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KMV 2019 – angol műfordítás

Ajánlott szövegek
Jeff Nuttal
Return trip
Golden in this spot. The oak with its root-seats – a germinal image.

So many gone. The roots’ bark cup, level cocoa-cup helping of red sand, 


acorns embedded.

All buried, the bole choked. 

Golden this valley with bubbling

Vomit of centuries spilled along barrows, down

Ant-hills, spaced writing of ridges.

Clay cones, all levelled, uprooted.

“What I loved was never nature, was culture.

What stops panteism’s vindication is this fact:

Lines and languages of land I long for,

What eradicates them’s rank grass, river clay.”

Golden they spoke, the strata of systems. Whence now their whispers?

Who do they talk to?

Trees?

“Is this, like them, ghost?” the man might wonder.

He sells wrecked cars where my pram rocked (playground father’s village

school – oak limbs still heave corn-winds overhead)

Ghost, this fat drunk falling up the lane with whisky in his fist

(can’t leave it in the car)

A wraith?

“… look round? Used to live here…”

Song, that wood-throng throat comes rising now through alcohol,

Defence against the car-man’s kids

Come to laugh at the tears of a fat apparition.

Was I gone structures then, and they me hence?

Where’s poetry’s power when the old house stands?

Kitchen and breakfast room: “The Prime Minister has an important


announcement.”

Dining room, drawing room – “Do you remember one September


afternoon?”

Landing and nursery, housemaid’s thirsty vagina – “Ay, dunna tell yer mam.”

Brown sandstone, buttressed and gabled – the same place clearly.

So is it the same time too, surrounded by change,

An island where wraiths revive?

If times are so shuffled who is the impotent ghost

When interleaved with a living man’s potency? What

Potency ever, with No-Time certainly housing identity?

How does the nursery, unchanged, stand

Gainst drifts of rain, red clay, new grass – tender, persistent, indifferent?

She clings to my fragments (several men saw them, sun

severe on her velveteen, light hard on his

helmet hair, clutched amongst clovers in

that meadow where the straight track ran)

– She gives her vagina; he palms some certainty.

“Self,” says hardening blood, says calmly.

“Where?” the heartsblood, fading, dyingly denies.
“Where were we then?”

The question’s set against the other

Current question: “Who, now, are we?

Does it ever matter?”

Or matter who we will be, love, and one another,

Under shuffled truths, the grass, rain, red clay,

Tender and indifferent?

Scissor. Trunk. Elephants.

Razor. Lace. Monkeys.


Scissor the elephant’s trunk.


Razor monkeys lace the elements in rhubarb bushes. 


Hush said the


weasel who now

could do nothing

but squeak.

Jeff Nuttal

For my son

Mind how you go. Don’t

Snap your drinking eyes so hard

You bruise the day. Don’t spur the day




to blind you.

Mind how you go. Don’t

Magnify the day’s electric impulse

Till your eldritch pleasure fells the halfchick sky




to crush you.

Mind how you go. Don’t

Flush such blood up to your face’s measure.

Pleasure’s numbed in pressures

Drumming at the shut pores




that secrete you.

Please don’t

Glut your sore-pink self to show

Your flesh past dimmer glow

To edgy glister; don’t let

Juices wet you like a blister running –

Like a sticky bud let lose you. Know




the knives are out,

The blades are keen in miracle.

Your high bright sickle sheen

Could cut to stumps the You I’ve sown.




Mind how you go.

David Tait

Smog
I don’t have long to write
so let me tell you that today’s smog
is so thick that I’ve sat inside
with a headache, wearing a face-mask
next to an air purifier, that the recorded figures
are double the hazardous limit, that these measurements
are probably a generous estimate, that I’m sitting
within my dubious force-field with leaking eyes,
that outside there are mechanics and window cleaners
and school kids and flower-sellers with lungs
like the bottoms of an hour glass,
that they are breathing and coughing
and dying too soon, that I love a man
but they won’t let him in, that it kills me,
that it’s killing me.
Desmond Everest Fuller

Last Days of Tornado Season in Topeka 

The old chrome barber’s chair is cool against Donna’s calves. Scissors sigh around her shoulders as bright straw drops between the barber’s old fingers, falling quiet and heavy like snow. The floor is bright with dead gold fanned around his feet.

Outside, Topeka makes a yellow film on the window. There is the hot smell of storms come and gone.

The barber places his hand on Donna’s shoulder.

“If I take it any higher, I’m gonna catch hell from your mother.”

They regard each other in the mirror. Donna holds his gaze and makes an abrupt scything motion across her jawline.

“It’s called a pixie cut.”

A pair of old men, regulars, roost in the shop’s waiting chairs, muttering like broken fans. The day’s Topeka Capital-Journal lies folded on the counter under the mirror. Donna sees the creased story the police broke to her family the night before: the search for her brother Leon has been called-off, over a year after he would have graduated. His varsity football portrait plays like an obituary, his forearm draped over his knee-pad at the fold in the newspaper.

Air-conditioning tingles Donna’s nape. One old man wheezes something about her looking like a boy. Another says, it’s a shame about Leon; everyone was hoping for a champion. The barber’s bib is tight and scratchy against her throat, until it isn’t and he’s brushing stray hairs from her face and arms. An envelope emblazoned with a UC Berkeley crest crinkles in her pocket as she stands. She runs her fingers through the new ends of her hair as the doorbell jingles behind her. There’s a breeze following her she’s never felt before. The wind is blowing west.

*

People say Raven is weird because her parents are hippies. Kids say she’s dumb from the pot and the year she home-schooled; she asks all these random questions. I’ve always liked how one of her teeth hooks over her lip, and the freckles along her arms are like dots of light coming through a tent. She’s running her fingers through my short hair that still feels strange, like my head is too light.

Raven flips a cricket off her sneakered toe and sags against my shoulder.

“When someone’s sentenced 366 days, what’s the extra day for?”

We sit in the shade of the yellow-brick high school, waiting for her mom who doesn’t own a phone and always compliments my radiant aura.

Her long hair tickles my arm. “Tanner’s older brother got a year and a day for all the scripts he ripped off. The cops didn’t find Oxy, just other stuff. Tanner says they seemed disappointed.”

I blink against the sun moving below a rare cloud. “What does that matter?”

“Maybe that’s why the extra day? Y’know, for the letdown.”

I shrug against her arm. “I guess. Tanner’s in your third period?”

She nods into me. “Chemistry. We could go to his party tonight. It’s just him in that house now.”

Raven is soft skin and sandalwood perfume.

“I swiped some of mom’s acid. Way better time than cheap beer and pills.”

Sprinklers chatter over the football field. 366 days. I wonder how long would Leon serve if anyone could find him? Would he get an extra day for letting everybody down?

*

“How long till it kicks in?”

Donna’s voice is feathers and cinnamon gum.

Sweet Tart residue on our tongues.

Night holds us like bathwater as we float over to Tanner’s party. White light pours through a hole punched in the door. Donna goes ahead, and I can see the back of her neck where her hair is so short now.

Boys on the couch mash Xbox buttons beneath naked bulbs in the ceiling. Tanner leans against the counter in what’s left of a kitchen. My hands fluttering under his tank-top find Donna’s there next to mine, running over his skin. It feels amazing. His buzz-cut smile lolls between us, and we catch him sagging toward the linoleum. I slap him, kiss him, take Donna’s hand beneath his shirt again. But all he can do is smile shyly, laughing stoned at himself, at us. We each take an arm so he doesn’t fall down the stairs creaking beneath our chorus of feet.

Boys in the basement cool themselves on the cement floor like spokes coming off the keg, too many pills to even drink. We feel for heartbeats in the syrupy dimness, brushing away their uninspired pawing. We are the only vertical beings. We ride the slow chopped-n-screwed beats until we ascend out of the basement, and then we’re on the lawn and the warm air is wild on our bare arms.

The grass on every lawn is breathing. Every skeletal Chevy up on blocks might wake as we pass. The street lights have joined hands in a knotted string of yellow light and moth-wings. Donna takes my hand and we hear each others’ breath in our ears flushed pink.

Donna scrapes her belly crawling through my window after me. We lie down in my bed, and she cries wetly into the milk of my collar bone. She’s been carrying her letter from Berkeley around for a week. Her breath catches in my hair falling over her face.

“Raven, I’m not coming back.”

My bed expands and contracts, our breathing sinking, syncing as we thread together, and before this wears off she whispers that she’ll miss me most of all.

*

There’s nothing west of Topeka, not even shade, for over eight hours. Too long for someone cramping with dope sickness. Driving west, I imagine Leon hitchhiking east: Kansas City, St. Louis, Carbondale.

I watch the sunrise over amber fields from the window of a Denny’s in Colby. Leon used to go running at sunrise, then run home after football. After ACL surgery, the doctor wrote a script for Oxycontin. A year later he mostly left his room after dark. It says right on the bottle that vampiric tendencies are a common side effect.

Raven gave me a journal on our last day, so I try to write something over this cheap coffee: I was still texting Leon’s number less than a month ago. I told him how I got into Berkeley, how Mom acts like he’ll be home any minute. I called him an asshole for not being there to see me off. When my phone buzzed I about puked, but it was someone telling me the number was reassigned and to please stop texting them. Leon was my brother. He liked Cheerios with peanut butter, called me “Donnatello” and was scared of touching dryer lint. Now he’s the one thing I had no say in abandoning.

Raven wrote in the first page of this journal in her slanted script. I read it again. I can still smell her in the paper if I duck beneath the wafts of cheap eggs and sausage. I read it again.

I wish I could give you a jar of lightning bugs for a nightlight. How far west do you have to get before you feel your life falling away? Tonight you’ll dream of Dairy Queen and Westridge Lanes – remember the summer Leon and Tanner had to work off the damage they did shot-putting bowling balls? The bridge where we first smoked weed and laughed at the frogs we couldn’t see, just heard yammering on. “Is there somebody out there gonna love me tonight? Ribbit, ribbit.” You’ll dream dust so real you’ll think you turned around somewhere in Utah. You’ll imagine you smell lightning, tornadoes around every corner.

Josh Denslow

Where the Magic Is
Maggie walked in with something wrapped in butcher’s paper and she placed it on the table with a flourish. “Unicorn,” she said.

“Is that a new pet name for me?” I asked.

“It’s what’s for dinner.”

Maggie and I had done plenty of kinky things over the years, almost always at her request, but we’d stayed away from eating rare magical animals. Besides, I’d already warmed a slice of pizza in the microwave and had just sat down to eat. I’d even used a paper plate because I wasn’t expecting her home so early. Maggie came down hard on creating unnecessary waste, but sometimes I wanted to throw something away and get on with my night.

“You think it’s true what they say about eating unicorn?” she asked. “I think so, but maybe it’s stupid.” She lowered her eyes, embarrassed, as if we were just meeting for the first time. But then she couldn’t help herself. “I’m sorry. Where did you get a paper plate?”

“I have a stash,” I said. Which was true. I kept them in my sock drawer.

Her lips curved down to reveal the dimple at the top of her right cheek. No aphrodisiac or bedroom accouterments would ever turn me on more than that dimple. “So what do you think?” she asked.

“I think it would be easier to keep the paper plates in the kitchen,” I said.

“I’m talking about the unicorn.”

I looked at the butcher’s paper on the table between us, a purple stain spreading along the bottom. I’d seen parts of unicorn used before. After my parents divorced, my dad had begun mixing ground unicorn horn into his coffee to make him more virile. My mom had taken to wearing a lock of unicorn mane around her wrist to boost her confidence. When we were teenagers, my sister had even boiled a unicorn hoof and drunk the murky water to get some guy in her biology class to notice her. 

But none of those things were as macabre as this hunk of meat practically throbbing on the table. I wanted to scoop Maggie into my arms like when we’d first started dating, like I could never be persuaded to let go, and tell her that we didn’t need to eat unicorn meat to rekindle what we’d once had.

“How do you know it’s actually unicorn?”

She rested her hands on the table. “How do we know that anything we buy is what it claims to be? That steak you like at the meat counter could be dog.”

“If it is, it’s good as hell.”

Maggie plowed forward, anxious to get to the point. “I feel confident this is the real deal. The guy had horns for sale too. And hooves.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“As if it bothers you. I don’t think you want it to be real.”

“I’m sorry, Maggie. It just doesn’t look very appetizing.” Blood had seeped through the paper and was pooling on the table. A tendril of it was working its way toward my plate.

“It’s not supposed to be appetizing.”

“A rousing endorsement.”

She suddenly looked sad, and I knew what she wanted me to say: that I was ready to eat unicorn meat with her. That I believed it would bind us together forever. What I wanted to say: that no one in a strong relationship bought unicorn meat. Her choice of dinner said more than the last six months of us drifting apart.

“Do the hair thing,” I said.

“No.”

“Come on.”

She reached behind her and pulled her hair out of its ponytail. It fell onto her shoulders like the curtain at the end of a performance. She grinned at me with genuine affection and my pulse quickened at the sight. “You ready to go on this adventure with me?” she asked.

The blood had reached the paper plate where my pizza sat shriveled and helpless. “That thing is really leaking,” I said.

“It’s not about eating the meat. It’s about the blood. The blood is where the magic is. I got the bloodiest piece he had.”

I’d never heard Maggie talk that way, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it. There was something pleading and unashamedly vulnerable in her tone. She leaned toward the wall and dimmed the light.

“We don't even have to cook it,” she said. “We can eat it raw. Right out of the paper.” She fixed her gaze on me. “We need this.”

Maggie was breathing heavily, her chest heaving, waiting for me to respond. Through the window behind her I saw a faint white glow. “What is that?” I asked.

She turned and saw it too. We moved to the window in unison and looked out into our unkempt yard. Standing between the mailbox and the driveway was a unicorn. Its mane blew in a slight breeze, its horn glowing from where it protruded from its forehead. I’d never seen one in person before. It looked much more like a horse than I expected.

“I’ve heard of this happening,” Maggie said, her voice hushed. She reached for my hand but settled for my sleeve. “It can smell the blood of its fallen comrade. It’s mourning.”

As we watched, another unicorn joined the first. Maggie squeezed my forearm with both hands. “They’re beautiful.”

Without even noticing their arrival, I suddenly saw six more dispersed around our yard. Under the basketball hoop I never used anymore. Next to Maggie’s bird bath. Pacing in front of the garage. And they were all glaring through the window at us.

“I can’t do this,” I said.

She pulled me away from the window. “Yes you can.”

By now, the blood had completely saturated the paper plate and the edges drooped to the table. A faint glow came from inside the butcher paper, pulsing slightly, as if it were breathing too. Maggie reached over and began unwrapping it.

If I ate a piece of this unicorn with her, I’d be sending a message. And I wasn’t sure what I wanted. Maggie was wonderful, but I wasn’t sure she was my kind of wonderful anymore. I liked pizza. I liked paper plates.

“What about the unicorns outside?” I asked.

“Forget about them.” She’d finished unwrapping the meat and the glow filled the kitchen.

Glass shattered behind us and it sounded exactly like a horn striking a window.

“We have to hurry,” Maggie said. “Before they take it from us.”

The sound of more breaking glass came from the back of the house. Hooves on the tile in the bathroom. A whinny from our bedroom. We were surrounded.

“This doesn't seem right,” I said.

“The dangerous things are the only things worth doing.” She put her fingers into the meat and pulled off a bloody piece.

I could feel the unicorns watching me now, but I didn’t want to turn around. I wanted to live in that moment forever. Waiting for the feel of a horn through my shoulder blades. Maggie reaching out to me, blood dripping on the table. I felt more alive than I had in months.

That was how mistakes were made.

Gilbert Sorrentino
The Moon In Its Flight

pt. 1. 

This was in 1948. A group of young people sitting on the darkened porch of a New Jersey summer cottage in a lake resort community. The host some Bernie wearing an Upsala College sweatshirt. The late June night so soft one can, in retrospect, forgive America for everything. There were perhaps eight or nine people there, two of them the people that this story sketches.

Bernie was talking about Sonny Stitt’s alto on “That’s Earl, Brother.” As good as Bird, he said. Arnie said, bullshit: he was a very hip young man from Washington Heights, wore mirrored sunglasses. A bop drummer in his senior year at the High School of Performing Arts. Our young man, nineteen at this time, listened only to Rebecca, a girl of fifteen, remarkable in her New Look clothes. A long full skirt, black, snug tailored shirt of blue and white stripes with a high white collar and black velvet string tie, black kid Capezios. It is no wonder that lesbians like women.

At some point during the evening he walked Rebecca home. She lived on Lake Shore Drive, a wide road that skirted the beach and ran parallel to the small river that flowed into Lake Minnehaha. Lake Ramapo? Lake Tomahawk. Lake O-shi-wa-noh? Lake Sunburst. Leaning against her father’s powder-blue Buick convertible, lost, in the indigo night, the creamy stars, sound of crickets, they kissed. They fell in love.

One of the songs that summer was “For Heaven’s Sake.” Another, “It’s Magic.” Who remembers the clarity of Claude Thornhill and Sarah Vaughan, their exquisite irrelevance? They are gone where the useless chrome doughnuts on the Buick’s hood have gone. That Valhalla of Amos ’n’ Andy and guinea fruit peddlers with golden earrings. “Pleasa No SqueezaDa Banana.” In 1948, the whole world seemed beautiful to young people of a certain milieu, or let me say, possible. Yes, it seemed a possible world. This idea persisted until 1950, at which time it died, along with many of the young people who had held it. In Korea, the Chinese played “Scrapple from the Apple” over loudspeakers pointed at the American lines. That savage and virile alto blue-clear on the subzero night. This is, of course, old news.

Rebecca was fair. She was fair. Lovely Jewish girl from the remote and exotic Bronx. To him that vast borough seemed a Cythera — that it could house such fantastic creatures as she! He wanted to be Jewish. He was, instead, a Roman Catholic, awash in sin and redemption. What loathing he had for the Irish girls who went to eleven o’clock Mass, legions of blushing pink and lavender spring coats, flat white straw hats, the crinkly veils over their open faces. Church clothes, under which their inviolate crotches sweetly nestled in soft hair.

She had white and perfect teeth. Wide mouth. Creamy stars, pale nights. Dusty black roads out past the beach. The sunlight on the raft, moonlight on the lake. Sprinkle of freckles on her shoulders. Aromatic breeze.

Of course this was a summer romance, but bear with me and see with what banal literary irony it all turns out — or does not turn out at all. The country bowled and spoke of Truman’s grit and spunk. How softly we had slid off the edge of civilization.

The liquid moonlight filling the small parking area outside the gates to the beach. Bass flopping softly in dark waters. What was the scent of the perfume she wore? The sound of a car radio in the cool nights, collective American memory. Her browned body, delicate hair bleached golden on her thighs. In the beach pavilion they danced and drank Cokes. Mel Tormé and the Mel-Tones. Dizzy Gillespie. “Too Soon to Know.” In the mornings, the sun so crystal and lucent it seemed the very exhalation of the sky, he would swim alone to the raft and lie there, the beach empty, music from the pavilion attendant’s radio coming to him in splinters. At such times he would thrill himself by pretending that he had not yet met Rebecca and that he would see her that afternoon for the first time.

The first time he touched her breasts he cried in his shame and delight. Can all this really have taken place in America? The trees rustled for him, as the rain did rain. One day, in New York, he bought her a silver friendship ring, tiny perfect hearts in bas-relief running around it so that the point of one heart nestled in the cleft of another. Innocent symbol that tortured his blood. She stood before him in the pale light in white bra and panties, her shorts and blouse hung on the hurricane fence of the abandoned and weed-grown tennis court and he held her, stroking her flanks and buttocks and kissing her shoulders. The smell of her flesh, vague sweat and perfume. Of course he was insane. She caressed him so far as she understood how through his faded denim shorts. Thus did they flay themselves, burning. What were they to do? Where were they to go? The very thought of the condom in his pocket made his heart careen in despair. Nothing was like anything said it was after all. He adored her.

She was entering her second year at Evander Childs that coming fall. He hated this school he had never seen, and hated all her fellow students. He longed to be Jewish, dark and mysterious and devoid of sin. He stroked her hair and fingered her nipples, masturbated fiercely on the dark roads after he had seen her home. Why didn’t he at least live in the Bronx?

Any fool can see that with the slightest twist one way or another all of this is fit material for a sophisticated comic’s routine. David Steinberg, say. One can hear his precise voice recording these picayune disasters as jokes. Yet all that moonlight was real. He kissed her luminous fingernails and died over and over again. The maimings of love are endlessly funny, as are the tiny figures of talking animals being blown to pieces in cartoons.

It was this same youth who, three years later, ravished the whores of Mexican border towns in a kind of drunken hilarity, falling down in the dusty streets of Nuevo Laredo, Villa Acuña, and Piedras Negras, the pungency of the overpowering perfume wedded to his rumpled khakis, his flowered shirt, his scuffed and beer-spattered low quarters scraping across the thresholds of the Blue Room, Ofelia’s, the 1–2–3 Club, Felicia’s, the Cadillac, Tres Hermanas. It would be a great pleasure for me to allow him to meet her there, in a yellow chiffon cocktail dress and spike heels, lost in prostitution.

One night, a huge smiling Indian whore bathed his member in gin as a testament to the strict hygiene she claimed to practice and he absurdly thought of Rebecca, that he had never seen her naked, nor she him, as he was now in the Hollywood pink light of the whore’s room, Jesus hanging in his perpetual torture from the wall above the little bed. The woman was gentle, the light glinting off her gold incisor and the tiny cross at her throat. You good fuck, Jack, she smiled in her lying whore way. He felt her flesh again warm in that long-dead New Jersey sunlight. Turn that into a joke.

They were at the amusement park at Lake Hopatcong with two other couples. A hot and breathless night toward the end of August, the patriotic smell of hot dogs and French fries and cranky music from the carousel easing through the sparsely planted trees down toward the shore. She was pale and sweating, sick, and he took her back to the car and they smoked. They walked to the edge of the black lake stretching out before them, the red and blue neon on the far shore clear in the hot dark.

He wiped her forehead and stroked her shoulders, worshiping her pain. He went to get a Coke and brought it back to her, but she only sipped at it, then said O God! and bent over to throw up. He held her hips while she vomited, loving the waste and odor of her. She lay down on the ground and he lay next to her, stroking her breasts until the nipples were erect under her cotton blouse. My period, she said. God, it just ruins me at the beginning. You bleeding, vomiting, incredible thing, he thought. You should have stayed in, he said. The moonlight of her teeth. I didn’t want to miss a night with you, she said. It’s August. Stars, my friend, great flashing stars fell on Alabama.

They stood in the dark in the driving rain underneath her umbrella. Where could it have been? Nokomis Road? Bliss Lane? Kissing with that trapped yet wholly innocent frenzy peculiar to American youth of that era. Her family was going back to the city early the next morning and his family would be leaving toward the end of the week. They kissed, they kissed. The angels sang. Where could they go, out of this driving rain?

Isn’t there anyone, any magazine writer or avant-garde filmmaker, any lover of life or dedicated optimist out there who will move them toward a cottage, already closed for the season, in whose split log exterior they will find an unlocked door? Inside there will be a bed, whiskey, an electric heater. Or better, a fireplace. White lamps, soft lights. Sweet music. A radio on which they will get Cooky’s Caravan or Symphony Sid. Billy Eckstine will sing “My Deep Blue Dream.” Who can bring them to each other and allow him to enter her? Tears of gratitude and release, the sublime and elegantly shadowed configuration their tanned legs will make lying together. This was in America, in 1948. Not even fake art or the wearisome tricks of movies can assist them.

She tottered, holding the umbrella crookedly while he went to his knees and clasped her, the rain soaking him through, put his head under her skirt and kissed her belly, licked at her crazily through her underclothes.

All you modern lovers, freed by Mick Jagger and the orgasm, give them, for Christ’s sake, for an hour, the use of your really terrific little apartment. They won’t smoke your marijuana nor disturb your Indiana graphics. They won’t borrow your Fanon or Cleaver or Barthelme or Vonnegut. They’ll make the bed before they leave. They whisper good night and dance in the dark.

She was crying and stroking his hair. Ah God, the leaves of brown came tumbling down, remember? He watched her go into the house and saw the door close. Some of his life washed away in the rain dripping from his chin.

[…]

Gilbert Sorrentino
The Moon in Its Flight

pt.2.

 [….]

A girl named Sheila whose father owned a fleet of taxis gave a reunion party in her parents’ apartment in Forest Hills. Where else would it be? I will insist on purchased elegance or nothing. None of your warm and cluttered apartments in this story, cats on the stacks of books, and so on. It was the first time he had ever seen a sunken living room and it fixed his idea of the good life forever after. Rebecca was talking to Marv and Robin, who were to be married in a month. They were Jewish, incredibly and wondrously Jewish, their parents smiled upon them and loaned them money and cars. He skulked in his loud Brooklyn clothes.

I’ll put her virgin flesh into a black linen suit, a single strand of pearls around her throat. Did I say that she had honey-colored hair? Believe me when I say he wanted to kiss her shoes.

Everybody was drinking CuttySark. This gives you an idea, not of who they were, but of what they thought they were. They worked desperately at it being August, but under the sharkskin and nylons those sunny limbs were hidden. Sheila put on “In the Still of the Night” and all six couples got up to dance. When he held her he thought he would weep.

He didn’t want to hear about Evander Childs or Gun Hill Road or the 92nd Street Y. He didn’t want to know what the pre-med student she was dating said. Whose hand had touched her secret thighs. It was most unbearable since this phantom knew them in a specifically erotic way that he did not. He had touched them decorated with garters and stockings. Different thighs. She had been to the Copa, to the Royal Roost, to Lewisohn Stadium to hear the Gershwin concert. She talked about The New Yorker and Vogue, e.e. cummings. She flew before him, floating in her black patent I. Miller heels.

Sitting together on the bed in Sheila’s parents’ room, she told him that she still loved him, she would always love him, but it was so hard not to go out with a lot of other boys, she had to keep her parents happy. They were concerned about him. They didn’t really know him. He wasn’t Jewish. All right. All right. But did she have to let Shelley? Did she have to go to the Museum of Modern Art? The Met? Where were these places? What is the University of Miami? Who is Brooklyn Law? What sort of god borrows a Chrysler and goes to the Latin Quarter? What is a supper club? What does Benedictine cost? Her epic acts, his Flagg Brothers shoes.

There was one boy who had almost made her. She had allowed him to take off her blouse and skirt, nothing else! at a CCNY sophomore party. She was a little high and he — messed — all over her slip. It was wicked and she was ashamed. Battering his heart in her candor. Well, I almost slipped too, he lied, and was terrified that she seemed relieved. He got up and closed the door, then lay down on the bed with her and took off her jacket and brassiere. She zipped open his trousers. Long enough! Sheila said, knocking on the door, then opening it to see him with his head on her breasts. Oh, oh, she said, and closed the door. Of course, it was all ruined. We got rid of a lot of these repressed people in the next decade, and now we are all happy and free.

At three o’clock, he kissed her good night on Yellowstone Boulevard in a thin drizzle. Call me, he said, and I’ll call you. She went into her glossy Jewish life, toward mambos and the Blue Angel.

Let me come and sleep with you. Let me lie in your bed and look at you in your beautiful pajamas. I’ll do anything you say. I’ll honor thy beautiful father and mother. I’ll hide in the closet and be no trouble. I’ll work as a stock boy in your father’s beautiful sweater factory. It’s not my fault I’m not Marvin or Shelley. I don’t even know where CCNY is! Who is Conrad Aiken? What is Bronx Science? Who is Berlioz? What is a Stravinsky? How do you play Mah-Jongg? What is schmooz, schlepp, Purim, Moo Goo Gai Pan? Help me.

When he got off the train in Brooklyn an hour later, he saw his friends through the window of the all-night diner, pouring coffee into the great pit of their beer drunks. He despised them as he despised himself and the neighborhood. He fought against the thought of her so that he would not have to place her subtle finesse in these streets of vulgar hells, benedictions, and incense.

On Christmas Eve, he left the office party at two, even though one of the file girls, her Catholicism temporarily displaced by Four Roses and ginger, stuck her tongue into his mouth in the stock room.

Rebecca was outside, waiting on the corner of 46th and Broadway, and they clasped hands, oh briefly, briefly. They walked aimlessly around in the gray bitter cold, standing for a while at the Rockefeller Center rink, watching the people who owned Manhattan. When it got too cold, they walked some more, ending up at the Automat across the street from Bryant Park. When she slipped her coat off her breasts moved under the crocheted sweater she wore. They had coffee and doughnuts, surrounded by office party drunks sobering up for the trip home.

Then it went this way: we can go to Maryland and get married, she said. You know I was sixteen a month ago. I want to marry you, I can’t stand it. He was excited and frightened, and got an erection. How could he bear this image? Her breasts, her familiar perfume, enormous figures of movie queens resplendent in silk and lace in the snug bedrooms of Vermont inns — shutters banging, the rain pouring down, all entangled, married! How do we get to Maryland? he said.

Against the tabletop her hand, its long and delicate fingers, the perfect moons, Carolina moons of her nails. I’ll give her every marvel: push gently the scent of magnolia and jasmine between her legs and permit her to piss champagne.

Against the tabletop her hand, glowing crescent moons over lakes of Prussian blue in evergreen twilights. Her eyes gray, flecked with bronze. In her fingers a golden chain and on the chain a car key. My father’s car, she said. We can take it and be there tonight. We can be married Christmas then, he said, but you’re Jewish. He saw a drunk going out onto Sixth Avenue carrying their lives along in a paper bag. I mean it, she said. I can’t stand it, I love you. I love you, he said, but I can’t drive. He smiled. I mean it, she said. She put the key in his hand. The car is in midtown here, over by Ninth Avenue. I really can’t drive, he said. He could shoot pool and drink boilermakers, keep score at baseball games and handicap horses, but he couldn’t drive.

The key in his hand, fascinating wrinkle of sweater at her waist. Of course, life is a conspiracy of defeat, a sophisticated joke, endless. I’ll get some money and we’ll go the holiday week, he said, we’ll take a train, O.K.? O.K., she said. She smiled and asked for another coffee, taking the key and dropping it into her bag. It was a joke after all. They walked to the subway and he said I’ll give you a call right after Christmas. Gray bitter sky. What he remembered was her gray cashmere coat swirling around her calves as she turned at the foot of the stairs to smile at him, making the gesture of dialing a phone and pointing at him and then at herself.

Give these children a Silver Phantom and a chauffeur. A black chauffeur, to complete the America that owned them.

Now I come to the literary part of this story, and the reader may prefer to let it go and watch her profile against the slick tiles of the IRT stairwell, since she has gone out of the reality of narrative, however splintered. This postscript offers something different, something finely artificial and discrete, one of the designer sweaters her father makes now, white and stylish as a sailor’s summer bells. I grant you it will be unbelievable.

I put the young man in 1958. He has served in the Army, and once told the Automat story to a group of friends as proof of his sexual prowess. They believed him: what else was there for them to believe? This shabby use of a fragile occurrence was occasioned by the smell of honeysuckle and magnolia in the tobacco country outside Winston-Salem. It brought her to him so that he was possessed. He felt the magic key in his hand again. To master this overpowering wave of nostalgia he cheapened it. Certainly the reader will recall such shoddy incidents in his own life.

After his discharge he married some girl and had three children by her. He allowed her divers interests and she tolerated his few stupid infidelities. He had a good job in advertising and they lived in Kew Gardens in a brick semidetached house. Let me give them a sunken living room to give this the appearance of realism. His mother died in 1958 and left the lake house to him. Since he had not been there for ten years he decided to sell it, against his wife’s wishes. The community was growing and the property was worth twice the original price.

This is a ruse to get him up there one soft spring day in May. He drives up in a year-old Pontiac. The realtor’s office, the papers, etc. Certainly, a shimmer of nostalgia about it all, although he felt a total stranger. He left the car on the main road, deciding to walk down to the lake, partly visible through the new-leaved trees. All right, now here we go. A Cadillac station wagon passed and then stopped about fifteen yards ahead of him and she got out. She was wearing white shorts and sneakers and a blue sweatshirt. Her hair was the same, shorter perhaps, tied with a ribbon of navy velour.

It’s too impossible to invent conversation for them. He got in her car. Her perfume was not the same. They drove to her parents’ house for a cup of coffee — for old times’ sake. How else would they get themselves together and alone? She had come up to open the house for the season. Her husband was a college traveler for a publishing house and was on the road, her son and daughter were staying at their grandparents’ for the day. Popular songs, the lyrics half-remembered. You will do well if you think of the ambience of the whole scene as akin to the one in detective novels where the private investigator goes to the murdered man’s summer house. This is always in off-season because it is magical then, one sees oneself as a being somehow existing outside time, the year-round residents are drawings in flat space.

When they walked into the chilly house she reached past him to latch the door and he touched her hand on the lock, then her forearm, her shoulder. Take your clothes off, he said, gently. Oh gently. Please. Take your clothes off? He opened the button of her shorts. You see that they now have the retreat I begged for them a decade ago. If one has faith all things will come. Her flesh was cool.

In the bedroom, she turned down the spread and fluffed the pillows, then sat and undressed. As she unlaced her sneakers, he put the last of his clothes on a chair. She got up, her breasts quivering slightly, and he saw faint stretch marks running into the shadowy symmetry of her pubic hair. She plugged in a small electric heater, bending before him, and he put his hands under her buttocks and held her there. She sighed and trembled and straightened up, turning toward him. Let me have a mist of tears in her eyes, of acrid joy and shame, of despair. She lay on the bed and opened her thighs and they made love without elaboration.

In the evening, he followed her car back into the city. They had promised to meet again the following week. Of course it wouldn’t be sordid. What, then, would it be? He had perhaps wept bitterly that afternoon as she kissed his knees. She would call him, he would call her. They could find a place to go. Was she happy? Really happy? God knows, he wasn’t happy! In the city they stopped for a drink in a Village bar and sat facing each other in the booth, their knees touching, holding hands. They carefully avoided speaking of the past, they made no jokes. He felt his heart rattling around in his chest in large jagged pieces. It was rotten for everybody, it was rotten but they would see each other, they were somehow owed it. They would find a place with clean sheets, a radio, whiskey, they would just — continue. Why not?

These destructive and bittersweet accidents do not happen every day. He put her number in his address book, but he wouldn’t call her. Perhaps she would call him, and if she did, well, they’d see, they’d see. But he would not call her. He wasn’t that crazy. On the way out to Queens he felt himself in her again and the car swerved erratically. When he got home he was exhausted.

You are perfectly justified in scoffing at the outrageous transparency of it if I tell you that his wife said that he was so pale that he looked as if he had seen a ghost, but that is, indeed, what she said. Art cannot rescue anybody from anything.

End
Ivor Gurney
Sonnet – September 1922
Fierce indignation is best understood by those
Who have time or no fear, or a hope in its real good.
One loses it with a filed soul or in sentimental mood.
Anger is gone with sunset, or flows as flows
The water in easy mill-runs; the earth that ploughs
Forgets protestation in its turning, the rood
Prepares, considers, fulfils; and the poppy’s blood
Makes old the old changing of the headland’s brows.

But the toad under the harrow toadiness 
Is known to forget, and even the butterfly
Has doubts of wisdom when that clanking thing goes by
And’s not distressed. A twisted thing keeps still –
That thing easier twisted than a grocer’s bill –
And no history of November keeps the guy.

Nick Hornby

Mary Poppins and Henry the Eighth 

Mary Poppins was fed up. She was looking after two terrible boys, a nine-year-old called Lowell and an eight-year-old called Jesse. Jesse could never find his schoolbooks, or his trousers. Lowell spent all his time on YouTube, looking at goals from old football matches. Even Mary Poppins couldn't get them to do what she wanted them to do, which was to comb their hair and play Snakes and Ladders and read story books. She liked old-fashioned things. They made her feel more like herself.

Anyway, Mary finally had a DAY OFF from her terrible job. She decided that she would visit Kew Gardens, where Henry the Eighth lived. Henry was in his dining room, eating his lunch. He liked lunch. On the day Mary was visiting his house, the menu was:

TEN BREAD ROLLS WITH PORCUPINE SPREAD
FIFTY PACKETS OF LOBSTER CRISPS
A WHOLE DEER
A WHOLE PIG
A WHOLE FLOCK OF PIGEONS
SEVEN DUCKS
A GOOSEBURGER
TWENTY BLACKBIRD PIES
A SUET PUDDING THE SIZE OF A CASTLE

It was only a light lunch, because Henry was trying to lose weight.

He looked out of his dining room window and saw a lovely-looking wench with an umbrella, and fell in love.

Henry had already had five wives, but he'd had a lot of bad luck with them. He had accidentally divorced the first one, and by accident had chopped off the head of the next one. The third wife died after a terrible accident with a bow and arrow. The fourth one he accidentally divorced - WHY DID THIS KEEP HAPPENING TO HIM? - and the fifth one, would you believe, accidentally got her head chopped off. Anyway, to cut a long story short, he wanted Mary Poppins to be his sixth wife.

He sent out one of his courtiers to ask her.

"You are commanded to be the sixth wife of Henry the Eighth," said the courtier. "Here is your ring, and you must sign the marriage certificate on the dotted line."

"I BEG your pardon," said Mary Poppins. "Manners maketh a king."

"What does that mean?" said the courtier.

"It means that kings should be seen and not heard."

"But he's the king of the entire country," said the courtier. "You must do as he says."

"Doing says as doing does," said Mary Poppins.

"So...What should I tell him?" said the confused courtier.

"Tell him that everything comes to he who waits. And that if a job's worth doing, it's worth doing well. And that handsome is as handsome does."

"He's not handsome. He's fat. He's eaten a whole deer and a whole pig and seven ducks for his lunch. And loads of other things."

"Healthy body, healthy mind. And if a wife's worth marrying, then he should ask her himself."

Henry wasn't happy to hear any of that.

"BUT I'M THE KING OF ENGLAND" he roared.

The courtier was more scared of Mary Poppins than he was of the king.

"I'm not going back out there to tell her that," said the courtier.

So Henry accidentally chopped off his head, too.

This left him with a problem. How was he going to ask Mary Poppins to be his wife? He thought about it for an hour or so, while Mary Poppins explored the maze, and then he came up with a plan. Even though he was fat, and even though he was the King of England, he would waddle downstairs, out of the front door, over to the maze…..AND ASK HER HIMSELF! BRILLIANT! He deserved to be king, he thought, because he was a genius.

"Mary Poppins, you are going to be my sixth wife," he said an hour later. He'd been slow getting across the grass.

"What happened to the other five?" said Mary Poppins.

"Divorced, beheaded, died. Divorced, beheaded….and I'm looking for something that rhymes with 'died' for you, my darling sixth wife. Sighed? Cried? Fried, maybe?"

"Go and tidy your room," said Mary Poppins.

"Tidy my room? But I have people to do that."

"A stitch in time save nine," said Mary Poppins. "Look after the pennies and the pounds will take care of themselves. Just enough is plenty. And also patience is a virtue. To be or not to be, that is the question. And remember, remember the Fifth of November."

"You know why you're still single, don't you?" said Henry. "Because NOBODY UNDERSTANDS A WORD YOU SAY."

"Misery loves company," said Mary Poppins. "And a cat can look at a king."

And with that, she opened her umbrella and floated away, while Henry watched her.

Henry the Eighth chose someone else to be his sixth wife. She survived, which rhymes with 'died', almost. Mary Poppins never married.

THE END

Philippa Pearce

Guest

That last day of October a freak storm hit the suburb of Woodley Park. Slates rattled off roofs, dustbins chased dustbin lids along the streets, hoardings were slammed down, and at midnight there was a huge sound like a giant breaking his kindling wood, and then an almighty crash, and then briefly the sound of the same giant crunching his toast.

Then only the wind, which died surprisingly soon.

In the morning everyone could see that the last forest tree of Grove Road – of the whole suburb – had fallen, crashing down on to Grove Road Primary School. No lives had been lost, since the caretaker did not live on the premises; but the school hamster had later to be treated for shock. The school buildings were wrecked.

Everyone went to stare, especially, of course, the children of the school. They included Netty and Sid Barr.

The fallen tree was an awesome sight, partly because of its size and partly because of its evident great age. Someone in the crowd said that the acorn that grew into that must have been planted centuries ago.

As well as the confusion of fallen timber on the road and on the school premises, there was an extraordinary spatter of school everywhere: slates off the roof, bricks from the broken walls, glass from the windows, and the contents of classrooms, cloakrooms and storerooms – books and collages and clay and paints and Nature tables and a queer mixture of clothing, both dingy and weird, which meant that the contents of the Lost Property cupboard and the dressing-up cupboard had been whirled together and tossed outside. Any passer-by could have taken his pick, free of charge. Netty Barr, who had been meaning to claim her gym-shoes from Lost Property, decided that they had gone for good now. This was like the end of the world – a school world.

Council workmen arrived with gear to cut, saw, and haul timber. Fat old Mr Brown from the end of the Barrs' road told the foreman that they ought to have taken the tree down long ago. Perhaps he was right. In spite of last season's leaves and next year's buds, the trunk of the tree was quite hollow: a cross-section revealed a rim of wood the width of a man's hand, encircling a space large enough for a child or a smallish adult. As soon as the workmen's backs were turned, Sid Barr crept in. He then managed to get stuck and had to be pulled out by Netty. An untidy young woman near by was convulsed with silent laughter at the incident.

'You didn't stay inside for a hundred years,' she said to Sid.

'That smelt funny,' said Sid. 'Rotty.' Netty banged his clothes for him: the smell clung.

'Remember that day last summer, Net? After the picnic? When I got stuck inside that great old tree in Epping Forest?' Sid liked to recall near-disasters.

'Epping Forest?' said the young woman, sharply interested. But no one else was.

Meanwhile the headmaster had arrived, and that meant all fun was over. School would go on, after all, even if not in these school-buildings for the time being. The pupils of Grove Road were marshalled and then sent off in groups to various other schools in the neighbourhood.

Netty and Sid Barr, with others, went to Stokeside School: Netty in the top class, Sid in a lower one.

There was a good deal of upheaval in Netty's new classroom before everyone had somewhere to sit. Netty was the next-to-last to find a place; the last was a thin, pale girl who chose to sit next to Netty. Netty assumed that she was a Stokesider; yet there was something familiar about her, too. Perhaps she'd just seen her about. The girl had dark, lank hair gathered into a pony-tail of sorts, and a pale pointed face with greyish-green eyes. She wore a dingy green dress that looked ready for a jumble sale, and gymshoes.

Netty studied her sideways. At last, 'You been at Stokeside long?' Netty asked.

The other girl shook her head and glanced at the teacher, who was talking. 
She didn't seem to want to talk; but Netty did.

'A tree fell on our school,' whispered Netty. The other girl laughed silently, although Netty could see nothing to laugh about. She did see something, however: this girl bore a striking resemblance to the young woman who had watched Sid being pulled from the hollow tree-trunk. The silent laughter clinched the resemblance.

Of course, this girl was much, much younger. Of course.

'How old are you?' whispered Netty.

The girl said a monosyllable, still looking amused.

'What did you say?'

Clearly now: 'Guess.'

Netty was furious: 'I'm just eleven,' she said coldly.

'So am I,' said the other girl.

Netty felt tempted to say 'Liar'; but instead she asked, 'Have you an elder sister?'

'No.'

'What's your name?'

Again that irritating monosyllable. Netty refused toacknowledge it. 'Did you say Jess?' she asked.

'Yes. Jess.'

In spite of what she felt, Netty decided not to argue about that Jess, but went on: 'Jess what?'

The girl looked blank.

'I'm Netty Barr; you're Jess Something – Jess what?'

This time they were getting somewhere: after a tiny hesitation, the girl said, 'Oakes.'

'Jess Oakes. Jessy Oakes.' But whichever way you said it, Netty decided, it didn't sound quite right; and that was because Jess Oakes herself didn't seem quite right. Netty wished now that she weren't sitting next to her.

At playtime Netty went out into the playground; Jess Oakes followed her closely. Netty didn't like that.

Unmistakably, Jess Oakes wanted to stick with her. Why? She hadn't wanted to answer Netty's questions; she hadn't been really friendly. But she clung to Netty. Netty didn't like it – didn't like her.

Netty managed to shake Jess Oakes off, but then saw her talking with Sid on the other side of the playground.

That made her uneasy. But Jess Oakes did not reappear in the classroom after playtime: Netty felt relieved, although she wondered. The teacher made no remark.

Netty went cheerfully home to tea, a little after Sid.

And there was Jess Oakes sitting with Sid in front of the television set. Netty went into the kitchen, to her mother.

'Here you are,' said Mrs Barr. 'You can take all the teas in.' She was loading a tray.

'When did she come?' asked Netty.

'With Sid. Sid said she was your friend.' Netty said nothing. 'She's a lot older than you are, Netty.'

'She's exactly my age. So she says.'

'Well, I suppose with that face and that figure – or that no-figure – she could be any age. Any age.'

'Yes.'

Mrs Barr looked thoughtfully at Netty, put down the breadknife she still held, and with decision set her hands on her hips: 'Netty!'

'Yes?'

'I don't care what age she is, I like your friends better washed than that.'

Netty gaped at her mother.

'She smells,' said Mrs Barr. 'I don't say it's unwashed body, I don't say it's unwashed clothes – although I don't think much of hers. All I know is she smells nasty.'

'Rotty,' said Netty under her breath.

'Don't bring her again,' said Mrs Barr crisply.

Netty took the tea-tray in to the other two. In the semi-dark they all munched and sipped while they watched the TV serial. But Netty was watching Jess Oakes: the girl only seemed to munch and sip; she ate nothing, drank nothing.

A friend called for Sid, and he went out. Mrs Barr looked in to ask if the girls wanted more tea; Netty said no.

When her mother had gone, Netty turned off the television and switched on the light. She faced Jess Oakes:

'What do you want?'

The girl's green glance slid away from Netty. 'No harm. To know something.'

'What?'

'The way home.'

Netty did not ask where she had been living, or why she was lost, or any other commonsense questions. They weren't the right questions, she knew. She just said savagely: 'I wish I knew what was going on inside your head, Jess Oakes.'

Jess Oakes laughed almost aloud, as though Netty had said something really amusing. She reached out her hand and touched Netty, for the first time: her touch was cool, damp. 'You shall,' she said. 'You shall.'

And where was Netty now? If she were asleep and dreaming, the falling asleep had been very sudden, at the merest touch of a cool, damp hand. But certainlyNetty must be dreaming . . .

She dreamt that she was in a strange room filled with a greenish light that seemed partly to come in through two windows, of curious shape, set together rather low down at one side. The walls and ceilings of this chamber were continuous, as in a dome; all curved. There was nothing inside the dome-shaped chamber except the greenish light, of a curious intensity; and Netty.

For some reason Netty wanted to look out of the two windows, but she knew that before she could do that, something was required of her. In her dreaming state, she was not at first sure what this was, except that it was tall – very tall – and green. Of course, green: green in spring and summer, and softly singing to itself with leaves; in autumn, yellow and brown and red, and its leaves falling. In winter, leafless. A tree, a forest tree, a tree of the Forest, a tree of Epping Forest. A tree – a hundred trees – a thousand trees – a choice of all the trees of Epping Forest. She had been to the Forest; she was older than Sid, and therefore she knew the direction in which the Forest lay, the direction in which one would have to go to reach the Forest. Her knowledge of the Forest and its whereabouts was in the green-glowing room, and it passed from her in that room, and became someone else's knowledge too . . .

Now Netty knew that she was free to look out of the windows of the room. Their frames were curiously curved; there was not glass in them, but some other greenishgrey substance. She approached the windows; she looked through them; and she saw into the Barrs' sitting-room, and she saw Netty Barr sitting in her chair by the television set, huddled in sudden sleep.

She saw herself apart from herself, and she cried out in terror, so that she woke, and she was sitting in her chair, and the girl who called herself Jess Oakes was staring at her with her grey-green eyes, smiling.

'Thank you,' said Jess Oakes. 'Now I know all I need to know.' She got up, unmistakably to go. 'Good-bye.'

She went out of the sitting-room, leaving the door open; Netty heard her go out of the front door, leaving that open too. The doors began to bang in a wind that had risen. The front gate banged as well.

Mrs Barr came crossly out of the kitchen to complain.

She saw that Netty was alone in the sitting-room. 'Has she gone, then?'

Netty nodded, dumb.

They went into the hall together. Scattered along the hall were pieces of clothing: one gym-shoe by the sittingroom door, another by the coat-hooks; a dingy green dress, looking like something out of a dressing-up box, by the open front door . . .

Mrs Barr ran to the front gate and looked up and down the road. No one; just old Mr Brown on the lookout, as usual. Mrs Barr called to him: 'Have you seen anyone?'

'No. Who should I have seen?'

Mrs Barr came back, shaken. 'She can't have gone stark naked,' she said.

Then, as an afterthought, 'She can't have gone, anyway.' Then, again, 'But she has gone.'

Netty was looking at the gym-shoes in the hall. She could see inside one of them; and she could see a name printed there. It would not be JESS OAKES; it would be some other name. Now she would find out the true identity of the girl with the greenish eyes. She stooped, picked up the shoe, read the name: NETTY BARR.

'Those are the gym-shoes you lost at the school,' said Mrs Barr. 'How did she get hold of them? Why was she wearing them? What kind of a girl or a woman was she, with that smell on her? Where did she come from? And where's she gone? Netty, you bad girl, what kind of a friend was she?'

'She wasn't my friend,' said Netty.

'What was she then? And where's she gone – where's she gone?'

'I don't know,' said Netty. 'But guess.'

'Guess' by Philippa Pearce from THE SHADOW-CAGE AND OTHER STORIES ©Philippa Pearce, 1977 (Puffin)
Included in A LITTLE, ALOUD FOR CHILDREN, edited by Angela Macmillan ©The Reader Organisation , 2012 (David Fickling Books)
Woody Allen
Udder Madness 

An article published . . . by the Centers for Disease Control [reported] that about 20 people a year are killed by cows in the United States. . . . In 16 cases, “the animal was deemed to have purposefully struck the victim,” the report states. . . . All but one victim died from head or chest injuries; the last died after a cow knocked him down and a syringe in his pocket injected him with an antibiotic meant for the cow. In at least one case, the animal attacked from behind. —The Times.
If my account of the events of the last week seems jumbled, even hysterical, forgive me. I’m usually quite placid. Truth is, the details I’m about to relate are especially unnerving, taking place as they did in such a picturesque setting. Indeed, the Pudnicks’ farm in New Jersey rivals any pastoral tableau by Constable, if not in acreage then certainly in bucolic tranquillity. A mere two hours from Broadway, where Sy Pudnick’s latest musical, “The Flesh-Eating Virus,” runs to packed houses, it is here, amid rolling hills and green meadows, that the celebrated lyricist comes to unwind and re-juice his muse. An avid weekend farmer, Pudnick and his wife, Wanda, grow their own corn, carrots, tomatoes, and a medley of other amateur crops, while their children play host to a dozen chickens, a pair of horses, a baby lamb, and yours truly. To say that for me the days up here are Shangri-La is not to oversell. I can graze, ruminate, and work over my cud, in harmony with nature, and get milked gently on schedule by Wanda Pudnick’sKiehl’s-moisturized hands.

One thing I’ve particularly relished is when the Pudnicks invite guests to stay over on weekends. What a joy for an intellectually underrated creature like myself to be in proximity to New York’s fabulous glitterati: to eavesdrop on actors, journalists, painters, and musicians, all exchanging ideas and witty anecdotes that may be a bit swift for the poultry, but nobody appreciates a good Anna Wintour story or a freshly minted Steve Sondheim song more than I do, especially when Steve’s playing it. That’s why when included in last week’s A-list was a writer-director in cinema with a long list of credits although I was unfamiliar with the titles I anticipated a particularly scintillating Labor Day. When I heard that this auteur sometimes took the lead in his own pictures I envisioned a filmmaker-movie star as formidable as Orson Welles and as handsome as Warren Beatty or John Cassavetes. Imagine my surprise when I lamped the triple threat I speak of and registered neither a brooding cult genius nor a matinée idol but a wormy little cipher, myopic behind black-framed glasses and groomed loutishly in his idea of rural chic: all tweedy and woodsy, with cap and muffler, ready for the leprechauns. The creature proved a handful from the very first, grumbling to all about the muddled directions that had forced his chauffeur to squander hours driving around in a Möbius route, the expense of tolls and leaded regular, and the unanticipated effect of local mold spores on his precarious adenoids. Finally, I heard him demand that a wooden board be placed under his mattress, which he found too soft to appease a spine clearly en route to osteoporosis. Mr. Pudnick recalled that David Mamet had once mentioned changing planes when he heard this individual was on the same flight. I might add that the character’s incessant carping was done in a kazoolike nasal whine, as were his incessant jokes: a spate of fatal snappers designed to ingratiate but eliciting from all within earshot a columbarium-like silence.

Lunch was served on the lawn, and our friend, made bolder, thanks to a certain Mr. Glenfiddich, proceeded to hold court on subjects he hadn’t a clue about. Misquoting La Rouchefoucauld, he confused Schubert with Schumann and then attributed to Shakespeare “Man does not live by bread alone,” which even I recognized as coming from Deuteronomy. Corrected, he became peevish and offered to arm-wrestle the hostess to prove a point. Mid-meal, the insufferable little nudnick beat his glass for attention and then attempted yanking the tablecloth from the table without upsetting the china. I needn’t tell you that this proved to be a major holocaust, forever ruining at least one J. Mendel dress, and catapulting a baked potato into the cleavage of a tony brunette. After lunch, I saw him move his croquet ball with his foot, thinking himself unwatched.

As the accumulation of single malt took its toll on his capillaries, he slurred invective against the New York critics for failing to consider his last movie, “Louis Pasteur Meets the Wolfman,” for honors. By now he had begun eyeballing the comelier types, and, clasping some actress’s hand with his rodent’s paw, whispered, “Little minx, I sense by those high cheekbones that you have Cherokee blood in you.” Tact personified, the woman somehow resisted the impulse to grab his nose with her fist and give it several turns counterclockwise till it made a ratcheting noise.

It was at this point that I decided to kill him. After all, would the world really miss this fatuous little suppository, with his preening self-confidence and emetic cuteness? At first I thought of trampling the bespectacled vontz, but I felt that to do the job properly I’d need about two hundred more head to really stomp him good. There were no rocky cliffs where I could brush against the wretch with a little hip action and send him plummeting. Then it hit me. A nature walk had been mentioned, and all were anxious to participate. All, that is, except for a certain cringing homunculus, who carried on like Duse over the prospect of being in the woods among Lyme ticks and poison oak. He chose to remain in his room and make phone calls to check on the grosses of his new movie, which Variety had said would have limited appeal and suggested should open in Atlantis. My plan was to enter the house, sneak up on him from behind, and strangle the nattering little carbuncle with a sash. With everyone away, it would appear to the police to be the work of a drifter. The thought occurred to plant a fingerprint belonging to Dropkin, the handyman who once gave the Pudnicks one of those diagrams showing the outline of a body like mine and where the best cuts of meat come from.

At 4 p.m. I went to the barnyard and made sure the chickens saw me there. I walked slowly by the stable, clanging the bell around my neck to further establish an alibi. From there I strolled casually to the rear of the house. The doors were locked and I had to enter through a window, causing some carnage to a nearby table bearing a pair of Tiffany lamps. I tiptoed up the stairs, hooves en pointe, having a close call only when Paucity, the maid, came down the hall bearing fresh towels, but quickly I flattened up in the shadows against the corridor wall and she walked right by. Silently, I slipped into my intended victim’s room and waited for him to return from the kitchen, where he was raiding the refrigerator for leftovers. Alone there, he had cobbled together a costly sturgeon-and-beluga sandwich, ladling the bagel with a tsunami of cream cheese, then made his way back upstairs. Hidden in the closet nearest to his bed, I was awash in existential angst. If Raskolnikov had been a bovine creature, a Holstein, say, or perhaps a Texas longhorn, would the story have turned out differently? Suddenly he entered the room, snack in one hand, a vintage port in the other. Gathering all the stealth at my command I nosed the closet door open and silently stood behind him, clutching the sash—not an easy feat for a creature without opposable thumbs. Slowly I raised it and prepared to slip it around his throat and choke the breath of life out of the salivating four-eyed pygmy.

Suddenly, as fate would have it, my tail got caught in the closet door and I let out a loud lowing sound, a moo, if you will. He spun around now and our eyes met, his beady and darting, mine large and brown. Seeing me up on my hind legs about to do him in, he emitted a soprano bleat not unlike a particular note that Dame Joan Sutherland hits in the Pudnicks’ Decca recording of “Siegfried.” The sound alerted the multitude downstairs, who had returned when it began to rain. I panicked and stampeded toward the bedroom door, trying to body-English the stricken little measle out the window as I hustled away. Meanwhile, he produced a cannister of Mace he always carries, which did not surprise me, given the amount of enemies he must make. He tried spraying it in my face but, shmendrick that he is, he held it backward and succeeded only in crop-dusting his own wizened map. By now the household was bounding up the stairs. With a fox’s cunning I grabbed the bedside lampshade, snapped it over my head, and stood immobile while others transported the wailing pustule out the door, into an S.U.V., and off to the nearest hospital.

Later stories around the barn have it that he babbled incoherently all the way, and even a subsequent two nights at Bellevue failed to restore his reason. I know the Pudnicks have removed him from their BlackBerry and poured gasoline on his phone number, setting it ablaze. After all, he’s not just a social grub but a raving paranoid, endlessly mouthing something about attempted homicide by a Hereford. 

Don Paterson
The Lie

As was my custom, I’d risen a full hour 
before the house had woken to make sure
that everything was in order with The Lie,
his drip changed and his shackles all secure.

I was by then so practiced in this chore
I’d counted maybe thirteen years or more
since last I’d felt the urge to meet his eye.
Such, I liked to think, was our rapport.

I was at full stretch to test some ligature
when I must have caught a ragged thread, and tore 
his gag away; though as he made no cry,
I kept on with my checking as before.

Why do you call me The Lie? he said. I swore:
it was a child’s voice. I looked up from the floor.
The dark had turned his eyes to milk and sky
and his arms and legs were all one scarlet sore.

He was a boy of maybe three or four.
His straps and chains were all the things he wore.
Knowing I could make him no reply
I took the gag before he could say more

and put it back as tight as it would tie 
and locked the door and locked the door and locked the door
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