special effects, and I myself am the monster who hides “deep inside,” to use your youthful excavation imagery. You have penetrated my palace, and the lumpen freak-face you see is what you get. You have found, in its entirety, the misshapen prize in the crackerjack box. Congratulations.

You say you find my honesty refreshing, but you have not heard so much honesty from me yet as spleen. I called you a milk-drinking sophomore, when you are a damned lovely young animal and you know it, don’t you? Wide wise hazel eyes, for God’s sake. Fawn-golden faun-soft skin over those austere cheekbones. Innocent sensual mouth. Muscle. Shoulders. Sweet yielding smile. Where the hell did you come from? I didn’t think they made them like you anymore, old-fashioned beautiful idealistic kids who write letters.

It beats me why physical beauty bears so much weight in the universe anyway, but it does. I see it, and my heart turns over. So be it.

You ask if you can come see me again. Last time I told you not to, and you came anyway. This time I am going to tell you yes, by all means, come see me, and maybe that will keep you away.

Chavadon






Dear Chavadon,

Dinner was excellent. Thank you. I had never experienced home delivery French before. It was memorable.

You seem to think I am doing you a favor by spending time with you, like I’d be fighting off hoards of panting coeds otherwise. Riiiight. In case you haven’t noticed, dirty guys with tattoos and nose hair are in. Drugheads are in. Sneers are in. I don’t have enough “attitude,” whatever that means. And as for where I came from, I come from Iowa—how uncool. Nobody is interested in me.

I wish I had the talent to be a writer, make something of my life that way. Give it meaning. Alchemize art out of pain. I admire what you do so much, yet you seem to think I’m a fool for loving your poetry. You keep telling me to shut up about it, go read Yeats, your stuff is nothing but a plastic flim-flam, it’s a sham, a cosmetic illusion you’ve put between you and the world, it’s your labyrinth to hide in. But that’s nuts. I can’t believe you think your poetry is something separate from you. I can’t believe you think it misrepresents you. Your poetry came out of you, it’s an emanation of you, it’s your soul, don’t you see? And it is beautiful. Therefore, you are beautiful.

I’ll see you next week. Let me pay for dinner this time.

Love,

Jeremy






Dear Jeremy,

God, you signed your letter “love,” what do I have to do to make you see I am a big ugly joke? Listen to me for once. My poetry, which you so adore, is a consummate farce. Here is how I write it: I put buzzwords on squares of scrap paper, throw them all in a margarine tub and pull them out two at a time. Whatever gets paired up, I just splice it together into a line. It’s totally random. It doesn’t mean a thing, understand? It’s a party game,

You think you mean something to me? I can fix that. I can write a poem about you. All I have to do is come up with some Jeremy words, thus:

milk pagan god hazel eyes farm boy

plain-pocket jeans fawn cheekbones

shoulders wise child honey angel

Then I throw them all in the butter cup, mix them up and pour them out and stick them together with syrup. It’s no more challenging than those collages kid-dies make out of magazine clippings for summer camp arts & crafts. It means nothing.

If you still want to come next week, let me know and I will cook. You can’t afford to feed me. You have no idea how ravenous I can be.

Chavadon






Dear Chavadon,

Whoa, I never knew mere food could be so good! Anybody who can make meringue like that has the soul of an artist, so stop trying to tell me you’re a fake. I don’t care what you say about the way you create your poetry; it’s the manifestation that counts, and the transcendence is there. You ask where did I come from—well, where the hell did you come from? You are the most amazing person I have ever met.

I’ve been thinking about you a lot. Do you have family? Are there people (besides me) who care about you?

Care about you, hell, I need a good dose of your honesty. What I am really trying to say is, are there people who love you? Maybe that’s a sophomoric question, maybe the way you keep company with the angels you’re above wanting hugs and kisses, but I have to ask because I am kind of obsessed by the idea of love. I guess love is what I want the most in the world, because I haven’t had much so far. My family is a mess—I don’t want to bore you with a lot of sob story detail, I’ll just say it’s bad, abusive, and I’ve survived by leaving it behind. (Thank God for scholarships.) So I try not to look back, I look to the future, and what I dream about is finding what I haven’t had in the past. You know. A beautiful girl—no, a beautiful woman who by some miracle wants me, and I fall like crazy, and when we touch the earth moves, and we build a life together, the whole hearts-beating-as-one cliché. And I don’t know why I am being so inane and babbling about myself when what I really started to say was, do you have family or are you alone? Because if you are alone, that makes two of us.

What made you start writing poetry? Was it this love thing? When thousands of people love your poems, does that count as thousands of people loving you?

Maybe, seriously, that is what I should do—learn to write, But I don’t exactly want to be famous. I really just want somebody to love me. Do you want the same thing?

See you next week? Please? I swear I’ll pay for the food this time.

Love,

Jeremy






Dear Jeremy,

Oh, Jeremy, my beautiful Jeremy, what am I going to do? No. Absolutely not. Do not come here anymore—the mansion where I live, made of poetry, it is a prison, Jeremy, not a palace. Stay away. Do not think anymore about being a writer, about being alone, about being like me, any of that. Save yourself, run from me. You are young and full of heart, and you do not deserve to be devoured by a lonesome loathsome thing. I am hideous, but you are so lovely all the flower-faced girls will adore you once they wake up and see, I swear it. They will all love you.

Jeremy gazes with wise hazel eyes

In the morning love comes to him

With alar cheekbones he seeks transcendence

In stone-washed denim love comes to him

Jeremy waits with his soul unfurled

In Jordache jeans love comes to him

With a honeyed mouth he waits for her

On a lazy angel wind she comes to him.

Jeremy stands in the harsh wet grass

In a halo of beauty love comes to him

He watches her shoulders for a sign of wings

In a dress by Lauren love comes to him

Jeremy blinks into the sunrise

Love comes to him, love comes to him

She kisses him on his innocent lips

In the morning love comes to him.

Love comes to him.

Love comes to him.

In a halo of beauty love comes to him.

There. A poem for you and only you, Jeremy. I will never publish it.

Okay, so I used a few words besides the ones I threatened to. Okay, so maybe I did not pull it out of a margarine tub, Maybe I even mean some of it, awright? Keep it and be happy.

It beats me why you want to hang around me anyway. What the hell is this, beauty and the beast? Thank God, I did not give you my unlisted number. Stay away.






Dear Chavadon,

I know you made cranky get-lost noises at me in your last letter, the one with the poem, but I do not for a minute believe any of them. I just want you to know you don’t fool me. I would have been there at the usual time except I had to be somewhere else.

It was an amazing poem. I don’t know what to say. Thank you.

The strangest thing has been happening. Maybe you gave me confidence or something, but all of a sudden, like the morning after you sent me that “love comes to him” poem, girls started saying hi to me and smiling at me everywhere. Okay, I’ll be honest, the reason I was not in the city last week is that I had a date with a girl to go skydiving, of all things. I can’t believe I did that, but I loved it, I want to do it again. It’s scary, but wonderful, almost like flying.

Talking with you is like that, like flying. See you next week?

Love,

Jeremy






Dear Chavadon,

Why have I not heard from you? Are you not feeling well?

I should get in there to check on you, but—God, what did you put in that poem, anyway? Love potion? Was the ink made of something you could bottle and market and sell for a billion $$$? This is so weird and wonderful, I have not had a spare moment, and now it’s all happening, it’s all coming together, better than skydiving and even scarier, I am terrified and ecstatic, I go around trembling and babbling and grinning and looking at the sky. I think I am in love. Her name is Temple—isn’t that a beautiful name? She is brainy, rude, kind, quirky, brave, sweet, exquisite—floating auburn hair, and perfect, almost translucent skin, and long legs, and—oh, she is damn indescribable. I want her clear to my bones, to the marrow of my bones. And she seems to want me the same way. I can’t believe it, she actually seems to feel something for me.

I am flying too high to say anything intelligent or even very coherent, so I had better just go. Let me know how you are doing, and I will keep you posted.

Luv,

Jeremy






Dear Chavadon,

Temple and I are getting married. Her family has completely accepted me, which is wonderful, almost as wonderful as she is. We have gone to pick out rings. I cannot tell you how happy I am.

Since I have not heard from you in months, I guess you really meant it after all—you just want me to stay away from you. I won’t write you after this, or bother you with a wedding invitation or anything. But I had to let you know I have found what I was looking for, because somehow I can’t help feeling I need to thank you.

Thank you. Thank you for your poetry; it got me through a hard time. I wish I could send you a package full of the ecstasy I am feeling now. I want that kind of happiness for you.

All good wishes,

Jeremy Bow






Dear Jeremy,

I am dictating this letter to a nurse, so it will be short. I have not been in very good health, and am receiving absolutely no visitors.

This is one time beauty knows the score. Yes, I just want you to stay away, because nobody has ever understood me as you do. Everything you have said about my poetry is true, and that is dangerous. KEEP OUT.

I am publishing a final volume, “ ”Transcendence,” with the proceeds going to you and Temple. Your goodness was never a bore. I wish you all the happiness in the world.

Love forever,

Chavadon
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