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Riley was wondering what he was doing in the middle of a baby shower anyway.  “Just have a seat,” Tina reassured him.  “When Gabe gets here, the two of you can go in the kitchen and clean your guns.”  

“Who’s this one?” said a woman with blunt hair and a sharp face.  “Did I hear mention of a man cleaning his guns?”

“Riley, this is Marjorie,” said Tina.  “She’s from the neighborhood where I grew up.”

“Charmed.”  Her smile showed her upper gums but only the lower half of her eyes.  “Tina, I suppose you’re going to tell me Riley here is our stripper.  Are you married?”

“Who, me?  The stripper?”  It was a confusing moment for Riley.  “Married?”  He reached for his cap and straightened his hair.  

“Don’t tell me you can’t have a stripper at a baby shower.  Don’t tell me you can’t have a married stripper, either.”

“Riley is neither, Marge,” said Tina, patting Riley’s shoulder.  “And Marge is both, if you want to know the truth.”

Riley didn’t think his gawk was that apparent until Marjorie caught his eye.  “Don’t act so surprised,” she said.  “The first week or so was fun.  Now, I handle it best when I’m drunk.”

“Because of all those strangers looking at you?” asked Riley.

“I’m talking about getting married,” said Marjorie.  “God, the stripping was fun.  I’d do that again in a minute.”  

“Sorry.  I thought—”

“You can apologize by pouring me another glass of wine.”  She held out the stemmed glass.  “Right there, Mr. Shotgun.  Fill it up.”
Riley hesitated, put his cap back on his head, and then reached for the bottle.  It felt heavy as he tilted it up.  He worried that he’d spill it all in the wrong places.

“More, more!” Marjorie placed her hand over Riley’s.  “So?  You’re not married after all?”

Tina closed a cabinet and laughed.  “He’s divorced, Marge, and he’s not yet on the rebound.  Don’t forget that you’re still married.”  

“You’re spoiling the fun,” said Marjorie.  As she licked drops of wine off the side of her glass, she winked at Riley.  “I’ll be in with all the other women, just in case I change your mind.”  

Riley wondered if she’d meant it the other way around.   The living room, with all its bright feminine jollity, daunted his mood.  He didn’t even look towards the half-open door.  But as he stood alone in the kitchen, with its clutter of cracker boxes and discarded plastic wrap, its fruit rinds and gourmet cookie bags, the entire room seemed to orbit around the two-liter jug on the table.  A trickle of condensation slid down its belly and dropped to the table.  He knew that if he opened the refrigerator, more bottles would stare out at him with their corked eyes.  He could see himself opening them.  He foggily recalled searching his kitchen drawers for a corkscrew and, not finding one, ramming the cork down the throat of the bottle with a screwdriver.  He also knew he could break the top off the bottle and be careful to leave the glass slivers in the bottom of the glass.  He took a last mean look at the wine and went into the chatter of the party.  

After wedging himself into what he thought was the living room’s most remote corner, he accepted a dull golf pencil, a piece of paper, and a Cosmopolitan to write on.  “All right, ladies,” said Tina’s mother.  “And gentleman, of course,” nodding to Riley, “write the word ‘Baby Shower’ down the left-hand side of your paper.  Then, fill in each letter with a word associated with a baby.”

Riley noticed, with grim surprise, that he was sitting next to Marjorie.  “The first word is ‘Balling,’” she murmured.  “And I’m not referring to crying.”

“You used those words the last time we played this,” said Janet Plum, who sat on the other side of Marjorie.   

“If she’s going to use the same goddamn games, I’m going to use the same goddamn clues.  It won me the prize last time.”

“Then I’m copying you.  What did you put for ‘A’?”

“Nothing yet.   But ‘S’ definitely stands for ‘Sex.’”


When it came time to read their answers, Marjorie teased Riley that “Butt” and “Ovaltine” weren’t baby words.  


“And you’re saying that ‘Rhythm method’ is?” Janet teased Marjorie; “Look at what you put!”


Marjorie slurped at her wine glass.  “I got rhythm,” she sang, “I got pregnant.  Who could ask for anything more!”  And both women started giggling.


Riley wondered if he wouldn’t be better off back in the kitchen, alone with the bottles, if he should risk standing and drawing more attention to himself.  In the corner he felt tucked out of the way.  As he strained to read the time on the VCR display across the room, Tina’s mother came by with a tray.  It held a watch, a pencil, a dried flower, a salt shaker, and a clutch of items that must have come from a kitchen drawer.  “I’m so glad you joined us, Riley.  Take a good look at all the things on the tray.”


Riley couldn’t see the face on the watch, so he reached to turn it.  Mrs. Columbo drew the tray back.  “No touching!” she scolded.


“Your s’posed to just look at everything and then memorize it for later,” said Marge.


“Marjorie!” said Mrs. Columbo sternly.  “You’re giving away the rules too soon!”


“Whoops,” said Marjorie.  “Jus’ forget you heard that, sweetie.”  She patted his arm with a lingering hand.


Riley took his arm back and watched the tray circle the room, stopping in front of each woman.  When it was gone, he tried to recall what it had contained, but all he could remember was the watch.  He wrote the word at the bottom of the paper.


Marge had turned to Janet.  “So, this date you had.  Tell me.  Did you?”


“Mmm,” agreed Janet.  


“Just the once, I s’pose.”


“Depends on how you count it.”


“Is he a good kisser?”


“Boner tongue.”

“God, you’re lucky.  I love it when they do that.”

“No, it was too much.  And he kept knocking his front teeth against mine.”  

Riley tried to remember the name of the wire thing that was used to beat eggs.  It had had a wooden handle.  

“Tell me where,” urged Marjorie.  “The bed?  The couch?  The shower?”


“We started in the elevator doorway to my apartment,” said Janet.  “And you’ll never guess what he did once I got the door opened.”  


“No!  Tell me.”


“Guess.”


“Tell me!”


“No, guess!”


To Riley, the other women also seemed to be paying no attention to the game at hand, but their papers each had at least a dozen items listed.   Most of the women had glasses within hand’s reach, and a few would unsteadily get up and return with a bottle, pink or green or golden, which would then be poured into any glass at the end of an extended arm.  The room filled with this heady light of nominal conversation.  


Riley looked down at the paper filled with empty spaces of unwritten words.  He tilted out the last sliver of melted ice cubes from his plastic cup into his mouth.  He wished again that Gabe would appear, that he’d have a reason to leave the circle that surrounded Tina with her globed belly perched on crossed legs.  His pistol was somewhere in the house.  He wondered where Gabe had hidden its heavy, operative weight.  He’d heard someone say that people who were afraid of guns were afraid of turning them on themselves.  Like standing on tall ledges, or playing with fire.  He wondered if he’d find himself stealing into Tina and Gabe’s bedroom, searching for the locker with his guns.  He thought about locating the key, about breaking the lock or smashing the case.  He placed his cap back on his head one last time and got ready to stand up.

But he didn’t.  Instead, he spotted a pair of eyes that weren’t laughing or drinking or pretending that he wasn’t there.  Instead, these eyes had also been looking around the room, looking for something else.  They smiled, and he smiled back.  They belonged to a face, which belonged to a woman sitting near Tina.  It wasn’t that he didn’t know her name—he only knew Tina and Janet Plum and maybe Tina’s mother—but it was… it was that he had actually seen someone at the same time that he’d been seen.  If there was someone else here who was also waiting for the party to end, maybe he could sit there a while longer.


“Ladies, before Tina opens the gifts…”  Mrs. Colombo tried with her shrill voice to get everyone’s attention.  “Everyone needs to stand and say what they wish for Tina’s baby.”


The room gradually quieted.  “We don’t go around in a circle, of course.  This is all completely voluntary.”  Mrs. Colombo glittered with her made-up smile.  “Who will go first?”


“I’ll get it over with,” grunted Marjorie, as she pressed on Riley’s shoulder to stand.  “Tina, I hope your girl is a boy—I mean,” she began again.  Janet guffawed, and Marjorie told her to drop dead, shut up, and screw off.  “I mean,” she continued, “I hope your baby’s a boy, Tina.  Because we need more good men in the world.  And as long as I’ve known you, I’ve known you’re a good person.  You’re one of the most, one of the best persons I’ve known.  And so I know that your baby’s going to be a good person, and if it’s a good person, I hope it’s a boy.”   She sat.  She even sniffled.


There were other wishes.  “Here’s for your new best friend.”  

“Make sure your husband takes care of the poop!”   

“Just remember, the pain goes away, but the love is there forever.”  

“Good luck on getting any sleep.”  Riley felt as if he were standing in front of a bank of greeting cards, ineptly choosing from an advance of messages that were either too sugary or blandly funny.  They reminded him that he had never done well on birthdays, Valentine’s Day, or the two wedding anniversaries he’d survived.  He didn’t disagree with any of the greetings, but he wouldn’t have picked any of them himself because, he guessed, he didn’t really know what he’d want to say.  He tried to calm himself by thinking that it didn’t matter anyway because he wasn’t going to say anything today.  

“Wait, there’s jus’ one more,” slurred Marjorie.  “There’s our male spy here, who’s trying to find out what we do in our sorority soirees.  I’m sure that someone in a racing t-shirt and a tattoo can say something meaningful.”


Riley heard a few startled giggles and even a gasp.  A voice shouted, “That’s it—no more wine for her!” 


Tina smiled.  “Riley, you don’t have to…” 


But Riley didn’t hear any of this.  He was standing, reciting, before he knew much of what he was saying.  

The bird in flight, a shining thing,

Its kingdom on the air.

Like eyes of what will be,

The perch of was and are.

With your breath, push against


The cage door on its hinge.


The wings will soar admittingly

Through this air’s labyrinth.  

When the poem was finished, the room was silent.  Tina’s eyes glistened.  Riley looked around, at other faces that smiled, now, finally, at him—faces that smiled even at what he was.  


“I, uh, don’t know what I really meant to say, Tina, but … I mean, I hope your baby, and you and Gabe, all have a really great time together.”


Next to him, Marjorie really did sniffle—a soppy, sentimental sound.  But the voice that everyone turned to hear was bursting from the kitchen through the doorway.  “You never told us you knew poetry!”  It was Gabe, who had finally appeared to save Riley from the party.

-------------------------------

The shower sputtered to a close, as the older women started carrying plates and bowls of food towards the kitchen and the younger ones sprawled wider and lower on the couches and rugs.  Occasionally, one or two would rise and make their way out the door with purses and hugs and promises for future lunches, parties, dinners.

Riley sat with Gabe at the kitchen table.  “But I didn’t make that poem up,” he said.  “Like the other ones.  They’ve all been just coming out.” 


“They’ve been coming out?” Gabe echoed.  “You make it sound like intestinal flu.  Or loose bolts.”


“It’s driving me crazy.  It’s some voice I keep hearing.  It’s almost got me off the wagon.”


Gabe’s smile faded quickly.  “Don’t even joke, Riley.  You know—”


“But it’s crazy.  I mean—”


“I said don’t.  It’s bad enough I’ve got to keep your guns for you.  You’re going to have to turn off your gas if you keep talking like this.”


Riley sighed.  “Then tell me this doesn’t sound crazy.  I came home the other day and I turned on my answering machine.  In between a message saying my brakes are going to cost more than I make in a week and another one for my ex-wife’s credit card debt that I’m trying to pay off, I hear some woman’s voice talking about crow feathers and God’s span in the blink of sight.  I try to play it back, but the tape breaks.  So I try to fix the break with cellophane tape and it just ends up getting stuck in the machine.  Then I try to pull it out of the machine and I drop the whole thing on the floor and it busts all apart.”


“Maybe somebody got your number by mistake.  Some priest was leaving a birthday message for an ornithologist.”


Riley leveled a stare at Gabe.  “I can’t remember how much the auto shop quoted, and I’ve lost the number for the credit card office.  But that poem is rattling through my head.  The voice on the tape was all scratchy and almost intelligible, like an old record—”


“Unintelligible,” Gabe corrected.


“Whatever.  If I would’ve sat and listened to it, I don’t think I could have made out the words.  But I knew exactly what she was saying.”


“You remember the poem?”


Riley quoted,

A raven pinion fell to snow.

I could not tell the hue—

If one from other, white and black,

Were neither bent nor true.


Gabe raised his eyebrows.  “Okay.  Maybe you’re just hearing voices.  Get a prescription for some antidepressants.”


“I am not going to do drugs, Gabe!”



“Sorry.  I was joking.”


“You told me not to joke.”


“I told you I was sorry.”  Both friends looked into their coffee cups for a while.  Another woman’s voice bid farewell; the front door closed again.  “You only heard this voice once?”


“It happened again.  A few nights later, I kept thinking, and that led me to think about everything else, and so I went out in the kitchen to the stove—”


Gabe interrupted, concerned.  “I told you we should have your gas shut off—”


“I was making rice.”


“Seriously?”


“And I was balancing my checkbook.  Something about mashing the numbers into the calculator tends to calm me down.”


“Where’d the voice come from?”


“I had the radio on.  I hadn’t really thought about it.  I mean, I had switched it on and measured the water and turned the burner on.  I’d been writing figures in columns and erasing them, and I noticed the silence the second before I heard the voice.”


“Don’t tell me.  The same voice.”


“I swear to God.”


“You don’t have to.  This is all crazy enough already.”


“This time, it was like I could see the words.  So I started writing them down.  And when I finally noticed I was writing down more than she had said, a whole page of words on both sides, that’s when I noticed that there was music playing on the station again and that my rice was starting to smoke on the burner.”


Gabe opened his mouth, as if to say something that he wasn’t yet sure of, closed it, frowned, and then started again.  “So you’ve got voices on the radio and a broken phone machine.”


“It wasn’t broken when the voice called.”


“Then it wasn’t functioning properly.”

“It was just a phone machine that worked fine,” Riley protested. “Now it’s a broken phone machine.  I can figure out all that.  What I can’t figure out is—”


“You’ve got a broken phone machine, Riley?”  Tina had made her way into the kitchen, balancing her belly, an empty bowl of tortilla chips, a bottle of wine, and three glasses with equal grace.  


Gabe gestured.  “Riley was just telling me about—”


“Gabe!” Riley warned.


“Riley, I’m going to tell her sooner or later.  Would you rather I said it without you here to defend yourself?”


“You can’t tell her this!”


“Can’t tell me what?” said Tina.


“I’m going to tell her, Riley.  It’s what married people do.”


 “That’s not what I’ve experienced,” he said, under his breath.


“Look,” said Gabe.  “I’ll just say—”


“You can tell her,” Riley acquiesced.  “I just didn’t want anyone else hearing about it.”


“I can leave,” said a new voice.  Riley turned to see the same pair of eyes he’d seen earlier—attached to the same woman—standing in the doorway.


“It’s funny that you were just talking about answering machines,” said Tina. “Karen here—Karen, and Riley, so now you know each other—Karen was just telling me that she wonders if her phone machine is broken.”


Karen tried to explain.  “No, Tina, I was saying—”


“Did you throw yours on the floor because it was saying odd things?” asked Gabe.  


“I’m warning you, Gabe!” growled Riley.

“Not just my phone machine.”  Karen was almost apologetic.

“It’s her ex-husband’s that isn’t working,” Tina explained.

Gabe opened his mouth to say something, but stopped short when he caught Riley’s scowl.

“He’s not my ex-husband yet,” said Karen.

“But just as soon as you can get through to him,” said Tina.

Riley, noting Karen’s flushed face, was relieved to feel that he was no longer the focus of conversation.  Karen was explaining, painfully, about her husband, but in the midst of her difficulty, she assured everyone that she really did need to talk about it, that it was good to get it out in the open.  “I mean, I leave messages for him to call back.  My lawyer tells me that an amicable divorce would be a lot easier than a contested one.  But whenever I leave him a message, he won’t call back.  And my therapist says I should talk about this with as many people as I can, so I’m actually really glad you’re all not thinking I’m crazy.”

“We don’t think you’re crazy, do we Riley?” said Gabe.

“You don’t have to talk about this,” said Riley.

“No—no, it’s okay.  I don’t mind.”  Karen had been toying with a knife and quickly set it down.

“So he’s not calling you back,” said Riley.  “Can’t you simply go over and see him?”

“He lives in Victoria now.”

“Is that far?” 

“That’s near Vancouver, Riley,” said Tina.

Riley supposed that Vancouver must have been far.  He wondered if he’d missed seeing an exit for it on one of his recent drives.  He’d spent hours on the highway going in whatever direction he had fancied.  When he’d had enough, he’d reckon his way back, even though it sometimes took all night.  Once, he even had to pull off and sleep in a parking lot.  When he’d returned, his sponsor raged at him for disappearing.  “I didn’t disappear,” Riley had told him.  “I knew exactly where I was.  I was driving so I wouldn’t drink.”  The argument had made him thirstier than before, something he didn’t quite feel he could tell the sponsor.

“Your ex is a cheapskate, right?” asked Gabe.  His voice was practical and intent on fixing things.  “Could be he just doesn’t want to pay.  You know, a lot of guys—”  

“I even have my phone message saying, ‘Operator, if this call is from David Wilson, I accept the charges.’”

“Maybe it’s not working.  You know, maybe you dropped it.  Maybe you got a tape stuck in it, and you dropped it.  Maybe you tried to fix that tape with a piece of cellophane tape, and it got stuck, and—”

“Damn it, Gabe!”

“What?  I just said—”

Tina spoke over the quarrel.  “Have you had someone call you?  You know, to see if your machine works?”

Karen sighed.  “You could try.  But I’m certain that it works.”

Gabe reached towards the counter.  “Hand me the phone, will you, honey?”  

And Karen turned, to Riley.  “I think it’s great that you knew that poem by Amanda Manley Connors.  I didn’t know anyone knew her work.”

Riley blinked, as if restarting his mind.  “That’s her name.  You know her name.”

“I did my master’s thesis on her.  She used to live right near here.  She’s buried in the Old County Graveyard.  I could tell you a lot about her.  For instance, she was…”  Karen stopped.  “But you probably don’t really care.  I mean, no one really reads her any more.”

“I don’t think…” Riley started.  But he wasn’t sure what to say.  He couldn’t say anything at first, so he mouthed her name several times, as if trying to form the words from sound into diamonds of hard air.  

Gabe sat beside him, punching numbers into the phone.  He nudged Riley’s shoulder.  “Hey, poet.  Do you remember your phone number?”

Riley started.  “What?  Of course I remember my phone number.”

Gabe handed him the phone.  “Just say it.”

Riley spoke the digits into the receiver, and Gabe took the phone back.  “Call him back, Karen,” he said into the mouthpiece.  He winked at Karen and hung the phone up.   

“Gabriel, what did you just do?”  Tina sounded annoyed.  

Gabe turned to his wife.  “I’m seeing if Karen’s answering machine works.”  Then, with his grin widening, he spread his arms out to Riley and Karen.  “Seems to me that you two have a lot to talk about.”  

-------------------------------

Riley was only half-mad at Gabe, but he still forced an apology out of him.  “And I promise that I won’t try to inflict any more happy loving couple bullshit on you,” Gabe sang.

“Right,” nodded Riley.  “You’re supposed to just let these things happen.”   

Gabe sat back up, on the attack again.  “But that’s what I’m doing.  I’m letting it happen.”  

“It’s supposed to happen naturally!”  

“You didn’t feel natural?  It felt natural to me.  I’ll bet Karen thought this was natural.  Even Tina.  What could be more natural than a mutual friend fixing two people up?”  

“She’s Tina’s friend.”  

“We’re married.  What’s hers is mine.  I think that was part of the wedding vows.”

“Don’t remind me of wedding vows.”

“Did she call you?”

“Karen?  Yes, she called me.  She called to say her answering machine works.”  Riley felt as if this were being extricated from him at great physical cost.  “And she wanted to talk about poetry.”

“Women dig poetry,” grinned Gabe.  “I’ve told you that.  It works every time.  That and flowers.  Jewelry helps too, but that’s a much bigger investment.”

“She wanted to talk about Amanda Connors.  She wanted to know how I had come to know her poetry.  She asked if I had visited her grave.  If I had any of her books.”  Riley paused.  

“And…?” Gabe drew it out into a transition.

“I told her that I don’t know where she’s buried, and that I didn’t keep any books after the divorce.  That I didn’t really know anything about poems.”

“But she asked how you knew them.”

Riley was silent.  

“She did ask you that,” Gabe urged.  

He shrugged.  “Yeah, she asked.”

“And so you told her.”

“Gabe, I’m not going to tell her that I’m hearing crazy voices in the middle of the night!  She’s going to think I’m crazy, or even that I’m memorizing this stuff just to impress her.”

Gabe smiled.  “You like her.  I can tell.”

“Will you shut the hell up, Gabe Davis!  I can’t think about dating anyone right now.  I’m too burned by a recent divorce to be anything but cynical.  I’ve got a car I can’t pay to fix, guns I can’t keep around me, credit card debt for two people.  My A.A. sponsor has gone off the wagon.  And on top of all that, I’ve got poems coming out my head from some dead woman.  I’m not thinking about Karen.  Or, I can’t think about her.  I don’t want to think about her.  Not yet.  Not until I get my head fixed.”

“But someday, you’ll think about her?”

“She wants me to talk to her professor, the guy that helped her write her theseus.”

“I think you mean ‘thesis,’ Einstein.”

“Whatever.  This guy knows all about Amanda Manley Connors.  She gave me a couple of lines from the poems.  And—boom—out they popped, the rest of the poem.  And she says that some of these are poems that Amanda never finished, but that I must have found a version that hadn’t ever been published before.  She says this professor would be really interested in learning where I got them.”

“So are you going to call him?”

“Hell no,” said Riley.  “I don’t need to get shown up by some guy in a tweed jacket and a Volvo.  He’ll probably trot me in front of a class full of frat boys and make me—”

“You’re not an idiot, Riley.”

“I am when it comes to these poems.”

“But you know them!  You can recite them!”

“I know what it says,” said Riley painfully.  “But I can’t say what that means.”

“How can you know it and not know what it means?”

Riley shrugged.  “It’s there inside, and the words all make sense, and I know what I’m saying when I say it.  But nothing comes out if I try to tell you what’s going on with the words.  It’s like…I don’t know what it’s like.”

“So are you going to call him?”

“I told you—”

“What if Karen were there?”

Riley hesitated.  “You mean I should ask her?”

Gabe stretched.  “She’s not going to let you be made a fool of.  She’s got you into all of this.”

“It wasn’t her.”

“She mentioned the professor.”  Gabe paused.  “And there’s one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Think about it:  It’s a date.  You know, take her out afterwards.”

“Gabe, you said you wouldn’t—”

“Just think about it,” said Gabe. 

-------------------------------

Professor O. James Mulligan wore his name on his desk placard.  Riley stared at it, wondering what the “O” stood for.  Behind the desk, the professor’s hands tossed in the air, as if painting words or casting for ideas.  “Amanda Manley Connors.  She’s rather slipped in her significance as a poet.  As Ms. Wilson has surely told you, she was what we would now call a ‘pop icon’ in the early 1910’s.”  His hands punctuated the phrases.  

Riley nodded.

“I’m sure you have heard all this, Mr. Portland.  I’m sure I’m not giving you any new information.  In fact, I’m not going to give you any new information.  If you know what I mean.”  He placed this idea between them, punctuated by a knowing pause.

Riley waited, uncomfortable.  He watched Mulligan sit back in his chair and smile.  “I’m not sure what I know,” said Riley.

“You must know that girls would visit the deceased poetess’ grave on moonlit nights.  It’s a romantic picture, and it’s quite understandable, given the sensibility of the time.  Lapdogs, lockets, fainting heroines.  You know about the nosegays left against her grave.  Locks of hair tied in ribbons, notes weighted down by stones and coins.  Pencil and charcoal portraits of suitors.  Unlit candles, allegedly springing alit from the spirit of the poet.  All these items placed carefully, as if at a shrine.  But you know this, I’m sure.”

Riley turned at his cap but dared not put it on.  “I’m not really here about all that.  I was hoping that Karen would be—”

“Right.  Ms. Wilson.  Miss Kenley, as I knew her back then.  Working on the coincidences—that’s what I kept telling her they were, simply coincidences—of the shrine at Thespiae.  Where the Boethians worshipped the god Eros.  It’s in the form of a simple phallic pillar.  It’s all in Greece today.”

“She’s buried in Greece?” Riley asked.  No wonder he hadn’t been to her grave.

“A nice touch, Mr. Portline.  No, she’s buried not fifteen miles from here, in our Old County Graveyard.  Miss Kinley’s thesis tried to argue that by converting the desire for the phallus to the interred spirit of the dead poet, the young women of the area were participating in an ancient fertility ritual.  Her grave is tall and cylindrical, and so on.”  Mulligan made a face that looked like a leer.

“Karen wrote all that?”

“Not that succinctly, I’m afraid.  Likewise, she was rather transparent in her requesting of this meeting here.  That you’ve apparently come across some manuscripts of some new poems.  Let me cut to the chase, sir.  If you’re willing to engage in a legal quarrel for the rights to any of Connor’s poems, let the games begin.  I’m sure you’ll lose, and it will only bring attention to my revised edition that would include any new poems you’ve discovered.  Now, if you work with me—”

“I don’t want to publish any book,” said Riley.

“A manuscript for sale, then.  I can probably give you fair market price.  I doubt you’ll find any other interested buyers.”

“I don’t have a manuscript.  I thought I could—”

“No manuscript?  Ah, that is a shame.”  Mulligan’s devilish grin was proof enough to Riley that it wasn’t a shame.

“Look,” said Riley.  “I don’t know what Karen told you yet, but something keeps making me recite this lady’s poems.  I keep hearing her voice.  I thought you could maybe help me figure out why this is happening.”

Mulligan crossed his brow and sat up.  He wrote a few hurried lines on a tablet, and in their midst, without looking up, he asked, “Of course, it’s not my business, but what sort of medication and/or counseling are you presently under?”

“I’m not crazy, if that’s what you mean.”

“It’s nothing unusual, in this day.  If you’re hallucinating, it’s natural that you’d be seeking help.  Schizophrenia—”

“I know I’ve got a history of drinking.  I’m an alcoholic and all that, and I’m not proud of it.”

“So it’s one day at a time?” scoffed Mulligan.

“I didn’t come here to be made fun of.”

“Relax, Mr. Portsmouth—”

“It’s Portman.”

“I know what your name is.  I’m not interested in making a fool out of you either.  But you have to admit that an individual claiming to hear voices can’t be taken at face value.  Especially when he’s claiming a connection to a bottom-rate poet.  Why not lay claim to Longfellow, or Melville?  Even Burnett or Hodges?  Their literary capital has endured much better.”

“I’m not crazy.  I’m not making this up.”

“Anyone can quote a poem, Mr. Portman.  I could take any of her works…There’s the flower poem.  It’s found in gift book anthologies and on greeting cards.  ‘I saw a flower on the snow—’”

Riley interrupted emphatically.


I spied an aster in the snow,


Its red a daub of blood—

“So, you do know it.  But a dreary work, and aside from the study of literary consumption, it has no—”

But Riley ran on.


The stain, however, was reversed,


The bloom’s sun washed with frost


Not as life’s warm mark should.

“No need to quote my own edition to me.  If you’re looking to discuss these poems with me, then enroll in the appropriate course, though you must first meet this university’s admittance standards that seem to be continually decreasing.  But if you’re in need of other help, I am not a psychiatrist, a spiritualist, nor a Ladies’ Reading Group director—”

Riley was pulled to his feet.  His hand went out in front of him, his fingers extended.  His eyes widened and grabbed for Mulligan’s own.  “You know you’re missing some poems.  You know there are 106 more.  You know your addition isn’t complete.” 

“My ‘addition,’ Mr. Portman?”  Nonetheless, the professor had sat up very straight and lost his smugness.

“Shit,” wheezed Riley.  “It’s happening…It’s the poems that aren’t in your…your precious collection.  You missed them because everyone misses them.  As you know, the sister, dear Margaret, reported seeing them stitched into a book of yellow rag paper, and…Amanda Manley Connors burned them in the grate of the library after receiving word from…from that…James Collington had revoked his offer of marriage.”

“Mr. Portman, everyone knows this story.  Do you hear yourself—”

Riley raved on.


The cold crept round me, glint of blue,


On the sword’s flat steel.


My fingers hummed to hold it, firm,


To make the air beneath it yell.
“I will now insist that you leave my office!”

“You have not taken…have not taken Amanda Manley Connors at her best.  This poet has now seen that her burning of these poems was hasty.  They should be given to the living, before the memory fades.”  

Mulligan stood up, his chair crashing back.  “You are ranting!  Leave my office now!”

Riley gasped.  “You must leave the poetess alone!  You have no right to these locks of hair left for deities, these angels’ leavings torn out of love’s books!”

“If you do not leave now…!  If you do not leave…!”

-------------------------------

 Riley dumped more sugar into his coffee.  “He just kept telling me to leave.  Other people came out of their offices and stood in the hall.”

“He didn’t call campus security, did he?” asked Karen.

“A woman said something to him about that, but he started yelling at her.  I left down a side stairwell and no one followed me.”

“Another professor hit Mulligan with a car last year.  He’s been a little bit paranoid since then.”

“I must not have helped him much.  What’s he supposed to think when someone shows up who’s possessed by some dead poet?”

“But she’s not just any poet,” Karen explained.  “She’s a ghoulishly worshipped poet.  Girls used to walk about her grave backwards with their eyes closed, holding a mirror up to the moon.   After thirteen circles, they’d look into the mirror and hope to see their future husbands.  It’s like she was some kind of magnet for people with troubled love lives.  You see, I think—”

“You’d better not start on this yourself,” Riley edgily said.

There was concern in Karen’s face.  “You can feel her?  Like right now?”

“A little.  It’s kind of … like that word that means smothering.  Affixiation?”

“Asphyxiation,” Karen corrected.

“Right.  It’ll build up, and then some line of hers makes it all come out, and the talking makes me breath again.”  

“She’s talks through you?”

“It’s me talking.  But not my words.  I don’t even want to say them.”  He breathed a few minutes, settling himself.  “It’s like they’re just interesting to say and I want to see where they’ll go.”  He shrugged.  “And I guess they got me kicked out of an English professor’s office.”

“I’m so sorry, Riley.  I said I’d be there, and then I wasn’t.”

“It’s fine.”

“I was just getting in the car when my husband showed up.  With the divorce papers.  So I signed them all right then.  You knew that I hadn’t heard from him.  So…”

“It’s fine, really.”

“He’s my ex-husband now.  I signed the papers.”  She finished polishing the flat of her knife and peered into it before setting it on the table.

“So,” proffered Riley, “everything’s okay?”

“I’m not sad about it,” she said.  “I cried more in the second grade when our family moved.”

“I’m glad one of us is ready to celebrate.”

“I didn’t say I felt like celebrating,” said Karen.

“After our divorce went through, my ex-wife put on her wedding gown and her bridesmaids dressed up and went out barhopping.  I spent the night driving by the hospital in case I’d feel the need to check in.”

“Riley, I’m really sorry I wasn’t there.”

He smiled weakly, but she could see the despair in his eyes.  “It’s not your fault,” he muttered.  “None of this is your fault.”

She was ready to contradict him again, but she could see it would do no good.  “You think you’re going crazy, don’t you?” she asked.

He stared down into the coffee cup.  His eyes wandered over to the bar, with its beer taps and glinting bottles.  She watched him gaze towards the outside gloom, where the streetlights had not yet come on.  She could see him lick his lips and swallow hard.

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” she told him.

“You don’t?”

-------------------------------

Later, Karen would wonder why she had done it.  She would recall thinking—or, not thinking, actually, but knowing—that this was how to rebuild and repair.  Nothing like this had happened to her before, and she felt it likely that nothing like it would happen again.  She was surprised at herself.  She knew this would be a surprise to Riley.

Later, Karen would also wonder what exactly he had seen, what he had thought, what had happened inside him at that moment.  She knew a flame glinted inside him, a dark and red guttering candle that smoked and left soot everywhere.  She saw that it flared up at moments when the poetry came in.  It would increase and burn him from the inside.  At this moment, as she fingered the top button of her blouse, she could already see how to make the flame puff out, and once the last ember would die in the eye of the wick, once the last drift of smoke would clear, the only thing left was clean and moist and cool.

Later, she would recall that she had glanced around the room, seeing no eyes turned her way, the few people at other stables steadily at work at their own plates and conversations.  She would not recall exactly what she had said—maybe it was something like, “Here’s something for your imagination to go on.”  Maybe she had said, “I don’t know if I should do this,” or even “I must be crazy too.”  But the answer would be that she should do it, that it was right, right then, right there.  As she unfastened the first, the second, the rest of her buttons, she felt her hands moving automatically, felt her eyes on his eyes as she pulled away the edges of her blouse, opening it wide to him, watched his eyes lower and scan.  He then lifted his face, brought it back to hers as she shut herself, calmly and casually, the same slight smile claiming both of their faces.  

“Tell me she’s gone.”

He nodded.

“You’re sure?”  She felt this sudden confidence of hers slipping, her old self coming back.  But it now felt more of a warm familiar habit than a serrated edge.

“There’s nothing there.”

“Nothing?” she asked.  “How do you feel?” 

A cloud passed his face.  

“You don’t feel that pressure anymore?  Like you’re going to spout a poem?”  

He brightened, slightly.  And then it grew.  “No,” he said.  “I may feel expired, but it might not be for poetry.”  

Finally, she would later remember that he meant to say ‘inspired,’ that she could have corrected him then.  But she let the word go.  He smiled at her, and she knew all the right words were in that.

