











THE TOY

It was a normal day. Well, it was at least what Bertram Cates con-
sidered a normal day, for him. He was seated, as usual, in his large
green understuffed easy chair in front of an oversized wooden desk
covered with his rather unique collection of wind-up toys. These toys
had been occupying eight hours of Bertram's time every day for the
last five years. Yes, a normal day. But for Bertram Cates, retired and
slightly eccentric, a day that would be remembered as no less than a
nightmare.

He started off at nine o’clock on today's eight hour vigil playing with
one of his recently acquired wind-ups; a 4'2'' computerized toy resem-
bling a rather goofy-looking lion standing on two legs. He had picked it
up at one of those dingy little pawn shops on 3rd Street yesterday for
$200. The price was too high and Bertram already had eight other com-
puterized wind-ups, but it was the smallest one he had ever seen. And
what intrigued Bertram most was that the computer was entirely
enclosed in the 1"’ head. This meant the body contained only the walk-
ing and arm mechanisms. All of the other Computoy wind-ups needed
most of the body to contain these miniaturized computers and were no
smaller than ten inches.

As Bertram started to wind this fascinating Computoy, he thought
back to what the proprietor of the pawn shop had said about there not
being any record of where the toy had been nor any patent number ever
having been filed with the World Patent Office.

"'Rumor has it,”’ said the proprietor, cunningly serious, ‘‘this toy is
from another world."”’

"'Preposterous!’’ said Bertram as he stormed out of the shop, furious
at himself for even having stopped there. ‘'Scientists haven’t dis-
covered life on any of the planets in the galaxy,’”” he mumbled to him-
self as he boarded the monorail that took him back to his fifty-six story
retirement complex on 184th Street.

Bertram continued to wind the toy as he thought about why he
enjoyed wind-up toys so much. He figured it was because they can’t
harm you or talk back to you like most people. And it reminded him of
a play he had once seen by William Saroyan in which the lead character
said to the bartender, ''Nick, this is a toy. A contraption devised, by
the cunning of man, to drive grief, or boredom, or anger out of children.
A noble gadget...Delightful! Tragic, but delightful.”’1 Bertram under-
stood why he called them delightful but never could comprehend why
the character found them tragic. '‘Toys,’’ he thought, '‘are definitely
delightful!”’

When Bertram finally awakened from his daydreaming he realized
he had been winding this toy for over twenty minutes! It was twenty-
two minutes exactly, according to his electronic stopwatch that he
always set when winding a new toy for the first time.

‘*"What an amazing mainspring this Computoy must have,’’ Bertram
said to himself. ''‘No wind-up ever made could wind for longer than
5%z minutes!’’

As he set the toy down on the desk and released the winding screw,

1 Saroyan, William, The Time of Your Life, Samuel French, New York
1941.
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his curiousity increased as the goofy-looking lion began to move.
It walked, or rather wobbled, across the desk at a speed that Bertram
estimated to be about fifteen inches per minute. This was rather slow
for a Computoy, but Bertram reasoned the awkwardness was due to its
bulky 1’ {feet.

The toy walked around in an exact figure-eight for about five min-
utes. Then, without warning, just stopped. It was facing front with its
eyes tightly closed as though it were asleep and its jaws clamped shut
in a very determined frown. Again this shaggy-maned lion waddled
forward for another thirty seconds or so, turned to the right, then
stopped. As Bertram viewed this crazy lion, a feeling of pride began to
seep into his mind and body. Of course Bertram knew that all com-
puterized toys, as opposed to pure mechanical wind-ups, take much
longer to wind down depending on the variations of stops and starts
programmed into the memory bank. ‘“‘But this particular one,’’
thought Bertram, "'might take an hour or more to run out. This is truly
a one-of-a-kind Computoy!"’

Bertram's enjoyment of this toy began to dwindle after he had waited
a full sixteen minutes for it to move again. The lion just stood facing
the right wall, arms at its side, with only its short, curly tail moving
hypnotically from side to side. Bertram decided to play with another
wind-up until this stupid lion reactivated itself.

He picked up a small old fashioned wind-up go-cart and a mechanic
with a tool box. He made the mechanic jack up the go-cart and f{ix a
flat. Although Bertram had done this at least a hundred times in the
last five years, he just couldn’t make up a new and more interesting
game for his wind-ups. This meek, {ifty-two-year old’s mind was still
occupied wondering what the hell that miniature Computoy would do
next.

Just as Bertram was about to push the lion aside for awhile, the tiny
bow fastened to the lion’s mane began to glow a bright red. At that
instant its head twisted around precisely 90 degrees and just as
suddenly opened its eyes and-stared directly at Bertram. A slight chill
overcame Bertram as those two beady little pupils gleamed with an
eerie yellowish hue. Then the lion broke into a wide, evil-looking
smile revealing a full set of teeth and a large menacing fang at each
corner of its mouth.

Bertram was astonished! For it seemed as though the lion could see
his every thought as they glowered at each other for over a minute.

‘"Not possible!’” Bertram said as the lion now began waddling
persistently around the desk. Nevertheless, this strange creation was
acting as if it were more than just a toy.

The lion was now facing forward again and began a slow excursion
over the top of the desk. It just kept bumping into other wind-ups,
knocking some of them over with its left arm. Bertram soon began to
realize that he was no longer observing purposeless movement and
accidental stumblings. This toy was deliberately upsetting his collec-
tion into a confused and disorderly conglomerate of wind-ups.

After an excruciatingly long five minutes of observing this maniacal
toy in action, Bertram panicked a bit as the lion halted, turned around,
and again glared at him. At this moment a painful thought pervaded
Bertram’s mind. He almost believed that this 4%2'' toy feline was
angry. Humanly and savagely angry!

“'Idon't like this game,’’ shouted Bertram. ''I don't like this game
at all!”’

Bertram sat perfectly still, breathing at least three times faster than
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normal as his eyes surveyed a desk in complete chaos. He now noticed
the uncanny part of this incredible (game?). The only wind-ups left
intact were a fire engine, a tin soldier, a dancing bear, a horse, a train,
an acrobat, a ferris wheel, and Bertram’s favorite Computoy, a 14"
Gargoyle. His collection of eight Computoys were the only toys still
standing.

Now the most bizarre and terrifying occurrence in Bertram Cates life
began to take place. All at once, the fire engine siren started wailing,
the soldier began marching and the bear began dancing wildly. The
horse startted prancing, the train chugged, and the ferris wheel began
turning abnormally fast. The acrobat started tumbling with a ferror
that Bertram had never seen before, and the gargoyle, wings spread,
began flying in a circular pattern less than a foot above Bertram'’s head.

"‘But I haven’t wound you up!’’ Bertram screamed as this shocking
spectacle held him in complete awe.

""You're only a toy!"’

As though the lion had heard this, it raised both arms above its head
and then lowered them, pointing directly at Bertram. All eight Compu-
toys began moving towards the figure which was now immobilized in
the large green chair. The ferris wheel rolled off of its stand, the horse
galloped harder than ever, and that ugly bi-horned Gargoyle started
flying closer and closer to Bertram, occasionally brushing against his
bald head with its large 12"’ wings.

Bertram’s heart was now beating faster than ever. His eyes re-
mained glued to the 4'2'’ monster heading straight for him followed by
eight unstoppable Computoy wind-ups closing in on him fast. The lion
kept advancing, wearing that same churlish grin while slowly opening
and closing its jaws hungrily every few seconds.

Bertram’s heart pounded relentlessly, his pulse was racing and his
mind was whirling in a sea of unceasing terror. His arms started
flailing uncontrollably in every direction as his heartbeat echoed
deafeningly in his chest. Suddently his entire body shook in spasm
after spasm as he bellowed almost incoherently with his last ounce of
breath, '"You're only a toy, you're only a toy, you're only..a toy...
you'reonly a...You're..on..ly..a...toy...!"’

"I don’t understand it. Father has never had heart trouble in his
life,”” young Julie Cates said as she walked through the Touch-Sensor
doors leading to the lobby of the Central Cremation Bureau.

‘“*When was the last time you saw him?’’ asked Dr. Martin as he
reached into the large left pocket of his long white smock.

""Over five years ago just after he retired,’’ said Julie, somewhat
ashamed.

‘*Well, people do tend to get older when they feel they've outlived
their usefulness.”” Dr. Martin said as he withdrew an object from his
pocket. ''By the way, I found this clutched in you father’s hand.
Maybe your little five-year-old would like it."’

When Julie climbed into the small cockpit of her Air-Copter, she
immediately looked at the object still in her hand. As she examined the
miniature wind-up toy, she noticed the bottom of the little animal’s left
foot. There was no usual Wind-Up Corp. or Computoy insignia. Only
an unusual inscription engraved in the metal. She puzzled over the
inscription as she read out loud, 'For Children Only."’

- Fred W. Feldt
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Grandmother

Her head of wound braids,

Now muted black, props heavily

On a child-soft, red-tinted hand,
Solidly wrinkled

By the endless washing of clothes.
Eyes that appear lashless, are closed
To the yellow light

Of her kitchen. Before morning
Haze crystallizes, she ends her
daydream, then sighless,

Rises, her thumb from long habit
Twists her wedding band as she calls
To wake the others.

- Debbie Hammond
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Mama

Daddy it smells like fall
The leaves are red and gold
and they are torn
from the trees
(I want to go back home)
Do you remember?
She bent and stained the patio wood
and she made me breakfast
and kissed me good night
(She tucked me in bed)
Daddy it feels like winter
The thermometer out the window
was too covered with ice
for anyone to read it
(And everyone was cold)
The winter was long
And my throat hurt
when my feet got wet
and my hands were cold
(Where is she?)
Daddy it ended in winter
She turned to a naked tree
with cold ice hanging
Idon’t know where she is
(And I want to go home I want to go home I want to go home)

- Karen Belove
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THE WINGS

T'was pretty late at night, I'd say, 'least bout ten, eleven o’clock, the sun was
long down and I was getting snug in bed, me an the fat tabby, when somebody
came a-pecking at my door. Well, I drug on my old pink coat an shuffled to the door
an who should be standing there but my down the road neighbor, Bill Meker.

‘‘Ada,’’ said he, '‘Ada--you gotta come down to the farm, I got sumpin to show
you that you jest ain’t gonna believe!”’

Now Bill an me’s jest good ‘ol friends and mebbe if we was a-courting I would be
a little more enthused bout arising all unholy hours of the night, but being as we
was jest good ol’ friends all I could say was, ''‘Okay Bill, but I want you to know
whatever in thunderation this thing is, it better be good.’”” An I repeated that a
few more times on the way down to let him know I meant it.

His farm t'aint more than a couple o’ strides down the road but Bill had to run
them all ‘cause he was so all-fired excited. He brung me to the ol’ barn where
he used to keep three cows (Betsy, Laura, and Emile). He didn’t keep them there
anymore 'cause one day a bolt of lightening put a hole in the roof and he had to
build them a new barn so they wouldn’t get rained on. Anyhow, there we was at
the ol’ barn and Bill says to me look inside.

‘'"What do you mean by that? Everybody in Hukersville knows you ain’t got
nothing in there but a big, black hole,’’ I delcared.

He grinned, then he shrugged with both hands in his pockets, then he tells me
look anyhow.

What could I do? I figured mebbe he was hiding sumpin secret in there, little of
his special corn whiskey moonshine mebbe, and he wanted to share it with me.
I opened the latch and pulled the doors open an--lo and behold--such a creation 1
never did see! T’'was a great big, shiny thing like one o' thum contraptions from
outer space. I was so flustered I couldn’t help gasping and letting out a tiny holler.

“"Hush now!’'’ Bill said, real soft-like under his breath, ''You’'ll waken the whole
town! This is something to be kept strictly under wraps -- you understand?’’

I nodded but that thing in the barn had me all in a flap and I was too flustrated
to say a word.

Seeing my condition, Bill took a match from his pocket and lit a candle. '‘Ada
don’t worry now, ain’t nothing in there that kin hurt you. Come on’’ He offered
me the crook of his arm and fortunately I knowed that Bill Mekers was an honorable
man so [ took it an we went inside.

Well, from in there I got a much better sight of what it was that had startled me.
T'wasn’t quite as frightsome up close but I still wasn’t sure as to what it was. The
thing was near bout nine feet length-wise, three feet width-wise an. sloped sorty
upward at the middle. T’'was flat and curvy ‘long the edges an on the bottom was
three pant-belts. Ileant over to get a closer look and -- what a wonder-for-hogs--I
never did see so many beer tabs in my entire life, why there must have been at
least six thousand or so, all hooked together!

“'"Why Bill Mekers!’’ said I, ''Did you make this all on your lonesome?’’

"“Yup.’' He grinned like a Chesire cat, "'l hooked together each and every piece
you see right there before your eyes.”’

""Well Bill, you have got me plumb flabbergasted, I must confess I never would
have believed you had such talent. But tell me -- what is it?"’

"Why can’t you tell? It's a pair o’ flying wings!"’

Course I didn’t understand what in tarnation he meant by that an I tol’ him so
right off. But all he did was pull the big silvery thing out the door and walk up to
the side of his house. Then he turned to me and he said, ''I’ll show you.’”’ An he
climbed up on to his winder shutters. :

Well, I was not atall sure I was gonna like what he was planning to do, ‘specially
atter I saw him swing up on top of his roof. But I jest keeped quiet and didn’t make
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a sound, ‘cept sometimes telling him to be careful. Then I saw him start buckling
the dadburn thing to his arms and ‘round his middle, then I started saying things a
little louder, like, **What on earth are you planning to do Bill Meker?’’

An he answered with jest what I was afraid he was gonna answer with, he says,
"'I'm gonna fly Ada!"’

I started to get mighty nervous and I called back, '‘If that means you're gonna
jump off the roof, you don’t have to show me! I already know what’ll happen!”’

He jest sniggered an tol’ me not to worry. Then he started to flap his arms, real
graceful-like, an’ all those beer tabs fell right into place an’ they slid an’ clinked
together perfect, the way the scales on a fish do when he's swimming. Well I was
down there oohing an’ ahhing an’ all taken aback. He looked so purty I do believe
all the field crickets quit screeching an’ the bullfrogs over in Maydin's Pond
stopped their shivereeing just to watch Bill up there flapping in the night air.

T’'was a calm night. Not barely a sigh of wind but Bill waited up there ‘til a teeny
gust puffed along. Then he really started waving those arms, he took a step and--
heavens and earth--there he went up into the wild night yonder! Right up into the
sky like any natural-born eagle!

Well that just sent my heart palpitating all over the place. I{elt my head start to
swim and swoon so I just had to set down. Oh but he was an eyeful! With the
moonlight glinting off each metal tab he was so elegant he reminded me of one o’
thum peacock birds. He glided round the farm a few times, then up and down the
road, past all the houses an farms, then up and down the road, past all the houses
an farms, then he came back putting out his feet and bringing up with a round turn.

Iclapped an I fawed an I whooped an | raised a big gewgaw. Bill near bout had a
fit though, hushing me an telling me to keep quiet. ‘'Dawg it! Don’t go yawling yer
head off,’’ he said.

“‘Boy, that is mighty irregular Bill,"’ said I, ''Yes, mighty irregular. Where the
world you ever learn to build things like that?"’ -

He was real tickled getting such compliments an he tol’ me bout how he studied
the bones from his dead farm hens. He said he looked thum skeltons over real.fine
and soon’s he learned how thum squawkers were put together he started making
his beer tab wings. He showed me the layers of metal he done made and tried to
'splain how t'was shaped right like wings. Sho, I didn’t git much o’ what he was
saying but thum wings was a-holding my eyes. I eventouched one wing--Lordy--my
but it was colder than porch-ice! It reminded me of the time I rode on a new steel-
built tractor, the way the wheel’s cold an its shaking got into me an gave me such an
everlasting wonderous feeling.

Well, Bill drug those wings into the barn then he asked, '‘Tomorry night, mebbe
you wanting to go flying fer yourself?’’

I thought bout it fo’ a sec, but, ah dang, nah, t'wasn’t the same as bouncing a
tractor. Least a tractor’s got all four feet on the ground. Course I didn't want him
to think I was yeller so I said, *'No thank you Bill, mighty decent of you to offer but
Idon't believe that sort of ruckus is ‘fitting to a lady, y'know?’’

He understood so he walked me home an tol’ me to come ‘round agin tomorry
night if ] wanted to watch.

Isaid, ''Sho’ do!"’ So we shook hands on my porch and went our separate ways.

Next day I didn’t say not one word to no one bout last night. I knowed there’s
jest no telling what folks ‘'round here would do if they found out Bill Mekers could
fly. Then that night I went out to watch Bill, and not only that night but the next
and the next and the next! Thum wings had me spellbinded and Bill was getting so
he could do somersets and all sorts of odd tricks up in the air. I bin seeing him fo’,
oh, nigh on to two weeks and Bill and me was getting sorty close, y'know, holding
hands an such, course only in the night otherwise the people’d start to talk.

Things were getting mighty rosy for Bill and I. We was starting to talk bout
building more wings, mebbe selling them, mebbe even going into business, an all
such. T'was all but talk naturally, but such talking was not hard to take. Then one
night it all changed. What happened was it was right late out, an the rain had
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started to come down considerable hard. We both took one gander at the weather
and Bill left the wings in the barn. We decided to sit inside and chew the cud
awhile instead. Well, we hadn’t bin inside fer but a minite when there came an
almighty loud knocking at the door. I looked out the winder and if I hadn't of
knowed better, I'd of sworn there was a lynching mob standing out there. Bill
hustled to the door as soon’s he oped it Jim Jones, David Locke and a whole bunch
of other guys from all the neighborhood farms came busting in.

Says Jim Jones (he looks nervous, but he said it real nice-like,) '‘Now Bill we
knows you is a good person an all that, but there bin some peculiar carrying-ons
bout your place lately an me an the boys come to sorty investigate.’’

Well I could surely tell they weren’t coming fer no cup of tea, they all had with
thum their deer rifles an such. Now I don’t know much bout thum things but I kin
usually tell when folks is planning to use thum an right then I knowed they was
looking fer sumpin to shoot full o' holes.

After Jim said that Bill scritched his head--sorty confused-like and he said,
“*Well Jim, why don’t you jest tell me what zactly y'all’s looking fer and mebbe 1
kin help you find it."’

Then David Locke (he’s a real smarty, he is) said, ''Mekers I kin tell you right off
zactly what we’s looking fer. Zactly, we want whatever t'is you got hid in yer
ol’ barn!"’

Bill’s face went a little white and I knowed mine was a little whiter. Then Bill
said, ''Why Dave, I'm certain I don’t know what yer talking bout!"’

A couple o' the other men looked in a pucker when Bill said that Dave Locke
wasn't feazed atall, stead he was even louder, ''Oh, don’t gimme that!’’ he holl-
ered, ''Sumpin’s bin scaring our chickens at night an we aim to find out what it is."’
"'But Dave-"'

‘'Please Bill,’’ said Jim Jones, ‘'we knows you got sumpin in there so if you don’t
open that old barn door we is jest gonna havta break it down ourselves."’

Well, poor Bill locked at me an I jest shrugged--what could we do? So we all went
traipsing out in all that mud and rain an such 'til we come to the door. Then all the
men moved back bout ten paces, squatted and squinted their guns like they was
about to shoot geese; Lord only knows what they was expecting. One feller even
said that I might want to be a-turning my head, ‘cause he didn’t 'spect the scene to
be a purty one.

*'No thank you suh, I imagine I got more stomach than any of you!"’ said I, try-
ing to make them feel ashamed. Ireckon none heard me though, what with all their
blood rushing to their heads; they were in such a sweat over what was behind that
barn door that t'was plain funny jest to see thum.

Bill sighed then he yanked open the door and stepped out of the way real quick.
Fo' jest a sec I seed the light from one man’s lantern reflect off thum wings and
make thum beautiful fo’ a flistening moment, then some man hollered, ‘'It's a
dragon!’’

Another yelled, ''It's a monster!"’

Then David Locke hollered, ''Kill the dadblame thing! Fire!"’

They pumped so much lead into Bill’s poor ol’ barn that when the air cleared the
only thing left standing was a few pieces of the wood frame an three singed beer
tabs. After that the men shook hands with Bill and tol’ him he was a good sport.
David Locke said next time he caught Bill hiding monsters they wouldn’t be so easy
on him, an Jim Jones said, ''No hard feelings--right Bill?"’

Then they left and Bill stood there all alone, ‘cept fo' me an even with me there
he seemed alone. He stood right where his barn used to be, the ground was still
curling smoke from their fire fan he picked up a beer tab an put it on his pointer-
finger.

Asked I, 'Are you gonna build another?”’

He answered, ‘'Nah, [ think I'll go back to farming.”’

An now Bill an me is jest good ol’ friends agin.

A\

- Diana Abu Jaber
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| The intensity |

The intensity

in the stillness

of the bedroom air,
like the tremor

before the quake,

the rustle

before the wind.
Outstretched and laid
upon the soft and sagging
altar.

No service

more cermonious

or song

better put to the tunes
of strident,

rasping notes.

And then the final lull
of rushing applause.

- Rich Rombach
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