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Аннотация
This collection of three short stories, winner of the Black River Chapbook Competition, is about humans trying to understand themselves and each other, specifically across cultural borders, against the backdrop of war, and within the confines of marriage.


Dutch Treatment
stories by
D. E. Fredd

Lorna: To, With and For.


Dutch Treatment

�Nothing against Gretchen, but what the hell do we need a translator for?�
�Because none of us speaks Dutch, French, Italian or German.�
�She can do that?�
�Her German�s a bit shaky, but she always understates her ability.�
I am the one pushing for Gretchen Batchelder to be part of our team. We are at the Sunset Grill on Brighton Ave. in Boston (one hundred beers on tap, over three hundred bottled brews). The discussion involves the expansion of our Megaprobe market to The Netherlands, Belgium and possibly Germany, the biggest move yet for DRG Associates. I am the �D.� Ron Suskind is the �R.� He and I are research and development, the think tank if you will, of circuitry analysis devices that have drawn raves from several quarters. It relates to TDR impedance testing for such things as IC packaging, backplanes and drive control development, not that you care. We�ve sold to Lucent and Cisco Systems in the states and now have a chance to go international. Greg Hansen handles the business end and sales, but we each do a bit of everything. We met way back at Cornell and get along well on both a company and personal level. Now that we are on the verge of going big time, there is a minor split in the group. Ron is the penny pincher. If he had his way we�d kayak to Amsterdam, subsist on Pringles and sleep in a park. I�m for acting as if we had been in the business world for decades. That doesn�t mean flying first class or staying at five star hotels, but it does mean buying decent clothes and adding Gretchen for a touch of global savoir faire to the presentation.
�You know, if you want a chick along to impress people, we could do better in the looks department.� Years back Greg dated one of Gretchen�s sorority sisters. The breakup went badly. He suspects that she harbors some negative opinions he�d rather the world not know about.
I can tell from Ron�s body language that he�s also against me. �It�s not her face, which I admit is attractive, but she has the strangest build. She�s very feminine and petite up top, nice breasts and narrow waist, but then all pelvic hell breaks loose from there on down. I�ve heard of childbearing hips, but she�s like a C-130 cargo plane; spread those legs and tanks roll out.�
Greg places another nail in my coffin. �She brilliant, has a great personality, but they used to call her the Eiffel Tower.� He looks at me. �You know, very narrow high up but a huge base, like the pyramids in Egypt.� He uses his fingers as a visual aid to help me comprehend what a pyramid looks like.
�I appreciate the architectural and military references, but this is not a Miss America contest. We�ve got to show Europe that we belong in their league. She speaks all the languages. She�s lived overseas, knows the culture and is smart enough to pick up Megaprobe�s functional and technical specifications. Do you think President Bush would rush into something this big without bringing language and cultural advisors on board?� They both stare at me. �Okay, forget the Bush analogy.�
Ron puts both elbows on the table, using his thumbnail to peel the label from his Magic Hat Pale Ale; next to can crushing it�s a barroom behavior I�ve always hated. �Tell us the truth; you have the �hots� for her, right?�
I sit back. �She�s a friend.� I pause for emphasis. �We�ve never dated. There are a few phone calls each month just to see how she�s making out, and I relay news on how our business is going. I haven�t mentioned this job to her.� A lie on my part as Gretchen was financially stressed a few months ago, and I tried to cheer her up. �She just finished translating a Dutch mystery author into English and French so she�s got time. DRG comes first; you guys know that.�
�Okay, say we do bring her to the Netherlands; let�s see what the damage will be.� Ron turns over his place mat, makes three columns and labels them in his illegible scrawl. �First off, there�s the plane fare to and from. Then there are meals, and let�s not forget the room arrangements. As it now stands we only need one, but with her along, unless she agrees to share, which I doubt because it would be highly inconvenient for all concerned, we have to spring for a whole other room for just one person. Unless you want to bunk with her?�
He looks at me and cocks his head. I don�t react. He can see I�m getting pissed yet he forges on. �So the extra ticket is a thousand. Another room and meals for a day is a conservative four hundred times ten days � all told we are looking at five grand.�
Greg chimes in, carrying more coals to my already burning Newcastle, �We�d have to pay her also!�
Ron quickly adds Greg�s evidence to a column, draws a bottom line with emphasis and closes in for the kill. �Okay, two hundred a day would be another two thousand, so we�re talking seven thousand for a wide ass woman to make us look and sound like we�re not three beer-guzzling Brobdingnags from Cornell.�
�I resent the Cornell reference.� Seeing things are not going my way, I try a bit of humor before making one last pitch. �All I�m saying is that, if we get the Netherlands contracts and can make a decent impression on the Belgium steel company, which is in Flanders, a Dutch-speaking province, seven thousand will be a pittance. And what about tech support? How much good will can we engender by providing help in their native language?�
�Doesn�t that imply you want her with us full time?�
�We can make her a part-time consultant working from her apartment if she pans out.�
�Okay, suppose I agree the idea makes some sense. What about the guy thing?�
Ron gets puzzled look from Greg. �What �guy� thing?�
Ron stretches back and signals our server to bring another round. �We work well together; we�ve always been like the Three Musketeers. If we think it, we say it. We yell and scream at each other during the day and then get drunk together at night. Remember when I was nuts about Allison from Bank of America; remember how it screwed up our beer Fridays when I brought her along? Bringing anybody into our tight little circle can destroy the chemistry.�
�Operation Gretchen� was debated for another two hours. Iraq was invaded with less discussion. Ron used up three placemats and two cardboard beer coasters for more numerical evidence. Finally Greg, ignoring the statistics and close to being totally wasted, came around to my way of thinking so the final vote was two to one. I thanked both of them, slapped Ron on the shoulder to show there were no hard feelings and picked up the tab, not that he gave a shit.

Gretchen graduated from Ithaca College. She was one of those �design-your-own-major� types, where she combined languages, art and music. Like the rest of us she was in her early thirties. She had done graduate work in Florence and at the Sorbonne. Beside Italy she�d lived for a short time in Amsterdam, Brussels and Paris. When I told her the good news she was reluctant, thinking she�d be a �fourth wheel,� and asked if I was certain Ron and Greg were really up for bringing her on board. I mentioned Ron�s financial concerns. She joked about having tap water with her meals and staying in her room if we went pub crawling. She also mentioned, rather wistfully, that, when she was a struggling grad student in Amsterdam, she had always wanted to see the Concertgebouw Orchestra and had never been able to afford it. That might be her one guilty pleasure the week we were there. But Ron needn�t worry; she�d pay for it herself.
A few days later we gathered at the Sunset to iron out the details. She blew Ron and Greg away by parroting some Megaprobe tech specs I had given her, almost sounding as if she knew what the hell she was talking about. Then she imparted some other info.
�If we�re out in a caf� with customers, don�t think you�re buttering them up by ordering the local Amstel. To them it�s pedestrian, like Budweiser is to us; the same with Heineken. They revere imports. I�ll make a list of Belgian and German beers to ask for. Pretend to act disappointed if the place doesn�t have it.�
After that tip and several others, Ron and Greg text messaged me later that night to reluctantly agree that she might be worth the extra bucks.

On the KLM flight from Logan, I was selected to sit next to her with Ron and Greg directly behind us. She rocked our stereotypical male world by not having twelve suitcases; indeed, everything she needed was in her carry-on and a tote bag. Her CD collection leaned heavily towards the classical. I saw something by Verdi, a Requiem of sorts. The rest of us had DVDs and games on our laptops.
When she went to sleep I had a chance to observe. The more you studied her face, the more attractive it became. When you looked closely, her features were almost classical. She had a quick wit, knew what looked good on her and what makeup would enhance her eyes and mouth. She was like a book with a dumb title and dull cover but, once you picked it up and read the first chapter, you were happily surprised. Yet lurking below the surface, like a giant iceberg, wedged into an Economy class seat was that enormous butt.

Gretchen took charge when we landed. We�d take a public train; it was quicker, direct and, if we played our cards right, we might not have to pay. When the conductor came through, we�d just move to another car. The ride was so short they never got around to punching all the tickets. At the hotel things went okay in English, but then her Dutch took over, and she managed to get the three of us a room large enough to have a cot for me while she took a small single on the top floor. It was seventy-five Euros less her way. That first night we hopped on a streetcar, again without paying, which took us to a distant restaurant specializing in Rijsttafel. We had the best tasting, inexpensive meal of our lives, bar none. At evening�s end Ron and Greg toasted Gretchen and made her an honorary DRG company member, a tee shirt emblazoned with our logo commemorating the event.

Ziekenhuis Vandaag is a large medical equipment company headquartered in Rotterdam. Our Megaprobe testing apparatus could work wonders for their quality control. The debate over renting a car versus getting a van and driver began at breakfast. A car was the best option, but no one wanted to risk driving. Gretchen had no problem navigating the way to Rotterdam but refused to get behind the wheel. The horns of the dilemma were broken when she suggested taking a train (unfortunately we�d have to buy tickets) and then a taxi to Ziekenhuis headquarters. We arrived in plenty of time for the ten o�clock meeting. Ron ran the PowerPoint presentation. Greg handed out brochures, and I did the talking. They asked questions, and we handled them as cleanly as the best of major league infielders. After two hours, the three men on the board conferred among themselves in Dutch and then announced that they had some minor details to go over but suggested we�d take a short break for lunch.
Down in the company cafeteria and out of viewing distance, there were high fives all around. Ron, Greg and I felt it went very well. Gretchen was more reserved. As lunch finished up, Ron and Greg went off to the men�s room while Gretchen and I dabbed at our ham and cheese plates, standard Dutch lunch fare. To make conversation I asked, �So what did they say in their native tongue before we went to break? Any inside info on whether we got the deal?�
�It was sort of man talk.�
�Soccer stuff? Where to get a quick beer?�
�If you really want to know, they were speculating as to my role in the company and which of you I might be fucking. Mr. DeVere had the opinion that, with my groot ass, I could easily accommodate all of you.�
�Oh God, Gretchen. I didn�t realize. Why didn�t you say something?�
�What am I going to do, jump up, scream bloody murder at the sexist remark and queer the contract of a lifetime? I�d have to swim home. Plus, it�s not like I�ve never looked in the mirror in thirty-one years. I�ve heard all the remarks, some far more creative, since middle school. Even while we were going through security in Terminal �E,� you and Ron were behind me making with the wisecracks.�
I didn�t remember that happening, but it wasn�t past Ron, king of the quipsters, to do something like that. I could see she was hurt, simply moving food around her plate to avoid eye contact. �Okay, here�s what we can do. Write out some sentences like �Where do we go next?� or �What�s our itinerary this afternoon?� Teach me how to pronounce them. When we go back in, I�ll ask you in Dutch and you ad lib a long answer.�
There were tears in her eyes. �It will only embarrass them and possibly kill the deal.�
�Yeah, it might, but it�s worth it to see the look on those faces, especially the horseshoe-shaped hair guy who has to smoke every twenty minutes.�
We reconvened at 13:30. A few points were ironed out. Greg presented our standard contract. We shook hands as a show of good faith. They still had to run some numbers, but we had a superior product at a more than reasonable price. I turned to Gretchen and spoke my pre-arranged Dutch piece without resorting to the cue card. She held up her clipboard officiously and rattled off a bunch of stuff in Dutch, replete with facial expressions and hand gestures to emphasize her points. All the while I kept my eyes on the directors behind their solid oak table. Dropped jaws and reddened faces were worth the price of admission.
When we got back to the Rotterdam train station, Ron said, �What was all that Dutch lingo at the end?�
�I wanted to send a message.�
�Which was?�
�We�ll know in a few days.�

We got back to the Hotel Estherea on the Singel a little after four. We ordered drinks from the bar and sat outside watching the canal dinner boat traffic meander past. Gretchen and I were subdued. The pros and cons of the meeting were gone over, what we could do better to make the next presentation go more smoothly. Greg�s cell beeped and we immediately fell silent. I expected the worst. He spoke for a minute then handed the phone to Gretchen.
�They want to talk to you.�
The rest of the conversation was in Dutch, a more guttural and spittle- inducing language than its German cousin. We watched Gretchen�s face for a clue to our fate, but, irritated, she waved us off, grabbed a pen and yellow pad and moved well away. Five minutes later she was back and plopped herself down.
�Which do you want first � the good news or the better news?�
After that we were all ears. Ziekenhuis had doubled their order and recommended us to Phillips Semiconductor who would be faxing a proposal for several units. Happiness hell broke out. There was a movement to chuck Greg into the canal the way winning rowers do with the coxswain. Ron balanced precariously on the railing and toasted us one and all, ending with a four musketeers reference, something not lost on Gretchen and me. We went into the hotel and had dinner. We tried to think of something celebratory we could do as a unit, but each trial balloon had a flaw in it from someone�s perspective. Ron and Greg were pushing for the Red Light District. I was curious myself and Gretchen, with a wave of her hand, gave it a �boys will be boys� dismissal; she�d be fine browsing the quaint shops in the area. I excused myself, went to the front desk and spoke to the concierge. When I got back Gretchen was alone at the table.
�Porthos and Aramis went upstairs to polish their swords for the Red Light place. Not that they have a clue what to wear to a whore house. I�m so exhausted. Jet lag has hit. I�m going to up to my garret, shower and turn in.�
I handed her an envelope. �That�s a damn shame because I was thinking� �
�Oh my god, the Concertgebouw! How did you do it?� She sprang from her chair and came at me full speed with a breathe-crunching squeeze rather than a hug.
�I don�t know what�s playing or who�s conducting, but it will kill a few hours.�
�Are you sure you don�t want to go get genital herpes or gonorrhea?�
�As much as I love antibiotics,��

We took a long stroll up Leidseplein to the concert hall. There is a large grassy area in front. We bought a disposable camera, and I took pictures of her posing seriously then hamming it up in front of the concert hall. To her good fortune and my dumb luck Bernard Haitink, her idol, was guest conducting. I really didn�t mind the music. There was a Beethoven Overture, a Sibelius Tone Poem and Dvorak�s Symphony from the New World; each had plenty of melody, soft and loud parts. Every once in a while I�d look over, and she was wiping away tears.
�Great art does that to me sometimes. It also happened once in Florence at the Uffizi gallery when I saw an altarpiece by Cimabue. Just ignore me.�
After the concert we chatted on the trek back. We decided the Netherlands work was ahead of schedule, and DRG could move on to Belgium tomorrow if we could schedule it. The client was the Victor Buyck Steel Company located in Eeclo in Flanders, a Dutch speaking area lending itself to her linguistic expertise. We could stay in Bruges, which Gretchen declared to be a delightful step back into the 16th Century.
Some blocks from the hotel she suggested that we try a �smoking� coffee shop where we could sample some local �skunk� or hash. It might be something to counter the sagas of sin Greg and Ron would surely report. I was game but afraid of initiating an asthma attack which often happens when I�m around too much smoke. We settled for a pub and drank a round of oude jenever with beer chasers before we both began to lose the jet lag battle.
In front of the hotel she stopped me. �I want to thank you for one of the best evenings of my life, to say nothing of a very exciting day. I know it was you who lobbied for me, but I�m happy that Greg and Ron respect me.� She gave me a real hug this time. I bent down and kissed her.
�Was that supposed to mean something?�
�I don�t know.�
�When do you think you�ll �know?��

Her tiny room was on the fourth floor, the door barely clearing the bed as we entered. The eaves angled in so severely there was only an eight foot space where you could stand upright. For a few minutes we made clumsy jokes about the size of the place, and what Greg and Ron might say if they had to stay in it for a week. Then she came to the side of the bed and kissed me.
�I want to freshen up in the bathroom. Don�t fall asleep on me.�
I sat on the bed, slowly got undressed, and then went to the window to check out the peaceful canal view. When I heard the water shut off, I slipped into bed and pulled the sheet up to my stomach. The bathroom door opened and she stood naked in the doorway. The light was behind her. She was sensual in profile. She glided towards the bed then halted.
�Maybe I should enhance the mood by tossing a scarf over the lamp, add some atmosphere?�
�That would be great.�
She turned and bent over to rummage through her carry on bag. And there it was � the Moby Dick of all derri�res, the dark side of the moon revealed at last. The size was imposing enough; I mean there is something aesthetically pleasing about looking at the Arctic tundra, a desert wasteland or even an atomic bomb-induced, mushroom-shaped cloud. What I hadn�t counted on was the cellulite. Like a smallpox epidemic it had begun to ravage the vast, naked whiteness with small craters, even invading the backs of her thighs with darkish spots like those on overripe pears. She found a kerchief, held it up, and then did a pirouette with an accompanying �ta-da� for my approval. I nodded that it was fine. She draped it over the lamp. Immediately the room took on a soft, rosy glow, and the reflected lights from the canal created a Christmas tree effect on the ceiling. She stepped back from the lampshade as if she had just sculpted a masterpiece, flashed an enticing smile and held her palms up questioningly as a gesture for me to render my opinion of her handiwork. She was beautiful again.
�Beautiful,� I said.

Steiner Requests His Hole Be Dug in Poland

The Border � April 1939
Ah, Poland! The giant, blundering cow lolling about her pasture mindless of the fact that progress is barking at her heels. Poland � breathing in the dust of the past now ground so fine that it barely grits the teeth, yet when one stands still long enough to catch a breath � there it is, visible in a thin coating over the entire land. Who knows? Perhaps she�ll benefit from some good German housekeeping.

Any Hole: A general plan
The deeper the better. Level off the perimeter to reduce muddening. Keep the sides smooth. (Nothing stirs the soul more than the smell of freshly dug earth.) Calculate the hole in relation to the size of an average man. If he is German, place him feet first so as to allow him the privilege of speculation. If he is Polish, it matters little which end is where.

The Beginning of the End as Far as Steiner Was Concerned
A truck pulled itself up the hill to the edge of the trees then stopped. There was a slight breeze. Hauptmann got out of the cab and turned towards the rear. From the back Endlich was the first out, then B., then Meyer. Some feel that Steiner was already in the woods, but who could be certain in that twilight. Hauptmann gave instructions to his men � short and to the point. B. broke from the small formation, headed back to the cab and shook hands with the driver. A signal was given; the truck reversed itself then teetered down the hill as the four started into the forest. It was just seven. Suddenly shots were heard.
Four Germans were dead in ambush and poor, bewildered Steiner was being held at bay by the Poles. So simple yet so complex.

Steiner Tries to Explain the Entire Incident to All of Poland

��I am Steiner. I wandered into your territory by accident.

��You were found two kilometers inside the border.

��I had no idea where I was. I am a musician. I know nothing of politics. (These Poles are all fools as concerns interrogation. Belinski, in this case, in particular.)
��Your name again?
��Steiner. I am a musician, violin.

��And the others?

��I know none of the soldiers. I was on a picnic. My companion left to answer a call of nature and was overdue. I began a search. I swear it before All Mighty God. (That�s it Steiner, swear. Test the breeze. Stand upwind from a Pole. Fart something divine. A Pole will smell it, then salivate his trust in return.)

Back to Those Shots in the Forest
The first � a quick, unsuspecting sound which had it not been so sudden and come during such a haphazard period of silence might well have acted as a warning to the second already breaking through the underbrush and pummeling into the still crumpling body of Hauptmann. Then came the third and fourth � still distinct enough to be counted and B. running from the rear, trying to keep low and to the side of the narrow trail and just getting up to the bend before the fifth shot rang out and then he also halted, freezing in mid- air until the sixth was heard and then he too slumped forward, a slight maroon circle visible beneath his side.
When it�s all over and done with and when �this� seems to be the choice between �this� or �that,� there may not be a man there to write it down and record it the way it was, and that makes it all the more tragic, you see.

The Interrogation � 1
Each morning Steiner is asked two questions. They are pushed beneath the slotted door with his first meal in a neatly printed envelope. He feels obligated to answer each question, as it would require little more than a word or two and would be no trouble whatsoever to take care of the task preemptory to beginning his breakfast, such as it is. The questions concern objective information and, despite their simplicity, unhappily, they do not relate to him at present or to anything in his past. He would be quite happy to oblige, but they might as well be asking him the weather in the Sudetenland a year from now. This evidently angers them.

Because of grey white always has so much more

Interrogation � 2
From a medium distance one might think Belinski handsome, but his eyes, as one closes the gap, are set too close together and his chin angles into his neck much too quickly. This causes him to breathe through the mouth. He has developed the habit of muttering to himself. It�s as if his brain were incapable of thinking inside itself. He reflects that punishment, to be effective, must occur soon after the offense. Yet torture often yields nothing more than a bastard version of the truth. The task then becomes sorting out the few strands of veracity within the fabric of any lie. It would take a brilliant mind to do that and Belinski is certainly not that; however, one must commend him for being aware of his limitations. He suspects that torture would only further cement this German�s elaborate hoax. A decent beating, just for appearance sake, wouldn�t ruffle any feathers. Therefore Steiner will remain a violinist, at least for the present.
They come each hour to thank him very much for making the best of things until they decide about the sun for just because it�s April is no excuse for May in these trying times.

Holes Again � Some Speculation

The basic difference between the German mind and the Polish may by typified by the way the two nations viewed fornication in 1939. For the Germans such an act is a highly effective and thoroughly proven method for producing more Germans. In fact their scientists did research into various aspects of the act as it might affect the resultant offspring. Unfortunately the statistical evidence is incomplete with respect to any correlation as concerns the following factors:

��position used

��temperature of the room or immediate area

��time of day or night

��food consumed before, during or after the occasion

��location of the respective genital organs

��occupation of the participants

��ability to quote Goethe or Schiller from memory
This is not to say that any of the above factors are to be ruled out, but it does mean that they are not to be given as much weight as they once were.
For a Pole fornication is an act the upper class may dabble in when time can be found for such a thing; something the middle class, God willing, may do between confessions, and, lastly, something by which the lower echelons sustain themselves because it would appear there is little reason for the poor Poles� existence once they have spent themselves in bed than to rearrange the bedclothes and proceed again as best they can. This probably accounts for the fact that time passes by much more quickly for Poland than Germany.

It Is a Very Pleasant Day So Far. The Sky Is Filled with Bundled Cloudlings Which Edge Down to Extra-Hear Steiner Being Questioned

��Are you married?

��Yes, to Frau Bremmer. I am her second husband.

��Her address?

��She is on a concert tour. England at present, I believe.

��What were you doing on our border?

��I was on an outing with a friend; I wandered.

��Who was this friend?

��A young woman. We became separated before the shooting. I would appreciate your discretion in any report you might make.

There Is No Telling in What Situation a Man Can Find Himself These Days
Steiner is sitting in a chair. Belinski stands before him, the light from the swinging bulb gently pushing both shadows up the wall. Steiner remains firm. He is a violinist. Nothing can sway him from this point. Belinski has found a violinist two kilometers inside the Polish border. A violinist who claims he was about to ask four Germans if they had seen his mistress wander by. Steiner smiles faintly. A concert master�s position awaits him in Gorlitz. Up to now the easy life � fame, modest fortune, success, marriage to the famous Frau Bremmer � now this! An impulsive outing, a needless flirtation with a concert hall usheress from Dresden who, as naked as Eve, suddenly sprints into the bushes clutching her skirts to her uncovered breasts. Other garments are tossed aside to mark a trail of seduction. An ageing violinist stumbles after her who, having tasted of the young grape, now wishes the wine. Then shots interrupt the romp. Men break past him before toppling in death. A dog bares its teeth and an out of breath violinist surrenders to both his passion and a Polish patrol.

No one can predict what a nose will think of its face

What of Belinski?

Belinski is vacillating. Surely he has felt sexual urges before and, at times, they are well worth crossing a border. They are also worth being shot at but never the trouble of being hit. Steiner is either a fool or a German infiltrator. If he is a fool then only the fear of god need be used. If he is a spy then he must be killed as an object lesson to all those looking on from the west. That is the conundrum. Free of the present situation, a fool will soon expose himself. All Belinski need do is release Steiner to prove this. But Germans are wise enough to disguise such matters so it would do no good to release him as nothing would be proven. It does no good to imprison him; what lesson could that serve? Belinski is at a loss. He looks again at poor Steiner for an answer, but he has now assumed a position of some comfort. His head is bowed to shade the glare, arms folded across his chest and his legs are crossed in an almost feminine fashion. He does not expect nor fear any more retribution because he is an artist. He has seen women weep at the very music he creates. A man who, in certain respects, is above other men, an Ubermench � gifted, respected, loved.

The Author Interrupts the Narrative to Insert Some Extraneous Material Relating to Holes in Various Countries and the Role, if any, Ascribed to Each

Ireland
The soil in this area is extremely rocky and coarse. One cannot sink a spade into the ground without hearing a sharp clank, the reverberation of which sends the entire body spinning. In accordance with this, there are few holes and the people generally live above ground. This accounts for the high rate of pubs and step dancing with torsos as rigid as a papal bull.

Russia
These holes, taking precedence from their literature are modeled, after a fashion, from the French. (It has been said, sarcastically, that Russian holes are really French holes dug by Russian parvenus.) They are not as deep as those in Germany and much narrower, yet several individuals are placed in the same hole without regard to sex or station in life. (This is certainly not the case in Great Britain.) Those in the holes are given little to sustain their lives and next to nothing in the way of comfort. It is considered honor enough to be in the bosom of Mother Russia. Occasional musical programs are planned and performed some distance from the aperture. Curiously, this has a soothing effect upon those involved especially where a balalaika is used and therefore the uproar and populous revolutions are not nearly as strident as those of their French counterparts.

Switzerland
As strange as it may seem, there are no holes in this nation. This is because all individuals living in this location who have the need to dig a hole do so in a foreign country, bringing only the excess soil from such a hole back to their native land. Over the eons this behavior has led to the formation of a large mountain chain, the Alps, to which the Swiss attribute most of their fame and a majority of their culture. Few countries have taken note of this object lesson but unless one enjoys rocky, snowcapped mounds of foreign soil there is little reason to do so.

The Narrative Resumes Only to Find That Steiner�s Situation Has Grown

Desperate
Steiner is escorted down a long dark hall into a small room. He is forced to strip. His large buttocks are reddened from the long sit. He is indignant but reserved. Sensitive but not shy. He has rarely exposed himself to men and his hands show a concern for his condition. He is made to bend forward, inhale deeply, then probed. He protests but the search continues. A guard explores his genital area, and he vacillates between embarrassment and humiliation. Then, the search complete, he is placed in a cell adjoining the room under the careful eye of two guards. There is a cigarette from one of them. A simple gesture between human beings. Then Belinski enters and Steiner is stripped again and beaten. A length of rubber tubing is used. The neck, back and soles of the feet are targets. Steiner is rendered unconscious. Belinski orders the abuse stopped leaving Steiner naked and, for the moment, alive.

The main supposition here is that life is somehow historical

That Forest Again
The woods are quiet. It rained a few hours before, nothing much, just enough to ease the spades as they turn the earth. Belinski has selected the spot himself. A soldier informs him that all is ready and salutes smartly. Four bodies are placed in blankets, wrapped snugly and secured with leather thongs. Leather takes four years to rot; blankets are never the same after three months. The bodies are placed in the shallow, roughly hewn graves. Reverence for the human being is still upheld � Belinski sees to that. There is a moment of silence. Belinski clears his throat to break it and the deaths are now officially over. All evidence must be suppressed so leaves are spread over the site lest the Germans discover their dead. Revenge is inherent in their kind and whatever qualities they lack as humans beings they more than compensate for by the tenacity to which they avenge injury to their kind. Hence Belinski takes part in the cover up, smoothing the soil by hand as a child playing in a schoolyard.

In 1939 even the very little ones looked so much smaller

What About Belinski?
Belinski spent his lifetime in pursuit of success and fortune. Only a fool would attempt this in a bureaucracy but, nevertheless, Belinski has tried. In the early years he dispensed useful information from behind a small desk in Warsaw: lavatory directions, transportation schedules, the location of various offices, that sort of thing. He did this menial job in such a way as to be noticed. He never nodded a perfunctory direction and never gave way to anger by the many redundancies of the day�s inquires. No, Belinski was quite polite; his manner friendly and extremely efficient. A train schedule always included the wish for a pleasant journey. Each day�s weather carried with it a certain conversational uniqueness which Belinski was quick to seize upon to anyone who passed by. As might be expected, important officials noticed his attitude.
From that obscure information desk it was to the licensing bureau and from there to the censor�s office where, after a short stay, he was attached to Colonel V., the minister of the frontier. Yet Belinski was never a creative thinker. His main asset was that of plasticity, and with Colonel V. being the brute of a man he was, Belinski soon molded himself into a brute as well. Violators of V. (the famous July Papers called them traitors) were tortured and their signed confessions brought to V. by Belinski personally, further creating a bond between the two. Then V. abruptly left the scene for another post and in his place came Gervitz, a former professor of literature. Belinski then read poetry. Volumes of Dryden and Keats were left clumsily on his desk and Gervitz, noting this, soon took Belinski into his trust.
Times change. Gervitz moved on. Belinski is now in charge of this section of the border and there is no one to copy. Paperwork takes up much of the time. Pleasures are few. Belinski has reached a point where his digestion limits the grand meals he sought so hard to afford. His prostate has blown to the size of a large mushroom and his piles castigate his bowel movements such as they are. Pleasing others was once a pleasure but now personal safety haunts his evenings. Germany is on the move. One only needs to read between the lines in the papers. Like kitchen ants they have secretly been crossing the border through these forests and fields while Poland has been tending its window boxes. Soon something will break, and Belinski will have the distinct honor of being the first Minister of the Frontier to lick German boots. He wonders if their ilk read poetry as Gervitz did. It would be of some compensation.

As fond of mercy as daybreak

That Same Forest: In a Hole, Hauptmann
Hauptmann, the soldier, lies in the forest under a foot of earth. A worm is slowly burrowing its way through his leather boot. Hauptmann is unmoved by the matter. His dedication to life has ended. In a way it�s a relief as dedication for a German is always so much more burdensome than for another. But Hauptmann did his best. It is men like him who, with their unyielding faith in the adjective, always imbue any proper noun they come across with much more dignity than should be the case. Hauptmann was a good German. He was also a man. Many will say that he dismissed the latter and concentrated solely on the former. Either way he is still dead lying in a Polish forest with an energetic worm, now free from the hindering restriction of yarn and leather, gorging itself upon his flesh. Fortunately that good German blood is still warm.

How Is Steiner Doing?
Steiner has managed to drag himself from the floor of his small cell to the front steps of his home in Hamburg. He is dreaming of course, but it is one of the few ways his mind can maintain its sanity. He is now surrounded by comfort, including his favorite white wine amply chilled. Suddenly the door bursts open and Frau Bremmer enters, her face emblazoned with passion and her sultry voice filled with lewd suggestions (he taught her how to talk dirty and now she enjoys it). She has just returned from a triumphal tour of concert halls and lovers but at present her beloved husband Steiner is in her heart and soul. There is an embrace, something perfunctory yet essential to seasoned lovers. Then an impassioned kiss initiates a tumble of clothing and the race for pleasure is on.
Later, when they have spent themselves, Steiner begins his story. He relates the forest and his capture, leaving out his female companion. He recounts Belinski and the terrible beating. As the past is revisited, blows rain down. He weeps and tears stream down his face on to Frau Bremmer�s breasts. She listens. She also weeps. Poor Steiner. She lets loose curses for the Poles in general. She embraces him and, like a small boy, he drifts into sleep in her arms. In the morning she will leave for Stuttgart to begin rehearsing the power of Wagner. She will make love with a French horn player. She cannot help this because sensuality is part of her artistic nature.

Belinski�s Opinion of Matters as They Now Stand
Steiner�s death would be a blessing, but Belinski is a bureaucrat. Accountability is the key. People never look at the act, only the papers relating to the act. Records can provide a shield during any inquiry. But instinct tells him to forgo the paper trail. It will be difficult to prove this case as black or white, and grey always has so many more forms in triplicate. So it would be better for Belinski to secretly take Steiner to the woods and do the deed himself. The more he thinks about it he is positive, knowing his limitations, that this is the correct action. Steiner is a limitation. Limitations are generally placed in holes. Belinski knows where one can be dug.

Steiner Has His Worries Also
Steiner�s mind is wandering. Things are not in their true perspective. He is a man whose life has been structured on a rococo theme, hence the bare cell, straw mattress add to his deprivation. The time was when he soaked his hands in olive oil before a performance; now they are cracked and swollen. He is only asked to confess to being a German infiltrator, a mild sin if one at all, but an affront to the dignity of any artist, let alone a violinist. The trouble with these Poles is that they have yet to forgive Mozart for overshadowing their Chopin.

What Will Become of Frau Bremmer When Steiner Is Gone?
Frau Bremmer is a beautiful instrument. Superb craftsmanship she. A masterpiece of design; something made to be played but only by a master virtuoso. When this is done her soul comes alive. It would be such a pity to waste something this precious on Steiner alone. No, the instrument lives on. It matters little who brings out the tone.

What Will Happen to Belinski Once Steiner Is Gone?
Belinski has a country home outside Warsaw. The road is lined with poplars and white birch, behind which and set far back into the fields sit the peasant cottages. The trip there is scenic, peaceful and quite a change from the kowtowing, bureaucratic life that Belinski must adhere to. At his house he will greet his lovely wife and two growing sons. There will be an excellent meal: stuffed meats, wine and fresh bread. Belinski will eat and drink his fill then take time to recapture the exploits of his sons. After that he will spend the evening with his wife reminiscing their many years of hardship. They will go to bed and perhaps in the morning he will confide his thoughts about Steiner to her.

A Letter Which Steiner Has Found the Time to Write

My Dearest Wife,
If those about me have their way, this will be the last time I shall communicate with you in word or spirit. If I were at liberty to explain the circumstance into which I have blundered then I would gladly do so, but, alas, this is not the case, and I therefore must beg your forgiveness for the lack of specifics you will find missing from this note.
Let it be known that I have tried, though failing on many accounts, to be faithful to you. My downfalls can be attributed to excesses of the flesh. It is a sad fact that throughout my lifetime I have never been able to control my appetites though, as I sense death approaching, I have seen, at long last, my folly in its true perspective. My tragedy, if one as insignificant as I can be said to have one, is that the sins for which I am being punished have gained me nothing.
In a word I became a victim of my own lust to the extent that I not only surrendered my body to it but allowed it free reign over my mind. Hence it led me blindly (no, I cannot say �blindly� for had I given reason the courtesy it is due, matters would be different � I shall use foolish); it led me foolishly to the well-deserved edge of my destiny where it has now become the task of others to proceed with my eventuality. The true tragedy (and this will be the last time I shall use that word) is that I am cognizant of my downfall, were it the other way, were it that I had no insight into my sins (in this event as well as others in my past) then I would not be due as much pity as you might be able to spare.
Enough then, I have rambled on, most of it meaningless to you as certain liberties in communication have been stripped from me. Let me say in closing, my sweet, that now, at the end, I realize that it is you I love because I have been given a dying man�s last reward, that of insight into my own soul. My death, though in vain, is deserved; your pity is my shroud.

Until our spirits meet,

I remain your devoted lover and husband,

Steiner

As Suspected
Steiner is dead. It happened last night. Swift and without much noise. Belinski, an audience of one, was there to officiate. Steiner was calm, accepting. He asked that his hands remain free and refused a hood as he knelt. There was no moon and the leaves on the path through the woods muffled any undue attention. Steiner spoke at great lengths of music. Mendelssohn in particular. He recalled his performance of the E Minor Violin Concerto, opus 64 at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. The applause. The encore. Death.

The Aftermath, September 1939
It has begun to rain in Poland. It is a hard rain, one with a rigorous, relentless persistence. At times the westerly wind rises and scatters it in flying shards which knife through the nation. It is the type of rain which, with the aid of time, will fill up all the holes Poland has had to dig and will soon cover the land with a thick brown mud. From now on no Pole can safely tread across an open field without fear of dropping to a watery death in the abyss. All is lost.backplanes and drive control development, not that you care. We�ve sold to Lucent and Cisco Systems in the states

Secure Your Own Oxygen Mask Then Assist Others

I�ve been married for sixteen years. Denise is an educational psychologist for the Burlington, Vermont school district. When we are invited out she�s the center of attraction. People ask her advice about their children. She�s big on programs, especially acronyms that spell out cute words. My son, Joey Stalin, keeps exterminating people. Any suggestions? Get him into PAP (Prevent a Pogrom). They do wonderful work.
My own profession isn�t very exciting, not that I�m in any way jealous of my wife. I design computer programs for television weather forecasters. The next time you watch the news and weather, note the clicker in the meteorologist�s hand. My action graphics and dynamic colors make the next cold front, tornado or hurricane a feast for the eyes. But who the hell cares. It�s too complicated and boring to explain to anyone at a cocktail party. I usually say I�m self-employed and let it go at that. I�d rather stand on the periphery of Denise�s conversational campfire, basking in the glow of human wackiness as she dispenses guidance to the paternally clueless.

We are going out. There is a get-together at the Doblers. They live in Shelburne Falls. Link (short for Lincoln) Dobler is a substance abuse specialist. He�s important, someone Denise thinks she needs to network with. He�s into programs that have several numerical steps. I dislike these affairs. I don�t socialize very well. When I hired Ed Sizemore to help me with a project for Channel 8 way over in Bangor, Denise wanted to ask him and his wife to dinner so we could get to know them better. I said that I really didn�t want to know him better. To which she uttered her famous catch phrase, �I sometimes wonder what I ever saw in you.�

There are twenty or so at the party, mostly couples in the �helping� professions. Denise wades in, air kissing her way through the clinical forest to get to Link Dobler. I eye the catered buffet. It is colorful but non-descript. There is little clue as to what each tidbit is until it�s tasted. Another loner, wearing a bow tie, scuttles over to me. He is Doctor such and such. We debate whether I�m eating a piece of salmon or pimento nestled in cream cheese with a Melba toast base. He�s head of a Montpelier research lab developing drugs like methadone to take the place of crack cocaine so addicts won�t have to steal. He asks what I do. I tell him I�m writing an article for Parade, the Sunday paper magazine supplement, on how to tell Japanese people from Chinese using a five step process. I move on, tossing my salmon (I think) hors d�oeuvre in the trash as I go.

I spot a woman alone seated next to the dining room entrance. She�s balancing a paper plate on her lap which is mounded with too many salad items plus pate. It is impossible to eat hunkered down as she is. Leaning over to take a sip from her wine glass, the small mountain almost topples. She is rather plain looking and overweight. I grab an extra paper plate and go over to her.
She is grateful for my help in off loading some of her food. We start to chat. I�ve been thinking about having an affair. I notice her hair is very thin on the top like a man�s and her teeth seem overly large for her mouth. She asks me what I do and I explain it in very complicated, meteorological terms. I toss in some computer jargon as well. When I get done she says she doesn�t watch the weather because it�s depressing. She�s Link�s sister. Their mother died six months ago. She tried living alone in Ohio but couldn�t take it so Link got her an apartment on Everett Ave over in Winooski. There is a support group nearby for adults who�ve lost their aged parents. I�m asked if my parents are still alive. I tell her I�ll have to ask my wife who keeps track of our relatives and all other household related items. I leave her grappling with little cubes of pistachio- coated goat cheese.

Denise and I have a signal; we pretend to scratch an ear. It means let�s wrap things up and head home. Denise is center-seated on the black leather couch. She is flanked by Dobler and Dr. Bow Tie who has finally found a home. There are five people sitting in a semi-circle using over-sized throw pillows. I meander over and stand behind the group, giving the secret signal to Denise. She ignores me. I squat down behind the arc of disciples, one of whom is Susan Dobler. I�ve been thinking about wife swapping. Susan can�t sit cross-legged like the others because she�s wearing a short skirt, so she is kneeling. She has a broad rear. She probably shouldn�t wear short skirts, but she smells nice. It�s not perfume; just a nice clean, shower soap smell.
Susan teaches second grade and is self-conscious about the job, given the intellectual environment of the folks her husband associates with. If Link and I did swap wives, he�d get the better of the deal because Denise is much prettier than Susan. She�s also jogs and is more intelligent, but it would be interesting to be in bed with Susan just for a change. She leans forward to pick a stray cocktail napkin from the floor, and I see she is wearing plain white underwear with frayed elastic. I catch Denise�s eye once more and give the signal again a bit too obviously. People are looking at us so she asks me if I�d be a darling and get her another glass of wine, pinot noir.
I get up, go over to the bar area and pour her a glass of chardonnay. When I return Link is bemoaning why the people who shouldn�t have kids keep having them. He mentions a certain family in Burlington and everyone, including Denise, chime in with an encounter they�ve had with at least one of the miscreants who evidently spread crime and aberrant behavior like Johnny Appleseed. A bald and heavily bearded man who reeks of born-again Christianity counters the argument by proposing the novel idea that the good lord has a reason for everyone and everything. I hand Dense her drink, look at him and wonder out loud if men and women would have kids if sex were devoid of pleasure. �It seems as if the orgasm is a come on to procreation, like offering the dog a treat to get him into the car for a vet visit. Would people do it at all if the only reason were just to have babies?�
Denise stares at me. Is it because I got her chardonnay which she hates, or that I�m making a complete ass out of myself? �And what�s the deal with sex organs being near all those excretion orifices? What kind of cosmic message does that send?�
Born again bearded guy stands up and faces me as if I were the playground bully. �Are you insinuating that God is a trickster who designed fleshly pleasures as bait just to keep humans reproducing? Do you know the spiritual joy a married man and woman have when they unite as one?�
Again, half the people are looking at me, the others at Denise. I step back over the assembled adherents, and wonder if I should drive home or let Denise behind the wheel. If she drives, her anger might make her lose concentration and sideswipe parked cars. If I drive, it will give her plenty of time to enumerate my many faults. I decide I�m screwed either way so it doesn�t matter who drives. Link is starting another round table discussion topic. I interrupt and explain that my orgasm ideas are not new; in fact, they are from Plato�s The Republic. I�ve never actually read Plato. I�ve just gotten into the habit lately of saying that to deflect criticism, knowing no one will ever bother to check on it.
Denise gets up awkwardly from the deep cushioned couch. There is an intriguing flash of red panties, not that I will ever see more of them this evening. She thanks Link and Susan for the nice time, but she needs to get a certain person home before he has too big of a hangover tomorrow. I want to tell everyone that I�ve been drinking Diet Sprite all evening but quickly realize that, by pretending to be an alcoholic, I can leave early. It�s a fair trade.
We get out to the car and Denise wants me to drive because she�s had some wine and is so angry. We get in. I note that she�s crying.
�I don�t ever ask you for much, do I?�
I start the car but it stalls. I restart it but accidentally turn the key again while the engine�s running. There is a high pitched, grating screech. Denise is resting her elbow on the window. Her right hand covers her eyes as if she were blocking out the sun.
�Just a few visits a month to people who are kind enough to invite us into their homes. And you can�t even act decently for that short amount of time.�
I adjust the rear view mirror and rev the engine slightly because of the damp air. When Denise gets to the part about what she ever saw in me, that�s when I�ll ease out into the street and head for home.
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