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I decided to write a novel for my thesis, these stories
ssemed a natural starting point: they didn’t take long to
write, the genre is easy, and besides, I already had three
done. Simple, right?

Wrong. Although the stories continued to trip
blithely from “idea" to fingertip, I wanted to thread some
kind of unifying theme throughout the work. When I hit on
one (friendship), it became obvious that I was going to
have to rewrite all the short stories with this perspective
in mind. Characterization, too, had to be reconsidered.

And unifying development added between the stories.

And...and...
FACT/FICTION:
THE EFFECT OF CHANGING TRUTH
We have all had occasion to think, "] wish 1 would

have handled that differently...I wish I would have
said....”

Fiction reflects, through a funhouse mirror, the
nebulous outlines of reality. Through the medium of
fiction the writer can handle the situation differently,
can say what he wishes he would have said. He can, in
effect, rewrite history through the retelling of a story,
not as it was, but as it should have been.

By extension, the writer can also create the story

itself, shaping so that it strikes some cord common to



humanity. "The writer is on a search Ffor himself," says

Oonald Murray in A Writer Teaches Writing. "If he finds
himself he will find an audience, because all of us have

the same common core. And when he digs deeply into himself
and is able to define himself, he will find others who will

read with a shock of recognition what he has written."

FROM THE AUTHOR'S PERSPECTIVE

That’s what 1 wanted to do. I wanted to appeal to a
wide general audience, so on a literal level 1 wanted to

write about simple, common things to which everybody can

relate. I wrote four-letter words, short sentences,
dialogue as it is spoken —--—- with plenty of asides and
digressions. The "morals" of the stories aren’t

earth—-shattering, Jjust tiny first-person comments leading,
hopefully, to some universal insight(s),

That'’'s what I wanted to do. It seems, however, that
something else evolved along with the structure -- 1’11
call it, for the sake of diplomacy, "voice."

1 was shaping stories from smatterings of personal
experience, so, of course, a lot of "me" went into them.
Alice and Peg were single mothers (like Alice the Real and
me} who got into predicaments and then, somehow, managed to
dig themselves out again. But as I merrily tripped along,
writing satiric funny little stories, my silent "voice"

kept surfacing. I didn’t recognize it at first; it didn’t



sound like me, and it didn’'t sound like what I was writing.
My "voice" was andry.

It recognized the difficulties of raising children in
a single-parent family,

It recognized a landlord who appeared only when rent
was due, not when a ceiling sadged or a weed-infested ditch
produced a bumper crop of marijuana.

It knew poverty on an intimate basis.

It knew discrimination.

It knew futility.

"Without humor,” says songwriter Stan Freeberg,
"satire would be rage."

1 was writing funny stories, but in actuality some of
the situations hadn’t been so humorous when Alice (the
Real) and 1°’d had to face them. Sometimes "voice"” got a
little sharp; I had to reel it in and reuwrite delicately.
It was only through this shaping -- this alteration of fact
or truth ~-—- that 1 could attain a semblance of
universality. My stories, cloaked in humor, spoke to Alice

and me. My "“voice," cloaked in humor, spoke to humanity.



Conversations with Alice

Judy Corkery



To Ian and Evan, who lived through it all.

And, of course, to Alice.
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It wasn’t our choice to move.
The apartment had ratty brown carpeting, mashed in
heavy traffic areas to a mottled gray, which wvacuuming

never seemed to improve. A foot-sized hole in one bedroom

door —— the result of a domestic dispute between previous
tenants, no doubt -- provided an interesting view to any
nefarious activities which might take place within. And

the single tiny bathroom demanded a companionable sharing
of personal hugenic functions during peak rush hours.

But, on the plus side, a working used-brick fireplace
added what charm was possible to the cramped 1living room,
and a (sometimes) working dishwasher hummed sporadically in
the kitchen. The apartment even had a tiny, private,
fenced back yard: a mixed blessing, as we were obligated
to mow the grass ourselves, necessitating the purchase of a
beat-up garage sale weed-eater. The east Springfield
neighborhood was relatively safe (most residents dutifully
chugging off with lunchpails to Weyerhauser every morning
and returning, exhausted and drimy, to television sets
every night) and relatively well-kept (mature evergreens,
strategically spared chainsaw annihilation, lined

white-white sidewalks, with here and there a leafy hedge
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breaking the monotony of flat front wyards). The houses
were painted pretty neutral shades, tans and beiges and
grays, so, if we squeezed our eues real tight and wished
and wished with all our might, Sean and Mickey and I could
almost forget we were living in half a tiny duplex in rainy
downtown Oregon and dream we were still living in our big,
white-white pillared house in upstate New York, in a real
neighborhood, with real neighbors who were friends and not
Just the people-who-lived-next-door; neighbors who
socialized and had barbeques and parties sometimes, uwhere
everyone could get together and the kids could play ball,
and everyone have a nice time. But that wasn’t the kind of
neighbors we had run into in Oregon.

It wasn’t, as I said, our choice to move. However, my
youngest son, Michael, took the rap for kicking a hole in
the neighbor’s fence, and we got evicted.

"] didn’t do it, mom," Mickey sobbed, burying his
flushed and teary face in the hollow of my belly, "I didn’t

do it, I didn’t do it. Randu, that stupid kid across the

street,” he sobbed, shoulders heaving in despair, "did it.
I told him not to, but he said..." he sobbed, "he said his
stupid dog was..." he sabbed, "...was trapped in
that...that stupid back uaaarrrd!™ Mick wailed into my
belly.

My arms encircled his sweet, thin shoulders, hugging

tight. I watched, face aflame, as the departing landlord
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marched self-righteously to his Chevy wvan, then chugged
away in a cloud of oily fumes up the street. Life, 1
thought, fighting tears myself, is a sobbing child. Life
is a sobbing child.

But life cannot be a sobbing mother.

Life for a single mother is a back yard with a fence
—-— to hurdle, or to kick holes in. Like a cat hurdles a
fence, a single mom must hurdle 1life, balancing reality
(cocktailing at night to make ends meet) while stalking her
prey (that means to effect greater input into 1life’s
choices, a college education). A mother must not kick
holes in fences. A mother, like a cat, must hurdle them.

No one ever accused life of being fair, 1 thought
angrily, crumbling the eviction notice in one suweaty palm
and swallowing salt. If we had to move, then Randy should
have to move. There was, of course, no chance in hell’s
bells that Randy would have to move; the landlord’s
departing fumes attested to that. Randy came from a "nice"”
Family -- a daddy, a mommy, and Randy, and Randy’s 1little
sister. They even had a dog. We were the only tenants in
the neighborhood who didn’t have a "nice" family. We are
only a mom and two bous.

There are good days, I reminded myself, a fragmented
semblance of balance returning, and there are bad days. I

ruffled Mickeu’s hair and bent to kiss his hot ear.

Remember, there are good daus.
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On good days, fences are lower. Then, life is having
family -- my mother, father, brothers, sister —-- close. It
is a Sundauy checkbook balance of $27.29, but feeding the
bouys for a week, putting a couple of buck’s worth of gas in
the car, and still being in the black the following
Saturday -- although not by much, I grant. It is learning
to change spark plugs or add a quart of oil in an Oregon
downpour. It is starting college with the rent money, and
Father Brennan coming to the rescue until Financial Aid
kicks in. It is three ysars of a "higher" education, and,
Finally, attainment of Senior status in the Honors College.

PTA, 1 thought, flinging a last angry glance in the
direction of the retreating landlord. Poop on That Ass and
the horse he rode in on.

I squatted to eye-level with Mickey.

"It’s okay, honey,” I comforted, holding him at arm’s
length and staring unwaveringly into his teary brown eyes.

"We’ll find a nicer apartment, I promise, with a big back

vard to play in." I ruffled his hair again -- baby fine,
and soft; so soft, like his dadduy’s —- and kissed first one
blotchuy cheek, then the other. "and no fences. Don’t

worry: everything will be fine. Maybe this will turn out
to be a good thing for us. Everything will be fine." And
I hugged tight, and he hugged tight, so tight we couldn’t
tell who was doing the most hugging, and then we both

laughed a little bit, and smiled a little at each other,
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and I prayed that everything would be fine.

So Sean, Mick, and I cruised around town for a few
days after school, looking for Jjust the right place. Our
requirements were few: a place that would take children, a
place with a low deposit, a place with no Ffences. Our
options, it turned out, were also few. The university
hasn’t added any student housing for a couple of years, and
cheap apartments are at a premium. Finally, late one hot
afterncon when I had about given up hope for the day, and
was thinking about packing it in and suggesting ice cream
at Baskin Robbins, we spotted The Projects.

Springfield really isn’t big enough to have Projects,
but if it were, then T, U, and VU GStreets betwsen Pioneer
Parkway and Fourth would be The Projects: row after row,
street after strest of identical two-story wood-frame
duplexes. Buildings squash shoulder to shoulder, allowing
for construction of an extra house or two at each end of a
block, thus increasing rental output and affording inmates
the opportunity to overhear all neighboring squabbles. A
few scraggly trees -— the landlord’s magnanamous stab at
landscaping —-- fight the odds of making it to Big O0Oak
status. Junky cars -- or maybe just junked -— and pickups
with over-sized tires line driveways and crowd the narrow
streets.

We requested, and received, a Grand Tour. The

apartment, to phrase it delicately, was not much: a tiny



pagelO

kitchen (no dishwasher, working or otherwise); a miniscule
dining room big enough for a card table and as many bodies
as could crowd around it to "dine;" a non-descript living
room with tired institutional carpeting; a half bath,
ceiling sloped from six feet down to four, tucked beneath
the stairwell. Upstairs, a child-sized bedroom, another as
big as my closet in New York, and a "full”™ bath, so
described, 1 suppose, because there was a bathtub.

On the plus side: kids OK, deposit payable in
installments.

1 stood and gazed out the dining room slider. A small
creek —-- reality check: a drainage ditch -- sliced the
block in half between T and U, making a fence impossible.
The result was a huge, grassy area between facing back
yards, with the ditch meandering through the middle. At
the far end of the block, I glimpsed a small playground --
rusty swing set, rusty teeter-totter, small cement
basketball court with one rusty hoop. Directly behind the
house, the open area widened, and grass —- lots and lots of
green, unfenced grass —- waved in the gentle breeze.

Sean and Mickey bounded out the slider and across the

field to check out the ditch. Behind me, the landlord
hovered.

"It’s lovely,"” I said, staring out the window. Then,
turning with a smile, "May we take possession this

weekend?”
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My brothers, Jerry and Greg, and three of their
friends moved us in to 140 T on Friday night. On Saturday,
they moved us out again, so the exterminator could have a
better shot at the cockroaches. O0On Sunday, we moved back
in.

Sunday was a nice day. Friday and Saturday had been
rainy, as only May in Oregon can be rainy, and it is no fun
to move twice in one weekend in the rain. But Sunday
morning the deluge ended, the clouds parted, and blessed
sunshine peeped through.

It was during one of my many trips between pickup and
duplex on Sunday that I met Alice. As 1 struggled to
dislodge my card table from a jumble of folding chairs in
the truck, I glimpsed this tiny little woman and a boy C(her
son, undoubtedlyl) pop out the front door of the other half
of the duplex and head for the car parked in their half of
the driveway. She glanced over, then turned around and
disappeared back into her house. A moment later she popped
back out, Juggling her pocketbook and a scrawny
diffenbachia with four puny leaves. She made a beeline for
pickup and me.

"Hi," she smiled nervously, sye glasses slipping ever
so slightly down her unpowdered nose. "Edmund and 1 live
next door. 1 guess maybe you could figure that out by
yourself. This apartment has been vacant for quite awhile.

1 just hate to live next door toc an empty apartment, don’t
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you?” she burbled. "I always think burglars are more apt
to break in if an apartment is empty. Or if there’s an
empty one next door. And in this neighborhood you can’t be
too careful. Not that I want to scare you off. It’s so
nice to have someone 1living here again." She surfaced
briefly for air and grinned at me again.

"Hello," I replied politely, returning her smile.
"We’'rs very glad to be here.” I had a lot of work uet to
accomplish before the sun set, and I find small talk
chitchat time consuming and, in general, quite boring. But
I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with a new
neighbor. 1 bent to dislodge an errant table leg; with a
resounding clang, the damn thing broke off in my hand.

Jerry came out the front door, quickly assessed the
situation, and shook his head in disdust.

"Heu, Peg, time to knock off for awhile," he said
sympathetically. "We’ve got the tv hooked up: time for a
beer.” He nodded, neighborly, and smiled at the woman.

"Hi." She smiled again and ducked her head in
greeting. "Nice to meet you. 1 live next door. I was
Just saying how nice it is to have neighbors again. Your
apartment has been empty for quite awhile, and I was Just
sauing how nice it’s going to be to have neighbors again.

You know, somebody nice to borrow sugar..."

"Nice to meet you," Jerry acknowledged, holding out

his hand, "but I’'m not going to live here." The woman
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Juggled the diffesnbachia and buried her slim hand in his
firm grasp. "I'm Pegdy’s brother, Jerry Marshall. Just
helping Peg move in."

"Nice to meet you," she smiled widely, dimpling. "1
wish my brother could have helped when I moved in, but he
lives in San Francisco. That’s pretty far to be of any
help way up here. Any practical help, I mean. O0Of course,
he’s very good about helping when we’re able to plan ahead.
And it’s very nice to know that he’s there. I mean, not

that he’s in San Francisco. That I have a brother at all,

I mean. As I was Jjust saying to your sister -- Peggy,
right? --" She smiled inquiringly at me. Mentally, )
sighed. But I pasted on a smile and nodded back. "...it's

"

really quite....

"Um, think it’s about time for the Mets to take the
field,” smiled Jerry. "Nice to have met you. Come on,
sis; time for a break."” He smiled again and deserted,
disappearing through the front door with the broken card

table and its unanchored leg.

"Sg he'’'s not your husband?" piped the lady as the door
banged closed. "My, he’s good looking. 1 was trying to

figure out which one was your husband. There are so many

men over here helping you. Boy, you’'re really lucky. 1

didn’t have anubody to help me when I moved in. It took

forever. I’ve lived here for four years and I'm still not

unpacked. UWhich one’s your husband?" She smiled at me
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over the top of her glasses.

"Not married," I smiled back, teeth dgrinding. "Buess
I'm just one of the lucky ones."

"Me, neither. Who needs them, I always say, except to
take out the garbage.” She laughed over the top of her
glasses again. [ pictured cockroaches slinking intoc my
apartment from her garbage. "It’d be nice to have one
around once in awhile, like the first of the month when the
bills are due, I guess. A man, I mean. Around. But other
than that, they’re more effort than they’re worth, I always
say. [’d rather read a good book. So he’s your brother.
Likes beer, does he? 1 enjoy an occasional beer myself.
How about the other ones? Is one of them your boufriend?
No? ALL of them? No? Gosh, it's so dgreat to have uwou
move in. Personally, I have nothing against boyfriends --
1 have them muyself occasionally. But the lady who 1lived
here before was a hooker, and I didn’t think she was a good
influence for Edmund.” She smiled briefly down at her son.
The kid gave a gap-toothed grin. He looked 1like a child
who might have enjoyed the former neighbor’s influence in a

couple of years. Maliciously, I pictured the kid with the

hooker.

"1 was glad when I found out she was moving. Edmund
says your kids go to the same school as he does."” The kid
smiled again. Freckles dot-to-dotted his face. "Edmund

spotted them right away when you came to 1look at the
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apartment. I’'m so glad you’re moving in. There aren’t
many kids his age in the neighborhood. Maybe they can play
together. I hope sa. Being an only child, Edmund demands
a lot of attention. Frankly,” she said, looking seriously
at me, "he’s driving me crazy." The kid Cheshire-cat
grinned again.

"Oh, really?” GSmile cemented in place, I examined the

child like Sean might examine one of the bugs wunder his

microscope, then sadly shook my head. "Sorry, I don’t
recognize him." I batted my eyes at her, smiling
regretfully (I hoped). "I haven’t had much time to hang
around school and be a PIA mother, I'm afraid.” 1 pictured

Sean and Mickey throwing the kid in the muddy ditch water.

My smile brightened.

“"Oh, I understand. Perfectly. Me neither," she
replied quickly, shaking her head back at me. "It’s not
that I don’t want to do my share. I tried going to

meetings for awhile, but they kept wanting me to be on
committees. The Bingo Committee. The Album Committee.
The Room Mother Committee. I couldn’t take it. I’m pooped
when I get home from work. I Just want to collapse on the
couch and read a book in peace and quiet and not be on any
stupid committees. So I stopped going. Now when I go to

church on Sunday, all those PTA ladies ask me whers 1 was

1"

on Wednesday night....

Right, I smiled, nodding. My face ached. 1 thought
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of all the boxes left to unpack. 1 thought of school on
Mondau. I thought of all the homework I hadn’t done. I
smiled (fondly) down at the kid. I willed his mother to be
with the hooker. I willed his mother to be in the muddy
ditch. I willed his mother to be anywhere but here.

"The Used Textbook Committee.™

"Right,"” I murmurred, slumping down on the fender and
smiling.
“"PTA," she huffed. "They don’'t understand. They

don’t have to wark for a living. They all have husbands to
support them. They don’t have anything else to do but wax
their kitchen floors and go to PTIA meetings and be on
committees. PTA,"” she huffed, shaking her head crossly,
"Poop on Those A...." She bit off the last word and peered
at me, embarrassed.

"...and the horses they rode in on," 1 Ffinished,
smiling serenely at her.

She blushed, then giggled nervously. I’ve hit bottom,
I thought, smiling. When a hyper weirdo swears like I do,
I’ve finally hit bottom. I grimmed with all my vacant
gap-syed might and willed her to Jjust, please, go away and
leave me the hell alone so I could Just, please, get some
of this crap done in peace and quiet (my one and only card
table was in pieces) and maybe squeeze in a nap (I'm so
tired), please, before I had to go pick up the boys at my

mother'’s, please, what a dreamer I am, ha-ha, ha-ha, I
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smiled.

Ashes and dust: stuff of dreams.

She, tentatively, smiled back.

"My name is Alice," she said softly. Her reedy voice
sounded, surprizingly, almost shy. Then, glancing down at
the wilting diffenbachia, she seemed to notice it for the
first time. She Juggled her pocketbook again and offered
the plant in outstretched hands that trembled slightly.

"Welcome to the neighborhood. "
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Jerry and GBreg and "all those men" finally got the
truck unloaded about eight o’clock. They set up the bunk
beds and I paid them off in beer and waved an exhausted,
napless good-bye from the driveuway. Then I fetched the
kids from mom’'s. HMickey dug through the boxes labeled
"kitchen” and found a pan. He heated a can of Campbell’s
while Sean helped me set up the computer, and I finally dot
them tucked into bed about ten. We were, for all practical
purposes, settled in.

About the computer: our Commodore is not a luxury
item. Professors do not prefer assignments written in
longhand, and as an English maJor with about a billion
papers to write, I had gotten smart fast. The monitor is
an old black and white t.v. that mom lent me when Sean and
Mickey and I first moved to Oregon. I had picked up the
keyboard at a garage sale for twenty-five bucks.
Gradually, we had added disk drive and power pack. And
then, three months ago, when things were going smoothly and
before I’'d known I was doing to have to cough up the
deposit on a new apartment, I had made my first credit card
purchase: a shiny, brand new, Star Gemini II printer. The

Gemini doesn’t have letter quality capability, but so far,
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none of the profs had complained.

Next morning, it was business as usual. Sean, who is
ten years old and a straight A fourth gdrader, was
acquainted with Edmund.

"He’s in fifth grade," Sean confided over breakfast,
"but he’ll never make sixth, mom. He 1lives in the
principal’s office. He shot a rubber band at his teacher.
He hit her right in the butt.”

"Doesn’t sound terrif,” I muttered, buttering a slice
of toast, "but it doesn’t sound fatal, either. Now stop
telling bad tales out of school and eat.”

"He erased all the homework assignments. Nobody in
his class did homework. Boy, was his teacher mad."

"Eat. We’ll be late for school.”

"We're in the same math class. He hid Mrs. Thompson’s
book in the boy’s lavatory," Sean persisted.

"Come on," 1 urged, grabbing my back pack off the
bottom stair and rifling fingers through my dirty-blonde
hair. "We’ll be late."

"In a toilet."”

"Yah," chimed in Mickey, chomping a last bite of
Captain Crunch. "This kid told me Edmund drew boobs on the
picture of the Blessed Sacrament.” Mickey 1is in third
grade, so he only knew Edmund by reputation.

"Hearsay evidence,” 1 admonished with a quick frown.

I checked my appearance in the bathroom mirror. Dark
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circles ringed broun eyes: I1'd look terrif tonight at

work. Customers don’t tip cocktail waitresses with dark

circles. 1’d have to plaster on an inch of makeup; I
needed those tips. "Not admissable in court. Now, 1let’s
hit the trail, pardners. Let’s head ’em up and move ‘’em
out.”

"There ARE boobs on the picture, mom," concurred Sean,
dumping his dirty dishes in the sink. He grabbed his book
bag from the stairs. Mickey carefully buttoned his suweater
and we headed out the door.

"He has this rubber snake. He coiled it on Mrs.
Thompson’s chair. She screamed,” said Sean. "He had to go
to the principal’s office again. He LIVES there, Mom."

"He ’lives’ next door. Hey, so don’t play with the
turkey if uou don’t want to!” I responded, slamming the car
door and backing carefully out the driveway. "The kid
sounds like bad news.”

"Are you kidding?” replied Sean indignantly. "He’s
the most popular kid in school!”

"Yah! " agreed Mick. "We’re really lucky to live next
door to him!"

A week passed, then two. The boys got to know Edmund
on a first-hand basis, for which I was not sure I was
grateful. And I got to know Alice. My feelings toward her
mellowed. After all, she didn’'t like working Bingo, and

she did like plants: she couldn’t be all bad. And, I
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found, she did understand about "things," which Just kept
rolling along.

The power steering fluid leaked out of my ’63 Toronado
by the quart. No leak in the hoses, said the guy at the
garage. Leak’s in the box itself. I can order the part
from Los Angeles, said the guy, leisurely gnawing a
toothpick. Three hundred seventy-five, eightuy bucks.

The rent -- plus installment payment on the deposit --

was due in two weeks.

Right, I said. Forget it, I said. For three hundred
bucks, I can add a lot of power steering fluid.

"]l know Jjust what you mean,” said Alice with a sigh
when I told her. "I have a tire that keeps going flat. I
have to add air every morning on the way to work. The guy
at the station says whuy don’t you Just buy a new tire,
lady? I don’t even talk to him anumore. 1 don’t even look
in his direction when I pull in. Rent is almost due, you
know?"

Sean and Mickey brought candy bars home from school to

sell for some worthy project.

"0o you think it’s safe to let them go out selling in

this neighborhood, Alice?" I asked.

"They’ll be fine. Just make them stay together. You
never know. And tell them not to go to 204 T. The guu who
lives there is our friendly neighborhood drug dealer. He'd

probably buy a lot of candy bars, though. And tell them
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not to go on Second Street; the traffic is terrible. And
tell them to skip that little part of R Street where it
dead-ends. That’s where the high school kids go to smoke.

And probably and lot more, who knows, you know?" She

considered. "On second thought, maybe you should go with
them."

Imaginative Writing 202: Short Story,. A maJjor
assignment -- first person narrative -- was due, but they’d

changed my shift at work and I had to close for a month.
That meant waiting around ’til two forty-five a.m. to
hussle out the drunks. And a regular customer (who was in
the habit of making passes after his third Manhatten) got a
little bold one night after only two. He pinched my tutu.
I wasn’t expecting it. I dumped his drink in his lap. He
was unhappy. If a customer is unhappy, my boss is unhappy.
I got a warning.

"1 know Jjust what you mean," said Alice with a sigh.
"A guy at work wore tennis shorts yesterday. I Just love
seeing hairy legs once in awhile; breaks the monotony on
the line, you know? I got a warning, too.”

"I have to write this damn paper,” 1 wailed. "I can’t
concentrate! "

"Why don’t you go see your professor? Some of them
are very undefstanding," reasoned Alice. "After all, some

of them are human, too. Or know someone human. Maybe

she’ll let you turn it in late.”
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So I stopped by to see my understanding professor,
Shelly Jellins.

"Give me eight to ten pages," she ordered. Piles of
papers, neatly stacked, crowded her desktop. 1 had heard
that English professors are notoriously overworked: how
could she possibly want eight more crummy pages to read?
"Write about something -~ some incident -- that’s happened
at home. Put in a bit of dialogue. Check your spelling."”

"Something that’s going on at home?" Cripes. A case
of power steering fluid in the trunk; a case of candybars
in the halluway; two weeks and rent was due. Something
that’s going on at home?

"Certainly,”™ she sncouraged, rubbing her eyes and
smiling tiredly at me. "It’'s due Friday," she sighed,
putting on her glasses and bending over the nearest stack.
"l don’t do late papers, love."

Understanding, right.

...0n Kids
Sometimes my neighbor, Alice, froths at the mouth.
Poor Alice. She’s a good-hearted person, but sometimes her

kid, Edmund, drives her crazy. Like last night, Alice came

over frothing.

"You know what Edmund did?"” she spouted as she burst
into my kitchen. "He super—-glued the phone together. Now

why would he do something like that? Why? That’s all 1
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want to know. Why?"

Alice is a little hyper. She rants and raves and
tears her hair and beats her breast. Then she does home
and grounds Edmund and tries to unglue the phone with
fingernail polish remover. 0Of course it doesn’t work, so
she ends up buying a new phone and taking it out of
Edmund’s allowance. Except Edmund has Alice’s number; he

knows all the right buttons to push and the right moves to

make. Edmund has already collected advances on his
allowance. If he lives to be ninety-three, he might get
the phone paid for. But I doubt if he’ll 1live to

ninety—-three; Alice will undoubtedly kill him long before
then.

Alice and I aren’t much alike in temperament. [ am a
pretty cool mother. My children are intelligent,
well-behaved, quiet 1little role models for Edmund to
emulate. Sean writes “"Choose Your Own Adventures"” on the
Commodore and Mickey aspires to be an altar boy. 1 am
well-satisfied with them. Sometimes, especially when I
think of Edmund, I feel downright smug. When Sean asks a
totally ridiculous question 1like, "How high is wup?" 1
patiently take him upon my knee and explain in great detail
about atmosphere, stratosphere, outer space, the Milky Way,
the cosmos. After about an hour Sean says, "Thanks, mom."

Then he goes away and doesn’t ask me any more ridiculous

questions for awhile.
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Edmund and my children go to the same school, O0O’Hara
Elementary. Last week, they all brought home giant
chocolate bars to sell for some worthy fund-raising
project. Sean and Mickey formed a team and went out
knocking on doors together. Edmund decided to tag along.
When they got home, Sean and HMick sat down and counted
their money. Twenty-two dollars! They were tickled.

"How many did you sell, Edmund?" I asked, interested

also in this child of my neighbor.

"None."

"None?" 1 was surprized. "But where are your candy
bars?"

"I ate them."

"You ate them?" I couldn’t help it; I know for the
sake of discipline I should’t have laughed, but 1 did.
Actually, I howled. Edmund is such a creative child.

Awhile later, Alice came over.

"You already heard what Edmund did, didn’t you®?”
Alice looked at me over her euebrows. "Where’s your beer?"”

We sat and talked as Sean and Mickey quietly played
with their transformers.

"Now, Alice,” I moralized, "stop to think about it for
a minute. We both know what Edmund did is wrong,"” she
nodded her head in agreement, "but in a way it really is
pretty funny, Alice."

Alice took another sip from her glass.
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"l know that. I see that. In a way, I realize that,"
she agreed seriously, "but WHY?"

Edmund had to pay for twelve candy bars, but it didn’t
seem to bother him very much. He got an advance on his
allowance for that one, too.

I must admit that my little darlings are not always
perfect, but through infinite patience and understanding,
1’ve come to handle certain situations with some degree of
elan. Sean, for instance, has the bad habit of teasing
Mickey, and Mick has the bad habit of screaming in reply.

Mothers refer to this as the o0ld Tease-Scream Syndrome.

Sean’s favorite tease is to call Mickey "fey," a word
derived and watered down from the original, "fag,"” which
word was previously banned from Sean’s vocabulary. Then,
Mickey’s scream was, "Maaa, Sean’s callin’ me ’'fag.’™ Now
Mickey’s scream is, "Maaa, Sean’s callin’ me ’fey.’” I
went through a period where I would sauy, "That’'s nice,

dear.,” until a vote of the family council deemed this
response inappropriate (two-to-one against, mine being the
dissenting opinion). Now, I generally Just ignore the
T-5S, unless there is blood. I have nerves of steel. 1 am
a pretty cool mother.

Not like Alice.

Knock knock. Two a.m. With a yawn I open my front
door.

"Hi, Alice. How’re things?”
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Alice storms in.

"I'm a wreck,"” she says, stomping for the tabls.
"What did I ever do to deserve this? Don’t answer that: I
swear I only did it once. 0One lousy time. The kid is
driving me wacko. Break out your milk," she ordered. "1
gotta talk. Do you have any chocolate? You aren’t going
to believe this."

But of course I am. Sean and Mickey have briefed me.

Edmund likes this girl named Stacy who lives on U
Street. He has traded Mickey an Insecticon for a G.1. Joe
guy that Sean wanted. Then Edmund traded the G.I. Joe guy
to Sean for a ring from Sean’s costume Jewelry collection.
Edmund plans to give the ring to Stacy.

"I Just got a call from Cheryl, Stacy’s mother,"” says
Alice, stuffing Doritos in her mouth. "Edmund is out in
their yard throwing rocks at the window. Cheryl said she
asked Edmund what he thought he was doing. He said he
thought he was throwing rocks at Stacy’s window; he has a
ring he wants to give her.

"It’s two a.m., Peggy. I thought he was in bed
asleep. He was asleep when I went to bed. At least I
thought he was asleep. What am I going to do, knot him to
the sheets? Why? WHY is this child doing these things?
That’'s all I want to know, WHY?"

Alice and I have personalities which complement each

other. I let Alice rant and rave for awhile, offering
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sympathetic "hmmms" and “"ummms" where appropriate. Then I
warmed two small glasses of milk and sat her down again at
the table (She was pacing. It makes me nervous.) for a
heart-to-heart.

"Alice, what Edmund did was against the rules,” we
both nodded at each other over the rims of our dlasses,
"but Edmund is merely a victim of circumstance: he threw
rocks at the wrong window. What he did wasn’t really so
terrible, and think how romantic it would have been to have
a boy wake you up, throwing rocks at your window, with a
nice ring? Now, Alice, wouldn’'t that have been romantic?"

Alice wasn't buying it.

"He’s eleven years old. Where does he get thease
ideas? I never did anything like this to my mother. 1
never drove her crazy. Well, maybe, ONE time, 1 did go
with some other kids and we knocked over outhouses on
Halloween, but 1 really didn’t knock anything over, the
other kids did. Well, maybe I did help a littlse. And we
were home by midnight. I think we were home by midnight,”
she said, scooping guacamole dip with her finger. "But
those were different dauys. Things were safer then. He
could have gotten mugged. He could have gotten kidnapped.
The landlord could have seen him. What do I have to 1look
forward to? What'’s he going to be doing when he’s tuwelve?"

I refrained from saying, "Don’'t ask.” After all,

friendship will bear only so much.
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A fat lady shrieked.

"That’s JUST what I’ve been looking for!" she screamed
at Alice. "How much?"

"Watch my stuff,"” I called, and fled into the house
for the beers plus another little surprize for Alice.

I returned with the beers and my two stories.

"If I watch your stuff for awhile, will you read

them?" 1 asked, handing them to her along with the

Buduweiser to sweeten the pot. "I really want to know what
you think." An idea had been brewing in my mind. I looked
anxiously at Alice. She likes to read the same kind of

books 1 do; would she like to read the kind of crap that 1
had written?

"Hey, it’s hot out here," she said, sinking gratefully
into a lawn chair and popping her beer. "You mean, me sit
here and read while you do all the work? Sounds too good
to be true."” And with that she forgot the garage sale and
commenced to read.

1 waited on customers and kept up a cheery sales
patter C(It’s a genuine mink—-tipped golf tee; no home should
be without one.") while keeping a nervous eye on her
progress. Finally, Just as I was helping to load a broken
high chair in the back of a station wagon, I saw her glance
up.

"whaddagathink—whaddagathink—whaddagathink?" 1 yelled

anxiously. "It’'s important. Whaddayathink?"
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there beside my dining room table. "After all, you have to
do all the work; I can Jjust sit back and be immortalized.
I..." drum roll "...will be ‘’art!’ Just," she warned,
clinking her glass to mine, "for God’s sake..." drum roll

",..don’t write that I swear!"™

...0n Cats

Whenever Alice and I run short of cash, which is
often, we hold a big neighborhood garage sale. The big
neighborhood garage sale is nothing more than Alice and me
hauling out all our garage sale Jjunk, spreading it over our
adjoining driveways, and tacking a few signs to highly
visible telephone poles. But having a garage sale is a
lucrative way to spend a weekend, and, if we each clear
thirty or forty dollars, we are pleased. We’ve managed to
stave the wolf from the door for yet another weekend, and
probably even have enocugh left over to take the kids to
McDonald’s.

Our last garage sale was pretty good. Besides her
usual Jjunk, Alice sold some men’s undershirts and work
pants which she’d gotten from her mother, who had inherited
them from a gentleman friend who’d recently died.

"Poor mother,” said Alice with a sigh. "Since Stan bit
the dust, she’s really lonely.”

1 sold, besides my usual Junk, two rickety folding










































































































































































































































pagel30

"Are you sure this isn’t just some guy you’'ve picked
up in a bar?" asked Alice. I gave her a scorching look.

"She said the number was listed to a ’Russell
Manilla.’” I don’t know anubody mnamed Manilla. I don’t
even know anybody named Russell. I’m going to fight it," I
vowed. "I told her I would take out a newspaper ad and warn
the public about the incompetency of Ma Bell. I told her I
would sue. I told her I live in a duplex, and mauybe they
have my line crossed with somebody else’'s.™

"Wait a minute. I live in the other half of the
duplex. They don’t have any lines crossed.” We glared at
each other.

"Wait a minute,"” said Alice again. "Wait a minute.
Russell Manilla...Wrestle Mania. I think it 1is time to
call a conference.”

Sean and Mickew and Edmund showed up under motherly

diress, and Misako came grudgingly (we had refused to pay
her for her time).
“"It’s not my fault,"” defended Misako. "They wanted to

stay up and watch wrestling. I was Jjust being nice.

"Misako’'s in love," explained Sean. "She thinks Andre

the Giant is a hunk."”

"Al1l1 those muscles,” breathed Misako.

"] like Randy Macho Man Savage," spoke up Mickey.

"] like Jake the Snake,™ put 1in Edmund.

" 3 1 . [1] we
"They were having a contest,” explained Misako
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invitation which comes my way.

Alice, however, loves to chop and saute and braize and
zap. ©She stuffs baked potatoes with melted cheese and
chopped onions and gaucamole. She freezes the potato
peelings to flavor lentil soup, lines the cat litter tray
with the onion skins, and plants the avocado pit. She
makes savory pot roast with carrots and onions, and creates
meat pie from the leftovers. She even saves coffee
grounds. She dries them and sprinkles them on her kitchen
floor before she sweeps. She saus they keep the dust balls
from puffing around.

So of course Alice knew what I meant.

"You told him you’d make salsa?™" she asked. "You

implied that you c—-o-o-k7"
I sighed. Samuel Rosenthal is an English professor at

the university. He orchestrates low pressure

upper-division classes conducive to creative writing, and 1

like his style a lot. I shared some of my thesis stories

with Sam, and he uttered semi—-enthusiastic mumblings.

Sam is intelligent, he has a droll sense of humor and

i i d is an
a bit of distinguishing grey in his beard, an

excellent cook. Unfortunately, 1 can’t aesthetically

picture us as a couple: Ssam is five feet six and weighs a

hundred and twenty pounds. I feel like a giant slobbering

ime I see him. But an idea was

Oregon buffalo butt every t

Alice is intelligent.

brewing in my mind. Alice 1S tiny.
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Alice is droll. Alice has a grey hair. Alice cooks.
Samuel and Alice would make the perfect couple.

And besides, it might be nice to have an English
professor hanging around the neighborhood. I could ask him
for free advice should writer’s block again threaten.

"Sam’s great,” I said. "You’ll love him."

She eyed me suspiciously.

"There’s more," I admitted. "I called to tell him how
my thesis was going. He asked what I was cooking Ffor
dinner. I told him Tuna Surprize. He says he loves Tuna
Surprize. I invited him to dinner. O0h, Alice, what am 1

going to do7?"
So Alice sighed and hefted the bushel of tomatoes and
took it home and combed her hair and put on a clean sweat

shirt and came back with noodles and sour cream and crushed

potato chips and chopped chilies (I had a can of tuna,

thank God), and she told me how to make Tuna Surprize.

"A few more chilies,"” she directed, tasting.

"He doesn’t like spicy.”

"a few more chilies," she insisted, "won’t kill

anybody . "

"Okay, okay, but when you make the salsa, Just go easy

on the chilies."

Sam arrived.

"So this is Alice, the famous ex~-hippy from Haight

. - , d
Ashbury,"” said Sam. "Or should I say imfamous: I’'ve rea



















































pagelSe

me home. T1he papers. The papers. How am I going to pick

up the papers?®

I knocked on Alice’s door. I knocked again

guietly,

I knocked again, louder. Louder and longer and louder and
longer. Those slves.

"Morning, " said Alice. "I suppose you realize already

that it’'s five thirty a.m. What's up?"
"Ahhhhhh. ™
"I1’11 make coffee.”
"Ahhhhhh."
"Wait a minute. 1’11 get my coat.”
"The house was so quiet last night with Edmund gone,”

said Alice, driving. "I read a book and listened to

Christmas carols and ate fudge. Does 38 S still get a

paper®"”

"Ahhhhhh."

"1 washed my hair and did my toenails," said Alice,

driving. "What about 2385 R?"

thhhhhh . "
almost

"Gosh, 1 wish it was & 1ittle lighter.

missed the cul-de-sac. How about 372 @77

“ghhhhhh . " |
g?" asked Alice.

"Want to stop at Safeway and get donut

, car door.
"Ahhhhhh," I replied, Flinging open the

Here, hand ME the

"Oh, cripes. Lean out farther.

CBute book . "
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Friday night. Alice and me and the beer.

"] can’t believe this week," said Alice, slouching
back in her chair. “The ice and the snow. Brother Dan
called me Tuesday at work. Edmund had slipped on the ice
in front of school. He split the root of his incisor and
was in the orthodontist’s chair for an hour and a half.
I've been late to work twice; my car slips and slides all
over the road. You’d think a town as big as Springfield
could afford a snow plow. The boOsSS put me on Official
Warning. One more day of being late and I owe them Unpaid

Vacation. The pipes froze in my garage. 1 haven’t been

able to wash since Tuesday. TIhe landlord came to Fix the

Pipes instead of a plumber. He said all the plumbers were

taking appointments for next week. I had to hide all the

cats in the car. 1 had to hide their litter Pan under my

bed. They almost froze," said Alice. "M bedroom stinks.
I thought he’d never get those Pipes fixed."

I slumped in muy chair.

. < ] e. I
"You're lucky," I said. "My P1PES didn’t freez
i asher
ran my washer. The hoses had frozen instead. The U
" id. "The
backed up in the garage. What a mMese: 1 said
» Just put out double

9arbage men didn’t come. They said,
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next week.’ Easy to say, if you’ve got Fifty garbage cans.
The kids were playing ball. My windshield got broken, but
Nobody did it. And you know that nobody ever knous who
Nobody is.™ Alice understood. "And," I wailed, "my thesis
advisor hinted she’d like to see a 'little something’ by
next Monday."

"Or else,” sighed Alice. "I know. The gods’ll have
mercy the day it snows four feet on the mall, hell freezes

over, the Ayatolla speaks at Mac Court, and the Ducks go to

the Rose Bowl." A light gleamed in her eye. "Give her a
shot of tomorrow," she chortled evilly. "it’'d serve her
right for demanding creativity on a timetable. Whatever

happens, give her a shot of tomorrow.”

...0n A Day at the Zoo

Saturday morning. Up early, doing homework in bed.

If I'm quiet, maube Sean and Mickey will sleep late. Seven

a.m., phone rings. It starts.

, : ] irs
"The terrorists are trapped in their high cha

'd
throwing scrambled eggs at sach other, SO 1 thought I

‘ .
9iVe you a ring. How's life?" chirped Kate. My siste

j . The
“as calling from Portland to catch up ©Of things

and they

. . ie
tErrgplstS are my nieces, Babies Leah and Julie,

3re adorable and perfect.

I said happily. Kate

"Hey, great to hear from you,”
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is my only sister, but even if she weren’t, she’d still be
my favorite. "1 got up early, but I'm stil} lounging in
ped. Alice is giving me a ride to the body shop to pick up
my car in about fifteen minutes," 1 said, checking the
alarm clock. "Life is usual. The house is a pit. The
washer’s been on the fritz since Monday and I've got dirty
clothes up to the armpits. The repairman’s coming this

morning, thank God. Mickey’s football game is at ten. Can

you believe it7? In this weather? And," I inhaled
impressively, "Sam is throwing a little get-together
tonight for a visiting lecturer, and he invited me. Me,"

my voice swelled with pride, "s lowly undergraduate.”
"My, aren’t we coming up in the world?" Kate was
suitably impressed. "Tell me, is he going to serve spiked

punch at this little affair?"

In the heyday of our B.M. days (Before Marriage), Kate

and I had gotten into a few escapades involving alcohol.

Like one New Year’'s Eve, our dates taught us to do Tequilla

Shooters (rub a little lime on the wrist, sprinkle with

salt, lick, then toss down a shot of tequillad. At

t
Bvening’s end, the dates had unloaded US on our fron

doorstep and roared off in disgust down the road.
rned up
Kate and I had still wanted to party. we tu

i i knife,
the stereo and sang "Hack it to death with 8 kitchen

e Christmas tree with

do-danh, do-dah," as we cut down th
piece, in the

Steak knives and burned it, piece by
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fireplace. The next day, Kate and 1 had sworn lifelong
abstinence from Shooters, and added a Cautionary sub-clause
concerning the consumption of hard alcoho} in public.
"I'1l1l be good, I promise,"” I promised. "l wouldn’t
want to embarrass myself in front of the faculty. Or Sam."
"This is shaping up to be a rum and coke weekend, if
you ask me," said Kate. "Julie is teething, and she cries
all the time. She’s got a rash on her chin, and bites
everything she can get her hands on. Namedly, her sister,"
said Kate. "And Leah leaks in her training pants. There

are puddles all over. We’ve been cooped up in the house

all week because Paul needed the car, and I'm going stir

Crazy, I have begun to doubt if I’m really cut out to be a
mother. And now Paul has to work this weekend.” She
paused for breath. "1 was thinking of packing the

1"
terrorists in the car and driving douwn to see everybody.

chortled in my best Johnny

"Hey, come on down!™ I
Olson imitation. "It’d be great to see you."
A skyscraper of dirty laundry clogged the living room
In anticipation of the washer’s resurrection. Underneath
i’'ll have

it, potatp chip crumbs undoubtedly greuw moldy.

i the
to clean, 1 thought, dragging the vacuum in from

to get
Sarage, The cupboards are bare. 1’11 have

9rocerijes.

Alice knocked at the door.

" " readg to
Morning,” she sighed. Are You
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prother Dan Jjust called. He wants to see me, su I've got

to get a move on.”

"1’1]1 be dressed in a flash," I said, abandoning the
vacuum. “"Sorry, I’'m running late, Kate’s coming down.
Wwhy's he want to see you?"

"] don’t know. But whatever it is, no call from the
principal’s office can be dood."

The doorbell rang.

"Are Sean and Mickey here?” Three neighborhood
ragamuffins stood on the front porch, eyeing me sheepishly.,
They looked like some of the group who had been plauing
ball when my windshield got broken.

"Sorry, fellas, they’re still asleep,” 1 told them,
not sorry at all. "And we’'re having company . "

"Do you think she knows?" whispered the shortest one

as they turned to go.

"Hey, we'’re awake!" Mickey yelled from the top of the

. . , B
stairs. "The phone woke us up. Hi. Mike! Come on up:

The phone rang again. It was my father, calling from

Arizona. The ragamuffins trooped up the stairs.

eit, " j rily
"I hear Kate's coming down to visit, he said chee
»1 Just
from the ninth-hole tee of some sunny golf course. J

i ids. Devin
talked to Greg. He’s on his way over with the kids
brother .

" i my
wants to see Mickey's football game. Greg 1S

Greg to
He lives in Eugene. It was probably faster for
over with the

have dad relay the message that ne was comind
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throat.”

"You’re right," she agreed, "and I guess you couldn’'t

"

mention...

"No, because then what happened to the carpeting would
be in print. The landlord..."

"Or where 1 really stored the cats while he Fixed my
pipes. But what about...?"

"No way. My father would never..."

"Or what Sam said when you...”

"...and he told me I snored,” I said, mortified.
"Right there on the floor, in front of everybody."

"And it doesn’t have an ending,” complained Alice.
"All stories have to have endings."

"If there were an ending, I wouldn’t have had time to

write it anghow. But it’s unending, isn’t it, Alice?" 1

questioned pleadingly. "please, tell me there’'s an
ending. ™
She shook her head sadly.
"Besides," she said, "it’'s Monday. You had to give

Y0ur advisor something."












