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Marley’s Ghost — Again

Christmas Eve 1962, my older brother Artie told me Santa wasn’t real and christened me Scrooge. We were in back of our Cleveland split-level. He flew down the ice-glazed slide attached to our swing set, readied the plastic soles of his shoes to hit the icy run at the bottom, then found himself sprawled on the snow.

I laughed.

He said, “Very funny,” the way a kid says it when he really means he needs a moment to figure a way to get you back. “And by the way, punk,” he sneered, “there ain’t no Santie.”

“Santa,” I said, pretending I’d outgrown the endearing term I routinely used for the Jolly Old Elf, when I really hadn’t.

“Right,” he laughed. “There ain’t no Santa.”

“There is so!” I shouted, but knew it was in vain. Artie may have been a jerk, but he was a sincere jerk, so said my reflection in his studious horn-rimmed spectacles flecked with snow powder. I hauled him to his feet. I knew he might be right. So it was my turn to exact revenge, the way a kid does when he doesn’t want to believe something and changes the subject.

“I want my Realtone Six back!” I said.

“Fat chance of that, Scrooge!” he said.

Later that afternoon, Artie shoved me along a hallway to Mom and Dad’s bedroom and revealed the apocalypse — scads of wrapped presents stuffed just above Mom’s hatboxes, some tagged with the most damning evidence of all, tiny stickers saying “From: Santa,” one showing little kids caroling, mouths in little ‘o’ shapes; another, a shot of the North Pole with Santa’s mailbox stuck atop a gigantic candy cane; and most heinous of all, what had always been my favorite, Rudolph smiling with his red nose aglow. That red nose! Now, it lit up like a lie detector!

I suppose Artie thought if he provided proof positive that Santa did not exist, I’d forget about the Realtone transistor radio I’d loaned him. But I hadn’t. I turned on one heel and sped down the hall to the bedroom we shared. Artie pursued. He lunged and tackled me at the knees. As I crumpled to the carpet, I let out the war cry every younger brother knows.

“Mom!” I shrieked as I came to rest under Artie, who tossed his horn-rims aside, took me by the wrists, and started slapping me with my own hands.

“Why are you calling Mom, huh? ’Cause you’re hitting yourself? You gonna tell Mom why you’re hitting yourself, spaz?”

Mom came upstairs, hands ghostly white with flour, and pulled Artie off me. She shoved me toward my bedroom and said, “Go!”

Artie got up and started after me, but she took him by the head and somehow wrangled him by his ears into the kitchen.

I used the temporary armistice to gather my things, not all, just those I knew Artie would miss, stuff he was always borrowing — my Realtone Six, my tackle box, my Atomic Cape Canaveral Missile Base Set, a massive box that barely fit into Dad’s musty old Navy duffle bag. I also loaded my books, though Artie’d never asked to borrow them. Considering where I was going, I figured I’d need something other than my Realtone to keep me from going nuts. I packed Treasure Island when I remembered how Robert Louis Stevenson had been bedridden as a child and wrote his adventure to take his mind beyond the walls of his room. I took London’s Call of the Wild because I was feeling just that. I tossed in Dickens’ A Christmas Carol; I suppose since it was the season, and I hadn’t read it.

I marched with the duffle downstairs and through the kitchen, where Artie swiped at me despite Mom’s vigilance. I dragged the duffle to the stairs leading to the half-basement, then lugged it downward, step by step, into the bowels of our house, a place Dad had been measuring, nailing, and spackling for what seemed ages to make it into a family room.

Behind, I heard Mom ask, “Where you going?”

“I’m living down there from now on, away from him.” I heard her laugh a little. “And I’m taking all my stuff!”

“Mom?” I heard Artie say, then add, “You see? He’s a twerpy little Scrooge!”

I settled into my new home. Despite cobwebs festooning the rafters above, splotches of spackling resembling large leering faces suspended in snow squalls, cold floor tiles, and drab cinderblocks, it was far preferable to ever sharing anything with Artie. I set my things around me, lay down on the tile floor, bunched-up the duffle, and slid it under my head.

My back was nearly numb from cold by the time I heard Dad come in from his job at NASA’s Lewis Research Center. We didn’t know what he did over there. He said it was for the best in case Soviet spies kidnapped us and made us talk, which wasn’t that far-fetched since the missile crisis in Cuba had just ended. We hoped.

I expected Dad to come in and, like Artie, nudge his own horn-rims up his nose. He’d point with one arm stiffly skyward to signal my inevitable return to bunk upstairs with Artie. But then I heard Dad dragging my box spring down the stairs, its hard corners clunking on the steps, one by one. He dropped the box spring in front of me, smiled, and went to get my mattress. When he returned, he set my bed up in one corner.

In a little while, Mom came down and left a box of Cracker Jacks and a Coke. She made my bed with a bedspread embroidered with an image of Roy Rogers, King of the Cowboys. Roy was kneeling over a maverick calf on its back, four feet roped together, waiting for Roy to pick up the delinquent beast, fling it over Trigger the Wonder Horse’s saddle, and take it back to the herd. Was Mom slyly hinting that soon I’d find myself similarly roped and saddled? I studied her face, but found no hint of deceit. My dread subsided. To a kid, the half-basement was perfect — I had shelter, a place to sleep, my Realtone connection to the outer world, great literature, and now food stores. I had everything, all to myself.

That night, winter whipped up a snowstorm. The howling wind drifted as high in my mind as it did along roadsides, like white barriers against Artie, Santa, everything. I didn’t need anyone. As I stood at the window, I felt far removed from the warmly lit interiors of the other homes I could see. I didn’t need such things. I didn’t need Santa, his stupid reindeer. I was in a snug, peaceful state of self-exile, far from any human habitation.

To pass the time in my new home, I opened A Christmas Carol and started reading. Having been accused of being Scrooge, I was intrigued by the character. After a while, Artie interrupted. He stood at the door, mouth open, pretending he was seeing the half-finished basement for the first time. I put my face behind my book.

“This place suits you, twerp,” he said, then reluctantly added, his voice a little higher over the sharp pitch of the wind whining against the siding. “Dad wants to know if you’re coming to look at Christmas lights.”

We did it every Christmas Eve — piled into Dad’s underpowered, unsafe-at-any-speed Corvair and circled neighborhoods endlessly in search of the chromatic glow of goodness strung about the eaves and trees of the snowbound homes.

When I grumbled “humbug,” Artie immediately ran upstairs and called, “Dad!”

After Artie’s exclamatory Dad! I fully expected to be shanghaied for the trip to see lights. But Dad merely stuck his head a little way into to the doorway and said, “We won’t be gone long. If anything happens, you can call the Breedings next door. Number’s by the phone.”

This time, I peered out from an edge my book. Of course, Dad’s worrying could easily have been twofold. He was concerned for my being alone, but also for the fate of the Corvair. Last winter when he was late home from work, Mom called the cops, who found the Corvair — and Dad — stuffed into a snowbank like a blue Popsicle.

“OK,” I said, and cavalierly turned a page of the Dickens classic.

He closed the basement door and I soon heard the shush of wool-blend coats as Mom, Dad, and Artie suited up for their trip to look at lights. I heard the wind take the back storm door and whip it open, its chain squealing against the frame. Then Dad slammed it shut. The Corvair sputtered to life.

I sat up, put my back to the cinderblock wall, and tucked the covers over my legs. I liked how my book felt in my hands, its fake pebbled leather and cheap binding, the scent of new printer’s ink. More and more I believed I belonged in my new cinderblock quarters, buried in snow, my imagination spreading beyond its walls in the pages of a novel. In a world devoid of Santa, of the magic of Christmas, I believed this was as good as it got. Soon I began to read the part in A Christmas Carol when Scrooge first hears Marley’s ghost wail, his clamorous chains on wooden stairs, ascending, higher, closer, all while my spine numbing against the cinderblock wall. I supposed Dickens was trying to scare me. But I was wise to him. No Santa meant no spirits. No Marley. No ghost. There was only me and my precious, dingy room … But how I wished it were truly so! After a time, I heard a second chorus of clanking chains coming from outside our house! Not believing my ears, I read on — hearing Marley’s shackles rattling inside and outside of my head, mixed with the moaning snowbound wind outside my room. I pressed an ear to a cinderblock.

The sound was unmistakable.

Horrors! Chains!

I shivered. I was too paralyzed to run upstairs for the phone. I threw the book aside and buried myself in my King of the Cowboys bedspread!

The chains continued to clank when I heard our back door open, Dad’s Corvair puttering, Artie stomping upstairs, running water in the sink. When Dad and Mom came inside, I heard him tell her, “Snow’s getting deep out there. I saw Breeding next door putting chains on his tires. Guess I better get ours on the Corvair pretty soon.”

I slipped my head outside the covers. I lay there a long time staring up at the cobwebbed floorboards. I should have been relieved. I tried to convince myself that Marley’s ghost was humbug. Santa was humbug. I told myself I was safe in the half-basement. Why not? If the missiles launched from Cuba, the fireball would surely burn the house above to the floorboards leaving only the cinderblocks — and me, alone, but alive. I should have been fine, but I wasn’t fine, the way a kid isn’t fine when one scare turns out to be nothing, but then that scare gets him thinking about some bigger scare. Who would take care of me if everyone on Earth were suddenly gone?

Despite my harrowing encounter with Marley’s ghost and Breeding’s tire chains, I held out in my downstairs fortress the rest of that night. I never shared a room with Artie again. Over the next year, Dad finished the half-basement. But I’ve never forgotten Marley’s warning, “I wear the chains I forged in life.” Nor have I forgotten Artie’s yearly taunting, “Hey there, Scrooge!” Perhaps I am that Scrooge of 1962, yet I am he after Marley’s visit. Christmas mornings, and so many more to come, despite my disillusionment with Santa, despite the world’s trembling in fear of destruction, through the floorboards above my little room, I still hear the reassuring voices of my family, the wrapping coming off their gifts to one another, one special night of the year peeling my willpower away, sending me upstairs to be with them, unlocking my frightened heart, link by link.

http://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/2014/12/12/post-fiction/contemporary-fiction-art-entertainment/marleys-ghost.html
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My husband of twenty years wanted me to go on this retreat. Some place up in the mountains where New Age types went to drop in, turn off, tune out. As we’ve gotten older he’s gotten way into all kinds of self-helpy crap. He says it happened slowly. I say it happened fast.

First he became a vegetarian. This guy who used to alphabetize his barbeque sauce collection. We were in the Kroger and I was picking through the frozen chickens. He sort of looked up at the ceiling and said, Eating animals, you ingest a lot of negative vibes. I said, Negative what? He said, When they get slaughtered they release fear hormones. Then later when you eat them, fear is what you eat. I said, Stop fucking around and help me find a bird. He said, You’re on your own.

Then he started meditating. I’d come out to the porch and there he’d be. Fat legs crossed Indian style, eyes closed, a blissful bitty smile on his face. I’d give him a kick, but he’d just breathe.

I wouldn’t give a shit about any of it, except that he stopped fighting with me. Used to be we’d stomp and scream until the neighbors called. I’d call him a spineless, sexless fart. He’d say I was a curse on him, tell me to go back to whatever Hell portal I crawled out of. I’d call him all the fucked-up names that I could think of — a baboon, a slug, a scab — until his face got red and tears formed in his eyes and he collapsed, weak-kneed, in unhinged laughter. Once he grabbed my hair and jerked my head back, pressed me against the wall and said, You fat bitch, if you ever, ever —

I don’t think I’ve ever had as good a time as that.

But he announced he’d had enough. We were driving home in the old teal Chevy from I don’t remember where. It was dark but I could see his hand on the wheel was trembling.

Can’t do it anymore, he said. Can’t take it.

We’d never talked about the fighting. We’d just fought, that’s all, since always.

I said, I thought we were having fun.

He said, Not me. I wasn’t.

Why would he have stuck with me so long if he didn’t like it? How dare he? At the edges of the road the black trees whizzed by.

This whole time? I said.

He said, This whole time.

The retreat was at a ranch up the mountains, a couple hours east. He drove me on a Saturday morning. I sat shotgun, chasing stations. Twenty minutes of talk radio, fifteen minutes of country, six or seven minutes of 80s, 90s, and Today. Each fizzled out, leaving a hush of static. With forty miles to go I turned it off. We drove in silence, rolled up the dirt road in silence. There weren’t any horses or any animals at all that I could see. Just flat brown fields and a big farmhouse, a couple dour ladies in ponchos smoking on the porch. He carried my duffle for me up the steps and went with me to registration, where a girl with a nametag that said Clover got me all checked in. She had pale green hair and a lip ring and a lisp. Christ, I said to my husband when all the paperwork was done. Is she a woman or a plant?

He didn’t laugh. Instead he kissed me on the cheek. In our twenty years of marriage he’s done that maybe never. He said, Be good, all right? and got back in the truck and drove away.

The program was some hippy-dippy bullshit, let me tell you. Meditation in the mornings, group therapy, a vegan lunch. Then art therapy, walking meditation, yoga, nonalcoholic cocktails, vegan dinner. They’d look at you sideways if you so much as used the F word. I’d have given my right eye for a cigarette. My left eye for a steak. Tell you the truth I wasn’t sure what I was there for. Tell you the truth I missed him.

In therapy we were supposed to talk about what irked us. Then we’d do some kind of game together that was supposed to work it out. There was a couple there about my age, a slouchy guy and his bleached-hair, pinched-face wife. A couple — and me I was there all alone, like a sucker. They were in because he’d left her for another woman, a twenty-something someone who worked at his place of business. The affair lasted all of a month but in that time he’d managed to move out, move in with the girl, get thrown out of the girl’s place, and move back in. Why his pinched-face wife took him back I couldn’t tell. Didn’t much seem like she wanted to.

After she told her story the therapist Omario asked her what she would say to the girl her husband fucked, if the girl were there. Omario said, Pretend she’s in the room with us, Michelle. What would you say to her?

Most of the others found it hard to resist his soothing Jamaican accent, but Michelle just pinched up her pinched face harder and shook her head from side to side. Mm-mm, she said.

You aren’t ready to speak to her?

Mm-mm.

You want somebody to speak to her for you?

She looked at him.

Who do you want to speak to her for you?

She pointed at me.

All right, said Omario. He turned to me. You ready? You get to be Michelle. Stand up now.

I stood up.

Imagine that you are Michelle. Your husband left you for this girl. What do you have to say to her?

Michelle looked up at me the way you’d look up at a movie theater screen before the film comes on. I stood with my arms folded and took a gander at our sorry group: this sad couple, a suicidal truck driver, an anxious dentist, a teenaged kleptomaniac, and an obsessive-compulsive postal clerk.

The postal clerk was maybe twenty-five and skinny as a meth addict, with limp brown hair and thin pale lips and a face as meek and guilty as a reprimanded dog. Her name was Peggy. She’d sit with her hands in her lap and tap her bony fingers together in a secret rhythm, apologizing for it if anybody noticed. Tap-tap-tap, Sorry, sorry. She annoyed me, frankly, I think she annoyed everyone, but that isn’t why I chose her. She happened to be around the age of Michelle’s other woman, that’s all.

I revved up with a good old-fashioned Go fuck yourself.

I glanced at Michelle. Her face had relaxed a smidge. Her slouchy husband beside her had his elbows on his knees, his face hidden in his hands.

Slut, I said to Peggy the postal clerk.

The room was silent except for the ticking of a round brown institutional clock. Peggy looked at my shoes and tap-tapped her fingers together in her lap. I was afraid she might apologize but she stayed quiet, thank God. Michelle leaned forward just slightly in suspense. I rubbed my hands together.

You’re a sad little slut, I said, and ugly, too. Your face looks like it was thrown against a wall and scraped off with a spatula.

All right, said Omario.

A face like yours was growing in the weeds behind my house, I said. Wait a minute, did you find that face out back in the compost pile? I think I recognize it. I think my dog squeezed it out his ass this morning.

Insults are not so productive, warned Omario. Peggy kept her head down. Her pale neck was turning red.

You think you can fuck my husband? I went on. You think you know how the world works? I’ll show you how the world works. You fuck my husband; I fuck you. I’ll fuck you with a cactus. I’ll fuck you with a jackhammer. I’ll fuck you with a drilling rig, until black oil spouts right out your —

She lifted her face. It was wide-eyed and crumpling. She tapped her fingers together like her life depended on it. Omario stood up. Enough! he said, and put both his hands on both my shoulders. As he guided me out of the room I tried to catch Michelle’s eye, but I couldn’t, not before he pushed me out and shut the door behind us.

We stood together in the hallway. There was a framed watercolor of a beachy sunset on the wall. I wondered if it looked anything like where he grew up. I wondered what it was like for him to live out here in our cold white landlocked state. On the other side of the door we could hear Peggy crying, breathy little hyperventilating sniffles, and the murmuring of other people soothing her.

That was inappropriate, Omario said sternly.

I flashed him a little smile. But it was fun, though, right?

We’re going to have to work on your anger issues.

I’m not angry, I said. Do I seem angry? I was speaking for Michelle.



The next day Michelle found me behind the barn. We were supposed to be doing a walking meditation but I’d found half a pack of cigarettes in the pocket of an old sweatshirt and smoking gave me about twelve times more serenity. From my spot next to the woodpile we could see the others pacing slowly around and around the brick path that wound through the dead brown field.

Close up Michelle seemed a little less pinched. Her breath was a cloud of condensation in the late March chill. Got a cigarette? she said.

We smoked together quietly. They all had such different posture, all the walking meditators. The anxious dentist shuffled quickly. The suicidal truck driver trudged, chin on his chest.

Peggy left, Michelle said.

The postal clerk? I said. I knew who she meant.

She left because you yelled at her. Michelle inhaled, exhaled. A little reproachfully she added, She’s only twenty-two.

She shouldn’t have been here in the first place, I said. She should’ve been out in the world, thickening up her skin. Someone like her, it isn’t going to do her any good hiding herself away at a place like this. These kindhearted dipshits are just going to tell her she’s okay the way she is when she isn’t. None of us are.

I dropped my cigarette into the cracked cold dirt.

Michelle smoked slowly. I’m getting a lot out of this experience, she said, looking out at the brown field and white sky. I’m finding it pretty transformative. She sounded a little like someone had asked her to appear in some retreat center promotional materials. I don’t know that Roy is getting as much out of it as I am —

Roy’s a tool, I said.

— but he’s doing it for me, and that’s enough. When we go home, she said, I will have more power over him than I’ve ever had. Little pockets full of power that he’s kept on him for years will be turned inside-out and emptied out like spare change on the bedspread. And then I’ll pick that power up and keep it for myself.

You’re not going to kick him out? I said.

Why would I? She dropped her cigarette too and dug it into the ground with the heel of her shoe. He’s afraid of me now.

My husband’s always been afraid of me, I said.

Ha-ha, she said, I bet.

He never told me until twenty years in.

You’re lucky.

Not lucky, I said. Jealous.

She snorted. Of me?

Of him. I want to be afraid of him.

…
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Turned out Peggy wasn’t 100% gone. She came back a couple nights later to say what she needed to say to me. Lying in the single bed in my bare, cramped bedroom, I heard a car on the gravel outside my window and opened my eyes to see the wall go bright, illuminated by headlights, and then go dark again. I heard her shrill voice calling up for me, calling my name.

I pulled back the cheap curtain and opened the window to see her down there in the driveway. She was wearing snow boots, though it hadn’t snowed in weeks, and pajamas and a long red flannel. She looked like she’d just come from a slumber party with some lumberjacks. Hey, bitch, she called up to me. She brought her hands together at belly height and tapped her fingers together, one two three.

Hey, shit-face, I called down.

She said, I just came back to tell you you’re pathetic.

I’m pathetic!

I laughed. She tap-tap-tapped.

You’re a bullshit person with a bullshit attitude! She wrenched her hands apart and balled them up into two white fists. You think you’re fucking funny but you’re not! You think you’re some kind of strong-ass woman, but you’re pathetic. You’re disgusting. I can’t believe anybody would marry you. Your husband must be either brain-dead or a masochist.

She looked up at me and waited for me to yell back. Her newfound strength was a miracle. It made me hungry. Go on, I said.

You’re fat, too! She waved her little fists around with rage. You’re fat and your face is bloated as a drowning victim’s. You smell like cigarettes and sandwich meat and dirty hair. Your husband must be blind and deaf and have no sense of smell. Fucking you must be like getting sucked into putrid quicksand.

She wasn’t yelling anymore so much as free-associating. In the bedrooms next door people were waking, windows were opening. My heart had quickened. Go on, go on, I said.

Come down here and make me! she yelled back. What are you, chickenshit?

I turned away from the window to find my shoes.

What do you think you’re going to do to me? You’re nothing, less than nothing! You’re what nothing has when it’s got nothing left.

I gave up looking and ran downstairs barefoot, almost tripping at the bottom, almost falling out the front door. The ground was bitter cold and the rocks pierced the soles of my feet but I made my way to her. She was standing outside her car, and when I got close enough I could see her eyes were liquid as melted ice, and steaming. I was all charged up, electric. I took her in my arms and squeezed her hard. She was taller than me but she put her wet cold face in the spot between my head and shoulder and she squeezed me back. My feet were numb and I was pulsing everywhere. Thank you, I said.

I wanted her to come inside but she’d said what she had to say. We let each other go and her thin lips twisted up in a victorious smile.

You’re nothing, she whispered, and tapped her fingers, one two three. Then she got back in her car and drove away.

I turned back toward the broad clapboard wall of the big house and saw a face at every window. They’d all been watching me: Michelle, her husband, everyone. I pulled at the fabric of my sweatpants and gave them a grotesque curtsey in the cold, mugging like a hammy kid for a Camcorder, yelling up: Anybody else want to join the show?

They didn’t smile, but they didn’t look away.

Pussies! I shouted.

One by one each curtain fell back. My heart beat harder with the disappearance of each face.

Peggy’s the only one of you with any balls!

Then the only face in any window was the reflected moon. I raised both my middle fingers at the clapboard, at no one. My feet were numb and the sweat on my neck was prickling. I went back in.

It was raining the day my husband came to pick me up. I was waiting outside on the covered porch with all my things, the last to go. I got to say goodbye to the teenaged kleptomaniac, whose mother arrived in a black Mercedes. To the anxious dentist, who wouldn’t make eye contact when he shook my hand, and to the suicidal truck driver, who took a deep uneven breath before stepping off the porch, as if he were stepping off a cliff.

Michelle came outside with her slouch husband. Pull it around, she ordered him, and then she stood with me and waited while he did.

It’s been good knowing you, I said.

She said, It’s been something.

He pulled up in the car and came out with an umbrella to escort her back to the passenger’s side. Standing there at the foot of the porch steps getting soaked, holding up a hand to help her down, he looked like the happiest man alive. How this bullshit place could have worked so well for them, I can’t begin to know.

Omario came out too to see everybody off. When Michelle and the slouch had gone he looked at me and sort of tilted his head back and shook it, smiling. Well, he said. He seemed sincere. Good luck. I know you’ll need it. He laughed that low musical laugh of his, and went back inside to chat with Clover.

I stood there watching the rain. Close by you could see every drop, round and hard until it splatted. It dripped off the porch roof and puddled in the dirt, but far off by the trees it was just a veil of gray, and up in the clouds it was nothing at all.

The old teal Chevy rolled up and my husband reached over to open the passenger door. I dragged my bags and body down the wet steps and through the mud. When I’d got in and thrown my shit in the back he sat there a moment, looking at me as if I might be someone new.

Well? he said.

I wanted to say The fuck does that mean? I wanted to say Well what, you fuckin fool? I wanted to say Are you happy now, you granola-crunching pea-brained twit? What did you do while I was gone? Did you join the goddamn hare krishnas? Go to yoga and learn how to suck your own cock? God knows I’m not about to suck it for you, you fat old turd. I wanted him to yell back at me, call me a harpy, a blight, a waste. I wanted him to throw me out on the wet grass and push my face and body in the frigid mud. But he wouldn’t, I knew he wouldn’t. Those days were done. I didn’t want him to turn away from me, so I said nothing at all.

He squeezed my shoulder and restarted the car and we drove in silence over the gravel. Down to the gate and through to the road, past a couple of flooded strip malls and blinking yellow stoplights, and then we were on the highway that would take us home. The sky got dark and he flicked on the headlights and I watched the piercing rain ahead go from invisible to illuminated to invisible again. How could I tell him that what I wanted was for him to tell me I was nothing? How could I ask him to erase me, to let me float away, beyond the windshield wipers, into the dead black sky?

End
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Curse of the Last Illiterate

We gathered in the streets that led to the hospital. Those who couldn’t make it, or lived far, watched the live coverage on television in cafés and bars. Gigantic screens had been erected in the vicinity of the hospital, but the reckless few who’d elbowed their way to the front had the best view of the modest southwest corner window on the fifth floor behind which was held, in critical condition, an old woman of eighty-something years.

She was the last illiterate person in the country, this crone who had refused to learn. We in the streets celebrated becoming, nearly becoming, the first fully literate nation. The news had broken early in the morning that an ambulance had rushed her to the hospital. She’d been admitted before. It wasn’t a scoop. But, after an hour or so, a team of renowned physicians confirmed the damage was fatal and she’d pass away before sunset. Foreign dignitaries were invited to monitor the proceedings, to congratulate our proud country for this record-breaking achievement.

But after some euphoric moments, the head of physicians, a respected brain surgeon, appeared on air and informed us that the patient’s brain had failed due to an internal infection and, to his and our chagrin, she’d slipped into a stable coma. He immediately added, reading our minds, that this state could last a day, a year, or longer.

Shock rippled through the spectators. How could Science fail us at this critical juncture? Then, a philosopher appeared on TV. Since the brain was the organ responsible for learning and knowledge, he argued, with the old woman’s brain dead, our country still qualified for the honor. The foreign dignitaries disagreed, claiming that while the respiratory and circulatory systems functioned, the patient was alive.

A letdown, no doubt. But we were busy people and were soon absorbed in our daily preoccupations. The comatose woman would have been forgotten had more news not come out of the hospital a week later. A patient had died during an operation led by the same brain surgeon. People die in surgery, of course. But this one was different. According to eyewitness accounts, in the middle of the operation, the surgeon’s gloved hands hung in the air shaking, his eyes fixed, awestruck as if it was the first time he had seen an exposed brain. A nurse reported that he looked like a random pedestrian hauled in from the street, thrown into an operating room and told to remove a tumor. The surgeon resigned. The scandal lived only for a few hours before it was overshadowed by another. In the neighboring building, a well-known law firm, the lawyers began speaking in gibberish. Those previously adept at saving their clients from jail, penalties, and alimony, were now aimlessly and haphazardly leafing through tombs of ugly lawbooks, not knowing what they should look for.

The rumor spread that a contagious virus was in the air, originating, of course, from the southwest corner of the fifth floor of the hospital. Some said it was the old woman’s curse, her revenge upon the whole nation for anticipating her death. Scientists disagreed. No evidence corroborated the story; no direct chain of cause-and-effect could be seen. And since no crime had been committed, no one could do anything about it. The outbreak—of the virus or the curse—rapidly affected greater numbers of the population. Many of us lost our jobs because we no longer retained the knowledge and skills needed to perform our duties. People started avoiding those with less schooling. Parents stayed away from their kids. Husbands from wives, and wives from husbands.

The antagonism against the comatose woman heightened. Not only had she prevented our country from becoming the first literate nation, she was dragging us down the dark well of ignorance. Threats accumulated. People wanted to have the IVs removed from her body. It sparked Human Rights’ involvement. Police carefully guarded the hospital, though they had to send new troops every few weeks as the curse or virus was indiscriminate in choosing its victims, in stripping them of their learned skills. The nurses rotated, making sure the old woman was breathing and had enough saline and nutritional fluids. They bathed her, changed her sheets and gown. They did so under compulsion, with reluctance.

Factories and offices began to shut down as they sent newly ignorant employees home. We relied on foreign aid for our basic needs. Language was our last bulwark. We wrote down instructions we were afraid to unlearn: what to eat and not to eat, how to keep warm, how to change a flat tire, how to brush our teeth.

We stumbled through our days until a few dignitaries from overseas were diagnosed with incipient symptoms of illiteracy. They were quarantined. As a result, foreign countries, one after another, stopped dispatching help. Then, neighboring countries closed borders. When some of us tried to flee across border, they began to raise walls towering over our small nation. In the chaotic absence of Human Rights, the nurses refused to take care of the old woman, and the police threatened to stop providing security for her. We no longer cared.

That would be a lie. We did care, secretly longing for them to carry out their plan. And when they did, leaving her undernourished, deep in shit and piss, we idled around the abandoned hospital. We cast sidelong glances, never direct, as if it could implicate us. We hoped her likely death would bring back our literacy.

It did not.

We became dyslexic and agraphic. We didn’t know how to read the words, how to spell them. It started with inchoate and truncate and grotesque and, over a few weeks, spread to brain and rain and love.
The savviest of us convened, the few handfuls who were still capable of reading and writing. It wasn’t hard to foresee that our days, the days of intellect at least, were numbered. We decided to document our experience for posterity. We sat at a round table and composed this very manuscript, the first draft being an amalgam of wrong words and misshapen sentences, full of holes. We kept passing it along, editing and editing, and with each round our stares grew more blank as we knew less and less, until we didn’t know what we didn’t know.

Erini Katopodis
Basil

When I lived in the swamplands, rowing from one place to the next, I met the devil. The locals swear if you stick around there long enough, you see him. They say he’s tall, dark, red, with claws, with teeth; that one day you’ll feel him tapping your shoulder or tickling your ankle. So you start to look for him in every toad that croaks, every crane that lands softly on a mossy shore beside you, every mosquito that buzzes past your ear. 

But that’s not how you come across him. Instead, he’s just there one day, passing you in his pale, splintered, blue-bottomed boat. Not an apparition. Not sudden. He’s just a neighbor, though one you don’t usually pay attention to. A piece of the background suddenly brighter in your eye, with the same old muddy jeans, his buttoned-up shirt. And he always has a hand down, stroking one of the basil plants he grows onboard. They curl and sway, slices of emerald against the dull green water. The boat overflows with them, with the atmosphere of them; you see all that basil and you feel lush. You feel vital. 

He feeds the basil with swampwater. With firefly bodies, crushed between his fingers. With moonlight, so the leaves grow curved, like they are cupping the thick air around them.

***

I passed him one dark afternoon in my rowboat, just trying to get from coast to coast like every other Tuesday, when I’d bring my sick brother dinner. But as I passed, he lifted a hand and reached out to the edge of my boat to still me. I stuck to the side of his hull and our boats were side by side, bobbing along in the narrowest part of the waterway. Not a single being seemed to stir around us: the deep curling ferns, the foamy, nearly black surface of the water, swallowed all sound. There was only the lowest hum of the insects, the occasional thrash of a floating wren, thinking it saw the shadow of a crocodile under it.

I smelled the basil and my mouth went dry with longing. He eyed me. Not sinister, but curious. Patient. His other hand was still on the basil, rubbing the scent out of a single leaf and making my nose stir. When I climbed onto his boat, he let mine bob beside his. He was kind enough to leave me the illusion of escape.

How much? I said, and he didn’t grin as in the stories, just put a hand on his half-shaven face the way any salesman would when considering the price of his wares. 

I’ll give it to you for almost nothing: you just won’t be able to see birds anymore.

Birds?

Yes, he said. They’ll still exist. They’ll still fly past your head, still sing. Still build nests in branches. You just won’t see them.

I put my hand on my own chin, trying to think of a counteroffer, but could not. Birds? Would I miss birds? Did I ever really pay attention to them?

Okay, I said, after a time. My brain felt fogged; I could not think in all the green. I thought I’d die if I didn’t taste it. He plucked a sprig of basil with two pinched fingers and held it out to me. Instinctively, I leaned my head back, opened my mouth, closed my eyes.

***

Later, there were only a few instances when I noticed what I gave up. Four times my cat chased down and ate something I could not see. Twice my nephew held up a cage to show me his new pet, and I had to pretend the cage was not empty. Occasionally, as I walked or rowed under the strange bowed branches of a bald cypress tree, leaves flickered above me, stirred by the wind of something that was but was not there. But that wasn’t what burned me in the end.

When my brother got sicker and I moved in to take care of him, he became a sliver of himself. Not just physically—his ribs did poke out under his shirts—but the illness took his voice. Suddenly, the brother who in our childhood was a loud and raucous kid was so silent it disturbed me. While I took care of him I could feel myself filling the space he left with words. I talked about when our father taught us to row, when he taught us which leaves in the swamp were poisonous and which weren’t. How on one of our outings, we once found a trunk half-sunken in bog water with old papers inside. I tried describing, best I could, the memory of the smell of our mother’s cooking. I read and sang to him. I told jokes like he used to tell and laughed at them by myself, sometimes pretending in the midst of my laughter that I could hear him laughing too. But he did nothing but sleep and stare out the window, never engaging, never looking me in the eye. I kept his son out of the room as often as I could, telling him his father was tired and needed his rest.

There was one day, though, when, in the midst of my brother staring out the window, he straightened up suddenly. His eyes focused on something on the sill. I flinched, not having seen him move that way in months. I asked if he was in pain, if there was something wrong with his head, his back, his stomach. He kept staring. He pointed out the window and said to me: Blackbird.

He died a few days later. At the funeral, and for months after, I could not stop thinking: Was there a blackbird on the sill, or wasn’t there? Was my brother hallucinating in his fever, or not? His son wasn’t in the room, so he wouldn’t be able to tell me. But I had a feeling. I had a feeling something was there. That I could not see the last thing we could have seen together, could not share the last thing my brother wanted to share with me. I did not see a blackbird. I did not see anything at all. Instead, I tasted basil in my mouth. Felt it fill my nose. Saw green tendrils in the corners of my vision.

Eleven

By Sandra Cisneros

What they don’t understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when you’re eleven, you’re also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and ﬁve, and four, and three, and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel eleven, but you don’t. You open your eyes and everything’s just like yesterday, only it’s today. And you don’t feel eleven at all. You feel like you’re still ten. And you are – underneath the year that makes you eleven.

Like some days you might say something stupid, and that’s the part of you that’s still ten. Or maybe somedays you might need to sit on your mama’s lap because you’re scared, and that’s the part of you that’s ﬁve. And maybe one day when you’re all grownup maybe you will need to cry like if you’re three, and that’s okay. That’s what I tell Mama when she’s sad and needs to cry. Maybe she’s feeling three.

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk or like my little wooden dolls that ﬁt one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That’s how being eleven years old is.

You don’t feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days, weeks even, sometimes even months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don’t feel smart eleven, not until you’re almost twelve. That’s the way it is.

Only today I wish I didn’t have only eleven years rattling inside me like pennies in a tin Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I was one hundred and two I’d have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red sweater on my desk. I would’ve known how to tell her it wasn’t mine instead of just sitting there with that look on my face and nothing coming out of my mouth. 

“Whose is this?” Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all the class to see. “Whose? It’s been sitting in the coatroom for a month.” 

“Not mine,” says everybody. “Not me.”

“It has to belong to somebody,” Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It’s an ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could use it for a jump rope. It’s maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn’t say so.

Maybe because I’m skinny, maybe because she doesn’t like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldívar says, “I think it belongs to Rachel.” An ugly sweater like that, all raggedy and old, but Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk, but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.

“That’s not, I don’t, you’re not...Not mine,” I ﬁnally say in a little voice that was maybe me when I was four. 

“Of course it’s yours,” Mrs. Price says. “I remember you wearing it once.” Because she’s older and the teacher, she’s right and I’m not.

Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two, and math problem number four. I don’t know why but all of a sudden I’m feeling sick inside, like the part of me that’s three wants to come out of my eyes, only I squeeze them shut tight and bite down on my teeth real hard and try to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a cake for me for tonight, and when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you.

But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater’s still sitting there like a big red mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my ruler. I move my pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair a little to the right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.

In my head I’m thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till I can take the red sweater and throw it over the schoolyard fence, or leave it hanging on a parking meter, or bunch it up into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud and in front of everybody, “Now, Rachel, that’s enough,” because she sees I’ve shoved the red sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk and it’s hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I don’t care.

“Rachel,” Mrs. Price says. She says it like she’s getting mad. “You put that sweater on right now and no more nonsense.”

“But it’s not–”

“Now!” Mrs. Price says.

This is when I wish I wasn’t eleven, because all the years inside of me–ten, nine, eight, seven, six, ﬁve, four, three, two, and one–are pushing at the back of my eyes when I put one arm through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the other arm through the other and stand there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all itchy and full of germs that aren’t even mine.

That’s when everything I’ve been holding in since this morning, since when Mrs. Price put the sweater on my desk, ﬁnally lets go, and all of a sudden I’m crying in front of everybody. I wish I was invisible but I’m not. I’m eleven and it’s my birthday today and I’m crying like I’m three in front of everybody. I put my head down on the desk and bury my face in my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming out of my mouth because I can’t stop the little animal noises from coming out of me, until there aren’t any more tears left in my eyes, and it’s just my body shaking like when you have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when you drink milk too fast.

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who is even dumber than Sylvia Saldívar, says she remembers the red sweater is hers! I take it off right away and give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything’s OK.

Today I’m eleven. There’s a cake Mama’s making for tonight, and when Papa comes home from work we’ll eat it. There’ll be candles and presents and everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you, Rachel, only it’s too late.

I’m eleven today. I’m eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, ﬁve, four, three, two, and one, but I wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven, because I want today to be far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o in the sky, so tiny-tiny you have to close your eyes to see it.

Roger Robinson
A Portable Paradise
And if I speak of Paradise,
then I’m speaking of my grandmother
who told me to carry it always
on my person, concealed, so
no one else would know but me.
That way they can’t steal it, she’d say.
And if life puts you under pressure,
trace its ridges in your pocket,
smell its piney scent on your handkerchief,
hum its anthem under your breath.
And if your stresses are sustained and daily,
get yourself to an empty room – be it hotel,
hostel or hovel – find a lamp
and empty your paradise onto a desk:
your white sands, green hills and fresh fish.
Shine the lamp on it like the fresh hope
of morning, and keep staring at it till you sleep.

Background information on Roger Robinson: 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jan/13/roger-robinson-dub-poet-ts-eliot-prize?fbclid=IwAR2io1GBO_sja4qrgNcQ7YKOt3WJdytEob5GZGS515oxSmD_Z1GcjcSJV2A
Alice Oswald

Fox 
I heard a cough

as if a thief was there

outside my sleep

a sharp intake of air

a fox in her fox-fur

stepping across

the grass in her black gloves

barked at my house

just so abrupt and odd

the way she went

hungrily asking

in the heart's thick accent

in such serious sleepless

trespass she came

a woman with a man's voice

but no name

as if to say: it's midnight

and my life

is laid beneath my children

like gold leaf

Alice Oswald, "Fox" from Falling Awake. Copyright © 2016 by Alice Oswald. 
Background information on Alice Oswald: 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/jul/22/alice-oswald-interview-falling-awake
Jacob Sam-La Rose

A Love Letter to London
https://badilishapoetry.com/jacob-sam-la-rose/
Mary Oliver

The Fourth Sign of the Zodiac

https://onbeing.org/blog/mary-olivers-cancer-poem/?fbclid=IwAR069emn2aNdlvaqZG4rxEWunIzsQlE0m2zEW4ERGSYD8XS1jzvp1MEmzh8
Malika Ndlovu

Spinal Secrets
https://poetryarchive.org/poem/spinal-secrets/
Koleka Putuma

Water
https://pensouthafrica.co.za/water-by-koleka-putuma/
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