3

William Bernhardt
 
Deck Party
 
 The woman in the billowy black dress loudly
says she will sit by herself so
as not to bother anyone.
 
It is her way of asking to be invited to join
their little conversation group.
She will not be invited.
She is too broad, too other
and she is not married so
she will sit alone, occasionally
exchanging words with the handful of other women
who have lost their husbands
or never had them.
 
The young woman has been accepted.
The other wives were reluctant, and
remain guarded, but the husbands
have warmly embraced her, as does her spouse
who is at least thirty-five years her senior.
They are more forgiving, or perhaps
she represents something to them
a spark they do not want to relinquish
or fear has been extinguished.
 
“Ford is up two-and-a-half points,” remarks Fred of Chicago
obviously uncomfortable with so much free time.
“I never gamble,” replies Linda, who is celebrating a birthday
at least fifteen years younger that her actual one.
“Who will get sick next?” frets Pamela.
“The weak ones,” Fred answers, adding 
“Bank of America is down a half
and the Cubs lost.”
 
The conversation inevitably drifts to better days
the Golden Age
which always seems to be when they were in their teens
or perhaps twenties.
The good war.
Proper rules of courtship.
Hard work, lower taxes.
Wives at home, vacuuming in pearls.
 
“I think women are better off now than they ever have been.”
 
She is met with silence.
Her husband stirs, shifting his weight, and she realizes 
she has endangered her tenuously extended membership.
 
“I might vacuum more,” she adds, quietly, “if I had a better string of pearls, Frank.”
 
She laughs, and the men laugh with her
because they know that in truth,
that is what all this hugger-mugger comes down to.
She has saved herself
by becoming what she hates most.


 
“What Happened While I Was Away?”
 
 No matter how long I’ve been gone
or what occurred in the interim
the answer is always the same:
“Nothing much.”
 
Just once I would like to hear:
 
“It was a good time for us, Father.
We missed you, but the absence 
of a paternal influence forced us to dig
deeper within ourselves and to attain a
level of self-realization I would not
have thought possible during my previous
five years of life.”
 
or
 
“The babysitter went mad and 
attacked Harry with a butcher knife.  
He tackled her like a linebacker and
knocked her to the floor, while Alice
used shambitzu--the deadliest of the martial arts--
to subdue her.  Ralph called 911.”
 
or perhaps
 
“All day I felt a certain electricity in the
air, a portent that something of great
moment soon would occur.  Then all at once
there was a crackling of thunder, the sky
was riven, and a radiant column of light
descended from the heavens.  A voice
speaking in all languages announced that
the End of Days was upon us, divine wisdom
would be granted to all mankind, and the secret
of eternal peace would be revealed. 
It involves ice cream.”
 
But instead, their attention
already wandering, they simply say:
“Nothing much.  How was your trip?”
 
“Fine.”
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