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by Steven James

I’ll Never Understand My Wife

‘Tl never under-

stand my wife.

The day she moved
in with® me, she start-
ed opening and closing
my kitchen cabinets,
gasping, “ You don’t
have any shelf paper!
We’re going to have to
get some shelf paper in
here before I move my
dishes in.” '

“But why?” I asked

innocently.

“To keep the dishes clean,” she answered matter-of-factly. I
didn’t understand how the dust would magically migrate off the

dishes® if they had sticky blue paper under them, but I knew when
to be quiet.

Then came the day when I left the toilet seat up® .

“We never left the toilet seat up in my family,” she scolded,
“It’s impolite.”

“It wasn’t impolite in my family,” I said sheepishly.

“Your family didn’t have cats.”®

In addition to these lessons, I also learned how I was supposed
to squeeze the toothpaste tube, which towel to use after a shower
and where the spoons are supposed to go when I set the table.
had no idea I was so uneducated.

Nope, ’ll never understand my wife.

She alphabetizes her spices® , washes dishes before sending them
through the dishwasher, and sorts laundry into different piles®

before throwing it into the washing machine. Can you imagine?
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She wears pajamas to bed. I didn’t think anyone in North
America still wore pajamas to bed. She has a coat that makes her look
like Sherlock Holmes® . “I could get you a new coat,” I offered.

“No. This one was my grandmother’s,” she said, decisively
ending the conversation.

Then, after we had kids, she acted even stranger. Wearing
those pajamas all day long, eating breakfast at 1 : 00 P. M., carry-
ing around a diaper bag the size of a minivan® , talking in one-syl-
lable paragraphs® .

She carried our baby everywhere—on her back, on her front,
in her arms, over her shoulder® . She never set her down, even
when other young mothers shook their heads as they set down the
car seat with their baby in it, or pecred down into their play-
pens® . What an oddity® she was, clutching that child.

My wife also chose to nurse her even when her friends told her
not to bother. She picked up the baby whenever she cried, even
though people told her it was healthy to let her wail.

“It’s good for her lungs to cry,” they would say.

“It’s better for her heart to smile,” she’d answer.

One day a friend of mine snickered at® the bumper sticker®
my wife had put on the back of our car: “Being a Stay-at-Home
Mom Is a Work of Heart.”

“My wife must have put that on there,” I said.

“My wife works,” he boasted.

“So does mine,” I said, smiling.

Once, I was filling out one of those warranty registration
cards® and I check® “homemaker” for my wife’s occupation. Big
mistake. She glanced over it and quickly corrected me. “I am not a
homemaker. I am not a housewife. I am a mother.”

“But there’s no category for that,” I stammered.

“Add one,” she said.

I did.

And then one day, a few years later, she lay in bed smiling
when T got up to go to work.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing. Everything is wonderful. I didn’t have to get up at
all last night to calm the kids. And they didn’t crawl in bed with

92‘!
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“Oh,” I said, still not understanding.

“It was the first time I've slept through the night in four
years.” It was? Four years? That’s a long time. I hadn’t even no-
ticed. Why hadn’t she ever complained? I would have.

One day, in one thoughtless moment, I said something that
sent her fleeing to the bedroom in tears. I went in to apologize.
She knew I meant it because by then [ was crying, too.

“I forgive you,” she said. And you know what? She did. She
never brought it up again. Not even when she got angry and could
have hauled out the heavy artillery.® She forgave, and she
forgot. @

Nope, I'll never understand my wife. And you know what?
Our daughter is acting more and more like her mother every day.

If she turns out to be anything like her mom, someday there’s

going to be one more lucky guy in this world, thankful for the
shelf paper in his cupboard.
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A New Millennium
by J. M. DeGross
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T'm driv-
ing south on
Interstate 810,
returning home
from a business
trip. It’s Janu-
ary. The rain is

pouring down.

I’'m in northern
Virginia and
I’'m worried about freezing conditions. I see a small herd of Black
Angus heifers® walking along barbed wire, up a hill that has those
three crosses on the top. They’re a Bible belt thing—the crosses
that is? . And I'm thinking maybe Black Angus live an odd life,
maybe they don’t. Just then my cell phone rings.

It’s my wife, but at first I can’t understand her. Her voice is
all wobbly® and the rain is noisy. Then I get it® . She’s crying—
the words trying to get out between tears. My wife almost never
cries. I remember one other time, when her aunt decided to tell
her she wasn’t her daddy’s daughter. She cried on and off® for a
couple of months back then.

Right away I think something has happened to her, or maybe
one of the kids. “Honey, what’s the matter?” 1 say.

“Wolf just killed the cat.” She’s barely able to get it out@ .

Wolf is our dog—a German Shepherd® . He’s usually sweet,
but he’s never liked the cat—the cat that showed up a couple of
days before the new millennium. I was setting up for the fireworks
display—putting the launchers in place for the airbursts I'd fire
off® in celebration at midnight, when this little cat appeared. She

purred and meowed and rubbed up against my arms, but she was a

< ]



mess—hair all tangled and matted?¥ , and she smelled awful.

Now I have to tell you, we live on a mountain in the middle of
nowhere—no neighbors for miles. My wife saw the cat standing by
me and she smiled. “I know that cat,” she said, “I’ve seen her in
the woods. I'll bet it was two or three months ago,” and she
sounded proud.

“She looks hungry,” I said, and I don’t know why we both
thought it was a she. We didn’t think she had claws, either, but
she did. She just never showed them. And of course the dogs were
barking at her—mostly, Wolf, who’s four and frisky®. Blue, our
other dog is a working Black Lab® . He's old and he’s seen a lot of
dying. You could tell he only barked at the cat because when Wolf
got started, he thought he was supposed to.

You should have seen that cat, no bigger than a half-year old
kitten, stand up to® those dogs. They were twenty times her size.
She’d growl and hiss—1 mean really growl, like a predator—a bob-
cat® . She never backed off. She’d bat Wolf so fast and so hard on
the nose that you could hear the contact-thump, and he’d back off
and just look at her with his head cocked® to one side in confusion
or something. I only saw her run from him once, and that was so
she could get under a chair and then stand her ground. So, I never
worried about him getting her. She ‘was. too fast and too tough,
and she wanted to be with us. That’s what I thought. And I guess I
thought Wolf wouldn’t kill another creature. I don’t know why.

We called her K. B. Millennium—Millie for short and the K.
B. stood for “kick butt”®. We came up with some other names,
too. My wife suggested “Freedom”, “like in the song,” she said
(she even sang the line: “Freedom’s just another word for nothing
left to lose.”). And our five-year-old granddaughter wanted to call
her Tabby, but we settled on Millie.®

Millie had it rough®, surviving in those woods with bears and
coyotes® . It was cold and I knew she wanted in the house because
she’d try to follow me in, but we didn’t need a house cat. So we
agreed, if she wanted to, she could hang around outside. We fed
her plenty and we gave her an old insulated cooler for shelter® .
She seemed content.

Then at the millennium party somebody was a mean drunk® —
tossed the little thing off the deck® during the fireworks display.
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It’s forty feet down from the deck to the first treetops on the
mountain. I didn’t see it happen—didn’t know about it till the next
morning because I was too busy with the fireworks. One of our
other guests said Millie hissed and cried out in the air and then they
heard breaking branches and more cat-sounds as she crashed some-
where down in the dark- yes, just a mean drunk. I might have
stopped it if T had known.

She wasn’t around on the First®, so we thought she had died
from the fall. I left on the business trip feeling badly. But she
showed up again a day or so later. My wife called to tell me (long
distance service is free on the cell phone). That’s when my wife
noticed Millie was pissing blood® , so she took her to the vet who
verified® that Millie was a she, had claws, and serious internal in-
juries.

Now the rain is really pelting® the car, and my wife is saying
that Wolf got her. “Millie didn’t even try to run,” she says. “It
was awful. He grabbed her and shook her—I yelled to make him
let go. Then I wrapped her in a towel and held her.” My wife is
really sobbing now. “She was lying on my lap with her little paws
crossed and she was shaking and blood was coming out of her
mouth and she just gasped and died.” My wife gets it all out in one
breath.

“I'm so sorry, Darling.,” I say. And I wish I could say some-
thing more meaningful, but with the rain and all, I'm having a
time® . “I guess the dog didn’t know any better,®” 1 say. Then
there’s a lot of static and we lose our connection. ?

Now I'm terribly sad, too, thinking about that little cat—such
a hard life—and I can’t see with all the rain. But it gets worse be-
cause this idea hits me out of nowhere—she only had a borrowed
life. Borrowed things have to be returned, I'm thinking. And I
don’t know why, but something borrowed and something blue®
runs through my head. Maybe that’s all she had—nothing old or
new. Then a memory of our little daughter who died ten or fifteen
minutes after she was born oozes out. She didn’t come with all her
parts and when the doctor saw what she looked like, he tossed her
onto the stainless steel sink in the delivery room® . I suppose he
meant well®, but I remember her gasps and her trembling—then

she was still® (and I remember how normal her tiny hands



looked). My wife didn’t see—she was doped up®. But I did. And
then there was my sister who died from hate and alcohol—no old
and no new in her life, only defeat—maybe like Black Angus.
These thoughts are flying by in forms resembling shadows at
warp® speed.

The phone rings again. “I don’t know what happened,” I say.

My wife apologizes for the tears.

“No, it’s okay, it’s very sad,” I say, “It’s like Millie had a
borrowed life.” And I hear the tears get started on the other end,
again. I have to pull off the road for a few minutes. I can’t believe
‘we’re so sad over a stray cat® .

1t stops raining and 1 can just make out? the sun because it’s
going down behind the mountains. And then I’'m thinking, maybe
Millie let Wolf get her—wanted him to, like the hate and alcohol
got to my sister. The line is quiet. “Honey, are you there?” I say.

“T’m still here,” she says.

I start to drive. Before I know it, I'm doing eighty® and
we're both crying. What’s left of the sun creates odd long shadows
and the static starts again.

“1 wish I could have been there for you,” I say. I'm shouting
into the phone.

“1 know,” she says.

The phone goes dead again and I have this really bad feeling
because it’s getting dark fast, and colder, too. Then [ see a herd of
dairy cattle—black and white ones. They’re all huddied together in
a barnyard. I figure they’re waiting to be let into the barn—to be
milked and fed and for some reason this makes me feel better. Af-
ter a while I slow down, and I start watching road signs, looking
for a place to eat and rest. And I’'m hoping they’ll have a pay-
phone so I can call my wife back. I'm thinking, maybe we’ll do

better with a payphone, maybe not.
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Assumed ldentities”

by Timothy David
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1 came home from school yesterday afternoon fecling sad and

sorry for myself. My boyfriend of nearly two ycars had dumped me
for an airheaded cheerleader® . That wasn’t supposed to happen. Our
senior year® is supposed to be spegial. Actually, he didn’t have the
guts® . Three of his jockey friends® were more than happy to re-
late® the news to me. I hate all of them.

My heart was broken to say the least? . There was nothing 1
hated more than being lonely. I walked home siowly from school
on an old dirt road that paralleled a shallow canal. It reeked of®
dying fish and dried up algae® . The sun had been unrelenting for
weeks. I stopped in front of the doorstep of my family’s house,
wiping my feet carefully on thé welcome mat and brushing the dust
off my clothes.

“Why are you home from school so late young lady?” came the
first thing out of my father’s mouth when I opened the door. It
wasn’t a question. It was more like an accusation.

I walked by him without saying a word. 1 wasn’t rcady to deal
with this.

“Don’t you walk away from rhe! You are nothing but trouble,
you know that? Go to your room right now.”

I gave him a “wish you were dead” look and stampeded®
straight to my room. Good, that’s where 1 wanted to be anyway.
My father had been so mean and discriminating for many months
now. I really couldn’t stand the sight of him anymore. I hated him
at that moment too. 1 hated all men.

My bedroom door slammed shut and was locked right away.
No way® I was letting anyone in. I turned my computer on and
took off my shoes as it connected to the internet. I needed to talk
to someone, anyone who would listen.

Making myself comfortable in a small swivel chair®, I

searched for a chat room for people locally. 1 found one easily and
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clicked on the romance section. I needed to feel loved at that mo-
ment, even if it was all phony®. When asked to enter a log-on
name@ I typed in Lonely Heart, for that’s what I was. There’s no
way I would ever give out® my real name on the internet. Too
many crazy people out there.

“Hello Lonely, what brings you here this afternoon?” came a
message on my screen.

I looked closer
for the name of this
guy. Loneliness.
“Well I see we have
something in com-
mon. I just came to
find someone to talk
to,” I typed back in

my slow hunt-and-

peck method® .

“ Same here,”
came his quick reply.
“What do you want to talk about?”

Then on the spur of the moment® I just told him everything
bad about my day and my life. The words came out freely and I re-
ally didn’t expect him to understand my feelings. Men never un-
derstand.

“Just a minute,” he answered. “I need to do something really
quick but I'll be right back.” He wasn’t coming back. I didn’t
blame him. Should have known better than to think a man would
listen to me.®

There was a pounding on my bedroom door at that moment. I
jumped up in my chair half-startled. “Tatiana?” came my father’s
all too well known accusing voice. “There’s leftovers in the refrig-
erator for supper when you get hungry. I'll be in my study room if
you need me.” And then he was gone. Good riddance. @

“I know how you feel,” magically appeared on my screen a
few seconds later. T couldn’t believe it. He really did come back.
“I feel much the same way as you do. My family hates me. I have
no friends. They will never understand how much I really love
them,” he typed quickly.
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“Why don’t you just tell them?” 1 asked.

“T can’t.”

I decided not to push him any further about it. We made small
talk about our feelings and what we wanted from life. This man
did understand me. This conversation was a blessing to me.

“Lonely, I'm dying.”

I didn’t quite understand. “What do you mean?” I asked ea-
gerly.

“What I said. I'm dying and I'm scared.” There were no
words exchanged for a minute or two. [ knew what he was saying.
I just didn’t want to believe it.

“How so?” I responded after an eternity.

“I went to doctor a few months ago. I have cancer. He said [
might live for thirty days or thirty years. There’s just no way to
tell.”

My heart suddenly dropped. Somehow I felt a special bond
with this man. He was like an old friend. He couldn’t be dying. It
just wasn’t fair.

“I don’t know what to say,” I answered back honestly.

“Don’t say anything. I haven’t told anyone yet. 1 am so scared
and worried of what will become of my family. T love them so
much.” Another silence. “And they don’t even know it.”

There was an intolerable silence now. I glanced quickly at my
watch. Somehow time had slipped by for morning had already ar-
rived. Suddenly I knew what I needed to do. I needed to meet this
man in person to let him know that someone does care. His family
was selfish to leave him feeling such despair.

“Loneliness?” I typed.

“Yes?”

“I have enjoyed this so much but I have to leave soon. I feel
silly for asking this. Is there any way we can meet in person later
today or this week?”

There was no hesitation this time. “I would like that very
much. You do live in Sanderson right? Maybe we can meet at the
coffee shop downtown?” he asked.

“Sure. Four o’clock this afternoon if you can make it.” 1

looked at my watch again. Nearly eight in the morning.

“Okay, it’s a date then,” came the seemingly cheerful reply.
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