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DAVID DANIEL

Introduction

his special Emerging Writers issue features forty poets and ten

fiction writers who have yet to publish a full-length book,
nominated by authors who have. When we put out a call for sub-
missions to the issue, our hope was that writers who had already
established their literary careers would be inclined to help others
get their start, and we weren’t disappointed. It was enlivening to
see such a spirit of generosity out there, with hundreds of teachers,
mentors, and colleagues willing to offer their enthusiastic support.
Admittedly, however, this structure was not perfect. Namely, it
excluded writers who lacked sponsors with published books, par-
ticularly those unconnected to M.EA. programs. Yet our door is
open to all comers during our regular reading period, and, in a
less formal yet equally mindful way, this is what we try to do every
year, all year—discover and promote new voices.

This issue was edited by the Ploughshares staft editors: the
poetry by our then Associate Poetry Editor, Susan Conley, and
me; the fiction by Don Lee, Maryanne O’Hara, and Gregg Rosen-
blum. As expected, we received nominations from a variety of
writers, from famous elder statespersons to younger authors who
themselves were just a short step away from those they nomi-
nated. And, as we'd hoped when we conceived of this issue, the
nominators’ letters of endorsement (excerpts of which are avail-
able on our website at www.pshares.org) provided a fascinating
glimpse of their tastes, their relation to the world of letters, and,
above all, their passion for unheralded work. I hope this passion,
while echoing the mission of Ploughshares’s founders, will pro-
vide both encouragement and solace to writers at any stage of
their careers. The poems and stories brought together here offer
up their own passions, of course, and a variety of pleasures as
well, not the least of which is the promise of good things to come.
Since the work in this issue represents just a fraction of the
worthy, eminently publishable work we received, the promise
seems to be a very great one.

~



KATHERINE BELL

What Remains

abel brings her husband home in an urn provided by the

funeral parlor at no extra charge. It reminds her of the tro-
phies he used to win in darts tournaments at the pub: unnaturally
bright like margarine, and already beginning to tarnish around
the rim. She is not sure what should be done with it. She consid-
ers the cupboard in the sitting room with its shelves already full
of respectable yet somehow shametul objects—her bottle of sher-
ry, George’s medals concealed in velvet pouches, James and Lor-
raine’s satin-bound wedding album. Perhaps, she thinks, it would
be disrespectful to put George out of sight so quickly. He was a
proud man, although occasionally lacking in taste, and if he were
here he would be pleased and even flattered by the urn. Arriving
at the proper decision, Mabel grants her husband a place of
honor next to the clock above the fireplace. Then she goes into
the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea.

Mabel is not devastated by her husband’s death. She has not lived
alone in almost half a century, but still she manages to struggle out
of sleep every morning, a deep-sea diver straining for the surface.
She treats each day like a knot on a rope, something to be counted
off, an aid to memory. It is not that she hadn’t loved George. She
had loved him, and that plain dependable love had been the un-
derpinning of the last forty-four years of her life. But George had
begun leaving her years ago, and he had continued to leave her bit
by bit, slowly vanishing into the upholstery of his favorite chair.
When her son left, that was different. Sudden, like a stroke.

After a month she has had enough of the urn. She takes it down
from its shelf and carefully loosens the cover. Although George
was not a large man, there are more ashes than she expects. They
are fine as talcum powder and studded with bone. Sifting through
the dust, she cuts herself on a sliver of his spine or perhaps his
skull. There is only a tiny slit like a paper cut in the loose pad of
her finger, which doesn’t bleed but brings a stinging to her eyes.

8



KATHERINE BELL

Mabel collects herself. Before she proceeds, she decides she
must put him in a more sensible container. At the back of the
pantry she finds a silver jubilee biscuit tin. With its flags and
crests the tin seems both ordinary and ceremonious enough for
the occasion, and it is precisely the right size. She has chosen to
do this on her own, although her daughter-in-law, Lorraine, will
fly into a solicitous rage when she finds out. But it seems to Mabel
that it is the final clause of her compact with George, her last
requirement as a wife. It is a chore that requires a certain kind of
reverence, and Lorraine—despite her many fine qualities—has
never been any good at reverence.

George’s tools are arranged neatly inside the shed, each imple-
ment hung on a metal hook. There is still some of last year’s dirt
clinging to the tines of the gardening fork. George had loved his
garden with a passion he applied to little else. The way he man-
aged to disappear into the small fenced and flowered space as if
into another country had infuriated Mabel. Now she chooses the
lightest of his shovels and prepares to do battle with the roses.

She has only begun to wrestle the first rosebush free when she
hears a door slam and her next-door neighbor navigate more
slowly than strictly necessary down the four steps from her patio
to her lawn. Mabel has never been invited to Next Door’s house,
but she knows the layout of the garden—exactly the same as hers.

Mabel’s house is prewar and semi-detached, which is how she
thinks of herself these days, more often than not. The neighbors
on the unattached side are a nice enough young couple with a boy
so blond he is almost transparent. The child makes Mabel ner-
vous whenever she sees him playing in the garden. After her
grandson, Addison, was born and she got used to him, Mabel
began to think that white babies looked so vulnerable they were
almost obscene. It upset her to see the blue workings of their cir-
culatory systems. She couldn’t imagine how she had coped with
James as a baby, with his oniony skin and soft bare skull.

Mabel sits still on her haunches, breathing quietly and balanc-
ing her weight on the shovel, waiting for Next Door to leave. She
doesn’t want her to start snooping around, to peer over the fence
and ask questions.

She can hear muftled fabric sounds as Next Door hangs her laun-
dry. In Mabel’s opinion she owns surprisingly tame lingerie for

9



PLOUGHSHARES

someone in her profession. She has seen the occasional black lacy
item and more polyester than cotton, but there is never anything red
or sheer. No animal prints. Still, Mabel suspects the rumors could
be true. She has watched unidentified men ring her neighbor’s door-
bell, their cars parked in her driveway for an hour at a time.

When she hears the back door close again, she begins to dig in
earnest. Clots of earth form a damp pile, decorated by fringes of
grass. As she works, airplanes crisscross the sky, heading for
Heathrow. When she was a girl, the word was spelled differently:
aeroplane. She wonders who decided to change that, and when. The
planes come in so low she can make out details on their bellies:
metal seams and landing apparatus, wheels descending like claws.

It is as hot as it ever gets in London, and soon Mabel is drip-
ping with sweat. Despite arthritic pangs in her knees and her
wrists, the work feels good, surprisingly good. She can feel the
shapes of her limbs, that her body still has its uses. She remem-
bers one of the gentle admonishments her mother used to recite.
Horses sweat, men perspire, and ladies, what do ladies do? She
can’t remember. It was supposed to be delicate, even fragrant,
nothing like the acrid wet now collecting in the pleats of her skin.

Suddenly she is reminded of James and Lorraine’s wedding. She
can’t recall the date, but it would have been about this time in
June, with weather just as brutal. She remembers worrying about
stains under the cap sleeves of her pink mother-of-the-groom
dress as she entered the church on the arm of one of Lorraine’s
brothers, a tall black man she might have been afraid of if they
had met in other circumstances.

“Not hard to tell which side you're on, is it, Mrs. Clarke?” he
whispered, before depositing her in the first row next to George.
She was quite sure he was joking, but perhaps it had been the
wrong decision to allow the pews to be divided in the traditional
way, with the bride’s family on one side of the aisle and the
groom’s on the other. At least Lorraine’s half of the church was
more mixed up, with neighbors and friends as well as family. So
many people came for her that they spilled over into James’s terri-
tory, which evened things up a bit.

Lorraine was thin then, veiled and nervous and beautiful,
laughing at everything. James was nervous in his own way, which
was darker and, in retrospect, a cause for concern. George, who



