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“The older veterans are drunk and stumbling. They
fall in the snow and pick each other up. They're
going to a parade or coming from a parade. No
one knows.”

—Carrie Messenger, "My Soviet Shadow"
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BATTLE LINES

AIMEE BAKER

(unidentified woman discovered March 1, 1992 in Bitter
Creek, Wyoming)

I once kissed

the ruby flesh

of a hummingbird
held against

a rest stop sign

on a day before I left
my body in ice

at the curve

of a prairie road.

In this life

our blood

is where we make
a fist against
anger.

We tattoo roses

to our chests,
memorials to love

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORJé, 2015
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and lost fortunes.

What we sell

is ourselves

to the fluttering
of breath,

when the darkness

is a memory of miles
drifting past windows
of light.

We lose markers

to tell us who we are,
where we are from,
because it is everything
that matters.

Out here, our children
are being eaten by wolves.

Do you hear them?

https://orb.binghB\ake.&i u/harpurpalate/vol15/iss1/1
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FOURTEEN POUNDS

AIMEE BAKER

(unidentified woman discovered September 30, 1952 near
Black Hawk, Colorado)

My soul weighs

no more than twenty-one grams,
a weight that forgets

how it feels to touch one lip
against another,

and the burden of the body
it leaves behind.

And what remains:

the heaviness of blood
spread thin across the gulch.
Dark hair matted

on a stretch of skin.

Charcoaled bone wedged

deep in the scorched earth.
The gasoline burn of the felled
log. The morning dew
sequined on a web

of gristle.
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Did you know a magpie’s heart
weighs 9.3 ounces?

But what does that say

about how its voice sounds
calling across the divide.

https://orb.binghﬂak% u/harpurpalate/vol15/iss1/1 4
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MY STEP-FATHER
SHOWS ME HOW TO
CLEAN AN ABALONE

GARRETT
BRYANT

he sets the abalone shell-side down
on the table—slick

with mucus, the mantle striped
black, gray—fleshy
tendrils flitter like millipede legs

my step-father grabs the ab iron—2 inches
flattened metal a foot long—

you slip the edge between the mantle and shell

he says and you give a couple shoves—he thrusts
the iron hard, once

twice—until it sticks—
he slides the iron, circling—then, you twist it
like this—the edge of the shell—#l it
pops—a loud, sucking-pop

and the meat, the animal, begins slipping
out of the shell—grab the guts

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The OR5, 2015 15




Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 15, Iss. 1 [2015], Art. 1
like this and yank em off—

he hands me the body, still
alive—about the weight of a pineapple in my palms

this is called the cap—he points to the white hump
recently connected to the shell—
it’s the filet mignon of the ocean—

he turns it over—this is the foot, vital
to its survival, that holds onto
its surroundings, its home—rocks,
other abalones—how often we unfasten

ourselves from what we are—you can tell how healthy it is
by how well it holds on—

pearl and turquiose in the soft afternoon
the abalone’s shell, empty on the table, glistens

https://orb.binglsmntu/harpurpalate/vol1 5/iss1/1 6
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SILENCE AND
SURRENDER

MARILEE ROBIN
BURTON

I want one of the Mars One Mission Design-winning t-shirts with its stead-
fast rocket encircled by a planet whose lower half is Earth blue and upper,
Mars red. The rocket’s main body standing firm on the blue while its tip
sprouts branches and leaves like a tree blossoming into a red sky above.
The full half-and-half planet, a metaphysical globe, floating in black space
with naught else in view but two small, red moons. I covet the colorful
beauty of the t-shirt with its theme of expedition into the unknown, but find
it seems to be permanently out of stock, unavailable, elusive, beyond reach,
leaving empty space in its wake, a kind of solar systematic metaphor.

Despite overreaching ardor for the alluring shirt, it is nearly
inconceivable for me to imagine embarking on the Mars One Mission itself.
Being so inspired as to want to leave Earth forever (which more than
200,000 people from around the world volunteered to be considered for).
To travel for nearly a year to reach the distant planet so many millions of
miles away. To stay there permanently with less than a handful of other
people (and no dogs) to have as friends, companions, coworkers for a life-
time. To explore alone forever. Yet, I do. I do imagine it.

I imagine standing on that distant planet, one of Earth’s nearest
neighbors, some 142 million miles away from home. Standing there and
looking out into space, where somewhere so far away, my home and all
that I know would appear to be but a dot. Standing there, my feet planted
on that planet whose atmosphere is thin enough to cause my blood to boil
if [ were to walk on its rocky surface unprotected, not to mention that I
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would also be disturbed by the extreme cold (average daily temps minus 81°
Fahrenheit—and that’s average), plus, the sun’s killer radiation—undeflected
by the thin atmosphere—would also be harmful. So, I imagine myself standing
on that distant planet, some 142 million miles away, a planet half the size of
Earth, where extinct volcanoes tower three times higher than Mount Everest,
where canyons plunge four times the depth of the Grand Canyon, where solar
caps display frozen carbon dioxide, I imagine standing on the red soil of that
planet sporting a fashionable and utilitarian protective spacesuit, which would
not be unduly heavy as gravity is far less there than here and would carry
only one-third its earthly weight. (Plus, [ would weigh far less too, and would
no longer have to diet.) So, no sweat.

I imagine standing there on that rocky, red surface and staring out into
a pink sky, a pink sky that at sunset would turn surprisingly, in that world,
blue. Standing there, staring out into space, searching for sight of my home,
of Earth far beyond both my vision and reach, staring still beyond the sun’s
set (a sun appearing much smaller in that sky, 50 million miles farther away
from Mars than it is from Earth), into the dark as two small moons come into
view, one circling every seven hours, the other every thirty, and if my stay
there were too long (like say, 50 million years), the larger, closer moon might
crash the planet as its minimal distance away (only 3,000 miles) shortens
by six feet every century, orbiting ever nearer. These two moons, Fear and
Panic, named for the two sons (or was it two dogs? or maybe two horses?
there’s some dispute). Well then, these two moons, Fear and Panic, named
for two beings of some kind belonging to or related to the Roman god of war,
would appear so much smaller there than our own moon does here, are so
much smaller, twinkling in that nighttime sky as stars only.

Do they carry their named essence? Would I feel it? Would I feel fear
and panic? So far from home. From everything I'd ever known. Everyone.
Remote, removed, far-flung, outlying, beyond the boonies. Alone. Even a satel-
lite call to my mother (if she were still alive) would carry a 24-minute delay.
Making conversation somewhat tedious and distant. How did my own grand-
parents feel, [ wonder, when they left Russia never to see or speak with their
families ever again? Perhaps it was the promise of a new life that supported
them through the lifetime separation. Perhaps if I chose (and were chosen)

https://orb.binng“lEthJ/harpurpalate/vol1 5/iss1/1 8
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for the Mars One Mission, I would be supported by the adventure of it all.
The thrill of delving into the unknown. The exploration and discovery. The
science. The dream. Being a pioneer. Making history. Perhaps these would
be the greater gain. Would weight the balance.

Still. Could they appease the near-infinite distance? Or would loneli-
ness burgeon? Would fear take hold? Would I be regretful? Or, would
spiritual awe, silence, and surrender take my hand as [ traveled a mission
to explore and colonize the red planet with only but a few others, for a life-
time, traversing in sparse company that new land. (We’d have to be good at
getting along with others, as well as enjoy the opportunity to embrace quiet
time). High priorities, these, in choice of mission candidates: “emotional and
psychological stability supported by personal drive and motivation along
with capacity for self-reflection.” Which I would have to have, would have
no other choice, could make no change or alteration, because I could never
return, never come back, never come home, never talk to my mother again
(if she were alive) without time delay. It would be a one-way trip.

So there I would stay, 142 million miles away (on average—for it could
be as close as 33 million miles or as far as 249 million miles, what with
elliptical orbits and all) in that strange, distant land it would take seven
months traveling tens of thousands of miles per hour to reach after seven
years of training and from where, once there, there would be no possibility,
ever, for return. I imagine myself there, alone with small company. All else
forsaken. Possibilities unknown. My only choice, silence and surrender, my
new destiny in this strange, foreign, faraway land.

Though I cannot lie—even on this planet, on my street, in my home,
my man beside me in bed, my dogs both so near, often, I feel like that here.

I wonder, will the elusive Mars One t-shirt ever be within my reach?

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORg, 2015 19




Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 15, Iss. 1 [2015], Art. 1

YOUR MOTHER, MY
MOTHER ALL ONCE
REMOVED

LAURIN DECHAE

Your mother was once lightning jarred and once
She shook whole houses in her quake and beat
The livelong day into its resting place.

My mother merely years above me now

That day when she ate daisies fresh. You want
To know the once when I began belief?

Your mother thunder shaking houses loose.

My mother right before she died I prayed

And prayed and prayed she wouldn’t suffer long.
I prayed for her, for father too—that this
Quietus not be made more succulent,

Some meat that’s beaten to tender and rare.
Your mother is the moment of flash flood.

My mother running out of time and me

And all of us. Your mother doesn’t miss

Me when I'm gone. What is it to be missed?

My father used to set out fruit—apples,

And oranges—halved, laid out on tissue,

In front of pictures of my mother’s face,

So she might not go hungry. Hed still take

Her with him everywhere, set her a place

To eat then wonder where she’d gone. She waved
Magician-less and run out of the spark.

https://orb.bingn:eﬁhggj/harpurpalate/vol1 5/iss1/1
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She left him in a lonely never known

Before. They say that if the woman dies

Before the man he won't last longer than

five years without her. I know I must go
Second. Your grandfather just wouldn’t survive.
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CLIMATE CHANGE

KERRY
DONOGHUE

Saturday, June 14

When you were little, a Saturday drive to the zoo usually clocked in at
two excruciating hours. But today, with you strapped in an ambulance, it's a
four-hour ordeal.

“Is it nice out?” you ask from the stretcher.

“Just about there,” Eustace, your wife, calls from the front seat.

The ambulance strains up the long driveway, past the zoo, to the
backlot of the animal hospital. This is the second time Dr. Ramirez has sent
you here to be weighed since his office scales max out at 300 pounds. You
imagine all four Goodyears popping like roundnose bullets.

“And no polar bears today, right?”

“I promise,” Eustace says. “Just in and out. Then we’ll celebrate the
good news.”

Last month, while flipping through the mail, you noticed a flyer from
the World Wildlife Fund. On it, a polar bear clung to a small ice chunk
under the headline: My home is melting. That damn bear is all you think
about these days.

The ambulance doors open with a searing kick of sunshine, a harsh
reminder that you can’t handle any wattage stronger than the bulbs in your
living room. You used to be the guy sporting brand new Oakleys every
summer, an expert boatsman dodging mosquito squalls on the annual bass
fishing trip. But you haven’t walked unassisted since the accident two years
ago. How could you? At your last weigh-in, you'd tottered in at 507 pounds.

https://orb.birnﬂnnghuﬂwarpurpalate/vol15/iss1/1 12 22
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Six paramedics shuffle into position: one at your head, two gripping
either side of the stretcher, one avoiding the split skin on the soles of your
feet, and two more anxious outside the doors in case you torpedo forward.
You feel bad for these men, pinioned to the Missouri humidity by your giant
body.

“Ready?” They squat as low as adult men can. “Lift.”

If you haven’t lost seventy-five pounds by now, Dr. Ramirez can't sign
off on your gastric bypass next week. And you're serious about dropping
the 174 pounds you've packed on since getting T-boned. Sure, you were
never a tiny guy—your enthusiasm for proper crispy snoot sandwiches in St.
Louis guaranteed that—but back then, your weight was always a big-boned
238.

Still, it was surprisingly easy to get this huge. The first fifty pounds
settled in when you were laid up in the hospital bed the doctor had installed
in the living room. For six slow months, you lay in front of the TV, waiting
for bones to set and sutures to heal, a process that left you doughy and
reeking. And that was fine—you and Eustace were so grateful you hadn’t
died, you'd even clasped hands with that weird hospital chaplain and prayed
together.

But by the time Dr. Ramirez approved your bed exercises, guilt had
already started contaminating you and Eustace. With you bedridden and
unable to work, she shouldered all the grocery shopping and cooking, the
housecleaning, the neverending medication pick-ups, the car insurance
and medical bill battles. You had become accustomed to whiling away the
boredom with pre-made snacks from grocery outlets, cheap treats that kept
you distracted while she fretted about your daily care. Eventually, your
mouth just grew used to the sense of duty and accomplishment associated
with finishing a box of chocolate Krispy Kremes, the ease of dunking tortilla
chips in queso fundido, all the wonderful foods you could balance on your
chest between bites. Before you knew it, you needed two male nurses under
your shoulders in order to stand up. The rest of the weight simply piled on,
something you hardly noticed, like Parmesan melting on spaghetti.

“Grab it,” the guy near your head says. But it’s too late. The sheet
across your waist slips away and exposes the crusty lymphedema on your
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left shin, as pitted as a moldy orange peel.

Eustace yanks the sheet back over your waist. “No one saw anything.”

Ron and the other veterinary technicians have already propped open
both doors for your gurney. At least they’re not snickering like that jerk
from your first weigh-in.

“Hi, Ron,” you say. “This better be the last time I see you.”

“I hope so too, pal.”

A shriek—from a rhino? a gorilla?—swells down the hall as they wheel
you into the cool concrete room. Half of it is caged off with those stalls you
saw on field trips to the farm, while a scratched steel scale dominates the
rest. It reeks of stomped grass and hooves. Over the past three months,
you've been vigilant about your exercises, rolling your legs inward to
remind your quads they still have a purpose, pointing and flexing your toes
to reinvigorate your dissolved calf muscles. You're lighter, you can feel it.

“All right, load him up.”

A musky undercurrent eddies toward the scale, along with the sting-
ing realization that you haven’t had a bowel movement this week, even
though you've been choking down bowls of steamed spinach during dinner.
Is this one more diabetes complication? Entire afternoons have been lost
scouring the Internet about dialysis and blindness and amputation. Without
the surgery, you'll be fused to that bed forever.

“Eustace!”

“What, honey?”

At thirty-seven, she’s way too young to be caught in the crossfire of
obligation and frustration. You've watched her become quite knowledge-
able about the contents of your bedpan, swabbing washcloths between your
layers and smelling fungal odors that no amount of Nystatin can cover up,
her face looking more pummeled each month. If only you could treat her to
a cruise in the Bahamas to thank her for stepping into this role of caregiver
forty years too early. Eustace would love doing her crosswords on the sand,
taking breaks to paddleboard across the jade-colored waves, her hair sun-
blasted blonde. But if she goes on vacation, there won’t be anyone to wash
you.

“Will you hold my hand?” you ask.

https://orb.birunnﬂghuﬂwarpurpalate/vol15/iss1/1 14
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She pats your wrist and crosses her fingers. “Four thirty-two.”

Should you ask about getting to a toilet? You imagine having to squat
over an outdoor pit like the elephants. But now you're on the scale and the
technicians have stepped away, leaving you heaped in front of everyone,
anxious and tangled in your white sheets like a fallen emperor. The num-
bers fly: 193, 247, 313.

“Good drive up?” Ron asks.

“Slow.” Your stomach gurgles. All these people as witness. One of
them could easily put this on YouTube.

“June’s been hotter than blazes this year.”

Sweat pours down from your armpits. “Never felt one like this before.”

“Hope it doesn’t keep up. Can’t imagine we’d make it through.” Ron
studies the scale. “Okay, looks like we’re at four twenty-one.”

Exhaling, you pump your fist and then realize that new shrieking
sound is not a hyena, but your wife weeping as she delivers hugs to every-
one around you.

Sunday, June 15

The surgery date is now on the kitchen calendar lassoed in red ink:
June 19. This Thursday, at eleven in the morning, Dr. Ramirez will partition
off the worst part of you. For now, though, it’s time to make up for the two
years spent acting like the whole world was your trough. You’ve promised
Eustace that you'll be good—all dino kale, fourteen glasses of water, no
more Squirt—but it’s hard monitoring every single thing that goes down the
hatch. What about celebrating the time you broke off one corner of the but-
ter cake instead of eating the entire pan? People always discount your brain
because of your girth. But tonight, you'll prove you've finally changed.

With Eustace out running errands, you maneuver toward the kitchen
on your motorized wheelchair. Nailed above the entryway is your prized
possession: the mount of a fifty-nine pound flathead you'd caught nightfish-
ing at the river three years ago. Mud-colored with whiskers six inches long,
the catfish gapes from the wall, the shock of being caught imprinted in his
expression. Never before have you felt so proud of yourself, so strong. You
named him Steve,
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“Things are changing around here, buddy,” you say as you motor
under him. “Wait until you get a load of the new me.”

In the kitchen, you peer at the chicken you've been roasting, the
carrots and onions and sweet potatoes bubbling in the pan. You take it out
and grab a stick of margarine from the refrigerator, smearing the bird so
it gleams. That'll keep the juices in tight. But maybe you should check to
make sure. You run your finger along its heat-crinkled skin and can’t help
but twist off a greasy piece.

“Don’t tell anyone.”

Salt and melted butter—a comfort so primal that you stuff the chicken
skin in even deeper, your knuckles knocking against your wisdom teeth,
filling yourself so air can’t ruin the ecstasy of this moment.

Maybe just one more bite, you think, and keep thinking, until the
whole chicken is stripped to the pale white meat.

Eustace returns home and eyes the kitchen table: two goblets of cucumber
water, a bowl of carrots, paper towels folded like fans. “What’s all this?”
“Something to thank you for taking care of me.”

She wraps her arms around your neck, avoiding the hump that’s
developed on your back. It’s the first time she’s hugged you in months.
“And you took the skin off. 'm so proud of you.”

“Thanks.” Flushed, you carve the chicken.

She pours vinaigrette over her spinach salad, not even bothering
to ration out her serving. “Maybe this is a good time to tell you I've been
thinking of something important, too.”

“Oh yeah? Are you extending your family leave?”

“No. But I stopped off at the disability office today.”

“How come?”

“It's been two years—you know my leave runs out soon. But now that
the surgery’s happening, I can get back to work.”

“So you do want to go back?”

“Of course. Don’t you?”

Thinking back to your thirteen-hour days bent over in the sun as a
cement mason, you realize you don’t miss it at all.

https://orb.biruﬂnﬂghuﬂnarpurpalate/vol15/iss1/1 16 26
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She forks a tomato. “I think we should start interviewing nurses for
you.”

“But you already take care of me. No one else will know how to do
it right.” Before the accident, Eustace worked as a neonatal intensive care
nurse and you didn’t see each other as much. After her usual Wednesday
night happy hours, she’d come home with salacious stories about which doc-
tors were hooking up, which nurses were bulimic. This whole life outside
you. Having her home has made things less lonely.

“We need the money and the insurance,” she says.

“Well, we can talk about it.”

“I set up two interviews for tomorrow afternoon.”

A WhiteCastle Crave Case is the only thing that could calm you right
now. “This is way too soon, Eustace. [ can’t believe you're doing this to me.”

Eustace stops eating and stares you down. “Really? Are we going to
play that game?”

“You tell me.”

She flings her napkin on top of her dinner. “Eat your carrots.”

Monday, June 16

It’s too hot to sleep. Dinner was a bust, leaving things awkward with
Eustace. And you've been up the entire night, fixating on worst-case sce-
narios: Eustace initiating an affair with one of the ortho surgeons. Or her
slipping up after Trivia Night and kissing some lounge act in from Branson
for the weekend. Losing her would hurt worse than getting T-boned, so
you distract yourself by brainstorming ways to apologize. You glance at her.
Since the accident, Eustace has been sleeping on the couch next to you in
the living room. Maybe, if you scooch to the side of the bed and nudge her,
she’ll want to do it. It's been two years since you've been naked together,
your longest dry spell yet. “We’d estimate a year recovery, but it could take
longer,” the doctors had said. And so, for the first time in your relationship,
you both abstained.

Throughout these tough times, Eustace has maintained her skinny
little figure. In fact, she’s never weighed more than 132 pounds throughout
your entire marriage. It’s a discipline you should admire. But honestly, it’s
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irritating that she can inhale an entire order of toasted ravioli whenever she
wants.

Other than that, though, you’ve been going through this together,
each of you feeling cooped up and dealing with the mid-day crankies,
avoiding chocolate, clipping new recipes that use quinoa. She hasn’t had
any extra time for her girlfriends or Zumba or getting her hair cut, which
is even longer than normal now and cascades unruly down her back. It's
a sexy new look for her. She’s come through for you during this ordeal,
despite everything. But what happens to you when she’s back out there?

Stretching as far as you can, forearm aching with the effort, you poke
her shoulder and then rest your palm against the cool bars of your bed.
“Eustace?”

In sickness and in health, you’d whispered under the ivy trellis at your
wedding. But after the accident and all the weight gain, things looked and
smelled different. Like the chapped apron of skin she’ll have to raise with
her forearms in order to dig out your erection.

“Sweetie?”

Jolting awake, she reaches for the bedpan.

“No, I don’t need to go,” you say.

She falls back against her pillow. “Did you have a nightmare?”

“Yes.” Able to reach her arm now, you rub the smooth divot of her
elbow. “Know any way to fix it?”

“I'm still pissed about what you said earlier.”

“l know, but maybe I can make it up to you. Besides, when was the
last time we did it?” You know exactly when: three days before the accident,
on the couch, during the fourth inning of the Cardinals game.

Her uncertainty hangs like a meat hook. “I don’t know. It’s been so
long.”

“I think I can do it if you help me.”

“But I put lotion on my hands.”

“Can you wash your hands?”

She sighs. “Hold on.”

While you wait, you pray everything down there will cooperate. And
smell okay.
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Eustace returns and kneels at your side. She didn’t use any mouth-
wash, but you push past the gluey stink of her breath, inching your fingers
into her long brown hair, twisting the strands around your fingers. You
shift your hand down and press against the front of her pajama bottoms.
She’s never been so quiet, but you still remember some of the moves she
likes, and, after a while, she pulls down her pants. She’s apparently stopped
shaving. How long has that been going on?

You peek to see if she’s pretending, but her eyes are shut and you
pray she’s envisioning Johnny Depp instead of her jiggling blob of a hus-
band. This infidelity makes you soften, but she deserves the fantasy. Eustace
tugs harder. Imagine yourself mustachioed, captain of a galleon you’ve
overtaken, her perfect C-cups cresting in a corset dress. You paw inside her
Wells Fargo T-shirt. That seems to help since she moans a little, hopefully
not just for show, and leans to lift the apron of your stomach.

“Does that hurt?” she asks.

“No, but can you get your knee off my stomach?”

“Sorry.”

“And watch my bad leg.”

She’s really dry, so she spits in her hand before mashing you back in,
and you're Johnny Depp again, a pirate, a bad boy, tan, ripped, it's you she
wants, you, your heart could just explode, and then there you are.

“I'm back, huh?” you wheeze.

Eustace pecks you on the cheek before hurrying to the shower, the
moment a thin dribble down her thigh.

You are giddy. Sure, the sex this morning lacked the fire you’d had in the
past, but it's a good reminder of the man who once went downtown on her
in the mudroom during the ugly Christmas sweater party.

Now, with just three hours before the interviews, you're back on track
pointing and flexing your toes the requisite thirty times during Maury.
He’s of course preparing to announce paternity results. One woman, one
cross-eyed baby, five potential fathers. Two of them are brothers. Isn’t it like
announcing to the whole world that you're a big whore? It confuses you,
but scares you, too. One of your greatest fears is that Eustace will invite a
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film crew to shame you into losing weight on TV.

A girl, seventeen, wails as she discovers the young man hopping
across the set is not her daughter’s father.

“It's okay,” she sobs. “I got ideas about who it could be.”

“Im heading out for a quick errand,” Eustace says. “Are you good
here?”

“Yeah.” You smile at her, admiring her backside as she passes. “And
so was this morning.”

She grabs the car keys. “I'll be home for the interviews.”

“Don’t rush,” you say, trying to sound casual.

In the hushing silence that follows, you consider the entry table pho-
tos: a black and white wedding shot of you dipping her on the dance floor.
You weighed 224 on your wedding day. Another one, Eustace laughing in
waders as she helps you hold up Steve. You stare at his smooth yellowed
skin, the clear, round eyes, remembering how you'd felt hoisting him up in
front of your buddies. In fact, you stare for so long, you almost don’t realize
Eustace has left without honking twice.

With only fifteen minutes before the first interview, Eustace still hasn’t
returned. Confident she must've come to her senses and canceled the meet-
ings, you settle into your afternoon TV lineup.

“Hi, honey,” she says, hurrying in from the back door. She’s got a
bounce in her step and a cropped hairdo. The curls are gone, all of them.
Her hair barely skims her ears.

You mute the TV. “What have you done?”

“I needed a fresh start.”

“It’s awful.”

“I like it.” She fusses with it in the mirror, fluffing it so it looks fuller.
“It feels more like me.”

“You look totally different.”

“You'll get used to it.” The doorbell rings and she peeks through the
front windows. “The first guy is here. Can you please be nice?”

You snap the sheets tighter around your body and focus on Steve.

Eustace returns with a young man—shaved head, at least two mermaid
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tats, arms like fire hydrants.

“Hey,” he says. “I'm Brian.”

“Brian, you're jacked. How much can you bench?”

“Thanks. Probably about one twenty.”

“So, with me over four hundred pounds, there’s no way you'd be able
to lift me if I fell?”

Brian glances at Eustace. “Well, I was under the impression that the
position is for a bed-bound patient?”

“If you do your job right, I won’t be forever.”

Eustace blushes. “I'm sorry, Brian. What my husband is trying to say
is that—"

“Wait a second. If Brian here doesn’t understand English, we have a
bigger problem.”

“I clearly understand English, sir, but—"

“You're just dumb then?”

Brian stands to shake Eustace’s hand. “Ma’am, I'm sorry, but this isn’t
the right fit for me.”

You smile. One down.

“Let me walk you out,” she says. When they reach the living room,
her voice drops. “It’s just that he’s in a tough spot and feeling vulnerable
right now.”

“I'm fat,” you yell, “but my ears aren’t. Stop talking about me like I
don’t exist.”

The front door shuts and you brace yourself for a lecture. Instead,
Eustace walks in with a stout woman.

“Hi there,” she says. “I'm Rosabelle.”

“Super. Regale us with something fascinating about yourself,
Rosabelle.”

Eustace glares at you.

Rosabelle smiles. “I'm originally from Arkansas. Moved out here three
years ago since the burbs have a good job market for my profession.”

“Because of all the fatsos?”

“I'm trained to help the morbidly obese live a more comfortable
lifestyle.”

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The OI&)lZO] 5




Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 15, Iss. 1 [2015], Art. 1

“Of course,” you say. “And what if that person is not morbidly obese
but happily so?”

“I haven’t found that to be true in anyone who’s bed-bound.”

You instantly hate her face.

“What sorts of clients have you cared for in the past?” Eustace asks.

“Truthfully, older women,” she says. “But I've made real connections
with many of my former patients. Sometimes people just need emotional
support to achieve a physical goal.”

“That’s lovely,” Eustace says.

“No, it’s not. 'm a man.”

“And what about you?” Rosabelle asks. “How did you get in this
predicament?”

“Car accident.” Eustace is spinning away in Rosabelle’s allure. You
can'’t lose her. “I got T-boned by my wife on her way home from work one
night.”

Eustace drops her head into her hands. You've never said it out loud
before, but it’s the truth. You'd had a few with Ren and Davey at the bar.
Mostly light beers, though, so you were fine to drive. Maybe a little buzzed,
but nothing unsafe. It was almost midnight in June, the road still slick with
oil and the lingering puddles of the thunderstorm, but you'd gunned it to
make the light. Eustace happened to be the first car in the turn lane, hur-
rying home after a long shift at work. Your yellow had turned red as you
barreled through the intersection. Eustace was just as quick on her green.

“An accident.” Eustace dabs her eyes with a sleeve.

Rosabelle nods. “I'm sure.”

“Well, you’ve made my wife cry, so it looks like we're done here.” You
extend your hand, feeling dirty that you sold out your wife. But at least it
worked. Besides, nothing has happened to Eustace after the accident—it’s
not like she got fat. You can always apologize to her later. “Thank you for
your time today. Eustace will see you out.”

Rosabelle stands, but studies you. “No matter who you select as your
caretaker, I hope you get assistance with your self-loathing.”

“You're hired,” Eustace says.

You flap your arms. “What? No! I don’t like her.”
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“Everything she said is true,” Eustace says. “I can’t be your caretaker
forever. I need to have my own life again. Maybe I'm making it worse for
you.”

“But I need you here, Eustace.”

Eustace shakes her head. “Rosabelle, can you start tomorrow morning
at eight?”

“I think that could be worked out.”

A steaming beef burrito floats across the television screen, all ched-
dar cheese and sour cream, only two dollars. Defeated, you shut your eyes,
pointing and flexing until the commercial is over, wishing you could still fit
in the jeep.

Once Rosabelle got a grand tour of the house and finally left, Eustace iced
you out, saying she was going on a walk. Something about needing to “clear
the energy.” Well, she’s not the only one.

“I've been stuffed away in this house and invisible long enough,” you
say to Steve as you motor to the doorway. Eustace thinks she can just
desert you after all she’s put you through, but you're not that weak. Now,
staring down the thirty-foot walkway, you're ready to take control. You
heave your body off the wheelchair. You will get the mail.

Instead of your usual slippers, you managed to slide on your Velcro
slip-ons with the help of Grandpa’s old tortoise shell shoehorn. Each shoe is
fifteen inches long, so if you put one in front of the other and employ posi-
tive visualization, you'll only have to move your feet twenty-one times to get
to the mailbox.

After lodging a rolled up Outdoor Life magazine between the screen
door and the lock, you step down onto the cracked concrete, shuffling off
your first step. Breathy and soaked, you’ve made it eight steps out of the
house on your own—remember that. Catch your breath, even though your
thighs burn like you just hustled up the riverbank. Thighs ablaze. Left
foot, right, kneecaps quaking, your muscles vaguely recalling the motion of
walking.

“Enjoying the sun today?” your neighbor, Stan, hollers from his
driveway as he soaps his Deville. You've seen him, a man in his seventies,
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pumping his toothpick arms every morning during his pre-breakfast walk in
light blue tear-away pants and a sleeveless Alice Cooper T-shirt.

You waggle your fingers in a sort of wave. By the time you touch the
sun-warmed mailbox, sweat has waterfalled over the collar of your T-shirt.

“You doing okay?”

As your tongue lolls in your mouth, the oak trees spin to the left.

Squinting into the wide sky, you wonder if this is the great blue expanse
you've heard about. You look for Grammy Louise or your cousin
Rutherford who died of meningitis in the seventh grade.

“It’s just a little fall. Everything’s going to be a-okay.” A trembling
wrinkled hand blocks the sun and your view. “Can I help you up?”

You push against the gravel until you're upright, albeit winded.
There’s asphalt. Signs for Piccolo Court and Tenth Avenue—your street.
People staring. Stan and a few neighbors come closer, their faces scrunched
with worry, eyes like spotlights. Everyone is focused on you.

“We can call for help, sir,” the widow from across the street says.

You sniff for gasoline first and then listen for an ambulance. Have you
been hit or did you just fall? Hopefully you've been hit so you’d have an
excuse to be splayed in the street. Flexing what’s left of your weakened calf
muscles, you check for sensation.

“Come on, now,” Stan says. “Got to try.”

“Am I okay? Tell me where 'm bleeding!” Pressing your chin and
forehead, you study each finger for wounds.

"You seem all right,” he says. “No blood. You just need to get up.”

“It'll take me some time.”

“Eddie, can you call for an ambulance?”

The question socks you into clarity. You imagine Eustace’s beautiful
face, her eyes elongated funhouse mirrors when she sees her fat pathetic
husband beached in a gutter, so big that a Volkswagen has to swerve into
a different lane just to drive around him. You imagine how you’d look on
television right now—like a monstrous dollop of sweat pants and shame, you
sad babyman. A wail sounds from your mouth, detonating so deep in you
it’s surprising. Someone rubs your back slowly, light circles that are warm,
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reassuring. The attention makes you feel like a real person now, not just
another fatso. Completely loved, you really let the tears fall.

“It's okay, honey.”

“I'm embarrassed,” you say.

“Don’t be, you're with good people. Are you in pain?”

“Yes.”

They coo over you, these kind people who rushed to your aid without
any judgment, neighbors you've never even waved to before. Piled against
the curb with gravel clinging to your palms, you relax into their love, all
muddy and sweaty, just as Eustace dashes across the driveway.

“What happened, honey? Are you okay?”

Such relief. You bawl, and as your face purples and the hiccups sput-
ter out, her long arms wrap around you, protecting you. For the moment,
it’s just you and her cocooned together, as it should be.

When they finally stuff you onto your wheelchair and guide you back inside
the house, all the humiliation, rage, and vulnerability has emptied you out,
cutting down to the raw edges of your hunger.

“Do we have any cookies?” you ask.

“C'mon, now’s not the time.”

“But I want some, Eustace.”

“Stop it. You don’t need them.”

“Get them for me. P've been through enough.” As you rattle the table,
you overturn cooking magazines, knocking bariatric pamphlets and hospital
forms to the floor.

Sighing, Eustace yanks down the pink and white frosted circus cookies
she keeps stashed for herself in the top cupboard.

Each bite feels like a long hug.

Thursday, June 19

“Thanks anyway, Rosabelle.” You hang up and lean back.

The Thursday morning light halves you, your shoulders cool in the
darkness of dawn, your legs casting a fluorescent white glow as light sears
through the living room window. Dust twirls, rising from the carpet, the
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curtains, and your body, stale flakes that you've already breathed and
processed countless times today, every day for the past two years. But after
your fall the other day, you were able to persuade Eustace to roll your bed
closer to the entryway, giving you a different outlook on the room. She’d
even added two pillows. From your new dent in the mattress, you can see
the calendar, a thick black X slashing the red circle around today’s date.

“Eustace!” you call from your pillows.

“What?” she asks, leaning in from the kitchen, her hair frizzy from
washing dishes.

“My leg. I can’t move it.”

“Did you try?”

“Yes,” you lie. “But I need help.”

She sighs. “Just give me five minutes to finish these pans.”

You hear her banging the roasting pan in the sink while she scrubs,
water splashing onto the floor and countertops, which she’ll have to wipe
down. Your leg feels like it’s getting singed.

“Eustace, my leg is burning.”

She hurls the pan in the sink and, hands soaked, comes over, grab-
bing behind your knee to adjust your leg. Soapy water spills down your
thigh.

“There,” she huffs. “You happy?”
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