








When do polar bears give up?

When do they realize there’s no other ice floe?

Do they swim calmly, as they’ve done forever,

Feeling fish nearby, the smoothness of seals,

The movement of water making way for their feet,

Claws unavailing, nothing to grip?

Do they think they have misplaced their destinations,

Direction okay but distance now different,

Removed from their moving, far farther away?

Do they hope, just a flicker in polar bear minds,

It should be here somewhere, just as before?

Do they tire, float sometimes, buoyed by their memories

Of fish in abundance, of warm hibernations,

Of loping through whiteness, of hesitant suns?

When there’s no end, do they end it,

Despair and give over?

Do they plunge down in anger

Seek solace in darkness, exhausting last breaths?

When do they do it, how long do they last?

How long will we watch them running fast, running fast?
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Polar Bears
by Elanor Reiter
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the press where rubber rollers spread a thin

coat of printer’s ink over them just before a

manually-fed piece of paper was forced against

the type to form the printed image. After the

printer completed the job, he faced the tedious

task of returning loose type to proper places in

the type case. It soon became clear why Rev.

Speer encouraged my interest in printing — he

wanted me to learn how to return type to the

type cases. That was a job for a printer’s devil,

or an apprentice. But before I could return type

to the cases, I would have to learn the layout of

a case.

A type case was a flat drawer measuring

about 30x40 inches partitioned into fifty or

more open compartments of unequal size. Each

pigeon hole contained one kind of type — an

upper case or lower case letter, a number, or a

symbol. The holes were of different sizes, larger

ones for letters occurring most frequently such

as Es and very small compartments for rarely

used letters such as Js. And they were located in

accordance with frequency of use, not in an A,

B, and C order. Frequently-used letters were

centrally located, letters used less, farther away.

Because there was no identification on the

compartments, one had to memorize where

each letter belonged. I think Rev. Speer rea-

soned that since I quickly learned Bible facts, I

could easily learn the layout of a type case.

The learning process consisted of placing

small pieces of paper with the letters written

thereon in each compartment and memorizing

their locations. My mother was a bit perplexed

when I lugged home an empty type case for

practice, but she did not object since it was the

work of the Lord, or at least the work of

the preacher.

They say once printer’s ink gets into your

blood, it stays there for life. Maybe that’s an

overstatement but later I did become editor of

my high school paper, the High School Life.

The Life had a full-sized front page, just like

the big city papers from Chicago and St. Louis,

popular in town. There was one difference

though: no story was continued to an inside

page — all stories that started on the front

page finished on the front page. There were no

inside pages; the back of page one was blank

and frequently used for note taking or lining

the bottom of a bird cage.

The fun of editing the school paper ended

when the Army called, ran me through basic

training and shipped me off to Europe to

engage the enemy. By the time I returned two

years had gone by, and I was eager to start col-

lege on the G.I. Bill, maybe become a newspa-

per reporter. After hugging my parents and

tossing my ruptured duck into a drawer, I

wanted to visit Rev. Speer and the print shop

behind the church where I had worked as a

printer’s devil. It was then that I learned he was

no longer in town. He had left unexpectedly

one day, left for good, left with one of the

pretty ladies in the choir. It was rumored that

he was somewhere in Missouri working as a

printer, maybe as a printer’s devil. Despite what

some said, I liked Rev. Speer, a friendly man

with a twinkle in his eye, fire and brimstone in

his sermons, and printer’s ink in his blood.
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When I was in high school a smooth-talk-

ing preacher got me interested in printing. At

that time printing was done much the same as

it was when Gutenberg invented movable type

500 years ago. Cold type was set by hand for

some small applications, and hot type, set

with a Linotype typesetting machine, was

used for large printing jobs.

The preacher, Rev. S.L. Speer, a former

itinerant printer from Missouri, was tall,

charismatic and handsome, with slicked-back,

coal-black hair and a round face that smiled

easily. Soon after Rev. Speer became minister

of the First Baptist Church, the congregation

discovered he had many talents. He was a

cracker jack preacher whose sermons held

everyone’s attention because of a gifted deliv-

ery and skillful use of parables and similes.

His sermons could transport you to heaven or

hell in no time at all and probably could have

taken you to purgatory if Baptist doctrine had

included that concept. He once described hell

as a place of fire and brimstone where a con-

veyor belt fed a blast furnace with one unre-

pentant sinner after another. No one slept

through Rev. Speer’s sermons, except Mr.

Hutchins, who was in his nineties and always

nodding off.

Rev. Speer’s musical talent made him a

natural leader of the choir. His clear tenor

rose above all and ended each hymn with a

resounding “Amen.” His handsome demeanor

and outgoing personality attracted a number

of ladies to sing in the choir, ladies with fine

voices and pretty faces.

In an effort to interest young people in

church activities and to teach them about the

Bible, Rev. Speer organized an after-school

Bible Study Group. The incentive to attend

was a handsome, leather-bound Bible awarded

to the student who learned the most. It

sounded kind of interesting, so I signed up.

Rev. Speer was an enthusiastic teacher, and I

learned a lot, learned enough to win the

handsome, leather-bound Bible at the end of

the course. During the study sessions I think

Rev. Speer pegged me as someone who would

make a good printer’s devil.

Soon after Rev. Speer came to town, he

built a small, white frame shed behind the

church. Everyone wondered why. A short time

after the Bible course ended, I asked him

about it. He not only gave me an answer, he

gave me a guided tour. The shed contained a

small but well-equipped printing shop com-

plete with two letter presses, numerous type

cases with many fonts of cold type, plus all

the tools and equipment needed to print any-

thing from business cards to church bulletins.

In order to print with loose type, the

printer pulled a type case from its cabinet,

picked out each letter by hand and placed it

into a metal type holder to form words. Then

the lines of type were locked into a chase in
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Printer’s Devil
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You’re walking out of Joe’s Bar

on the corner of Addison and Broadway

and it’s before noon

though it really doesn’t matter

what time it is

except that gives it an extra zing

you know – makes it exciting

because it’s daring

to drink before noon

unless you’re an alcoholic

which you’re not.

You’re with a guy –

an older guy –

who was sitting there

at the bar

drinking with a straw

for God’s sake

when you came in.

He wants to go to his place

which he says is

only a block away.

You hand him your briefcase

while you fix your coat

so it won’t fall off

your shoulders

because with the cast

your arm doesn’t fit in the sleeve

and it’s still cold

really cold for this time of year.

So you’re walking down Broadway

and you say, “’Sgonna snow”

and he says, “Yup.”

You start thinking about the guy –

you’re both of an age

where once you didn’t talk

about the way you felt

about the people

you had feelings for.
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Before Noon
by Fran Markwardt

Now it’s okay

and people give money

millions they say –

for God’s sake –

to organizations

that promote gay marriage

which takes a while

to get used to

and you don’t talk about it

because you’re of the age

where you still don’t talk

about how you feel

about the people

you have feelings for

and while you’re thinking

he says, “It’s here.”

89The Journal, Volume 17 • Osher Lifelong Learning Institute at Northwestern University



91The Journal, Volume 17 • Osher Lifelong Learning Institute at Northwestern University90

Condo Balcony
Arthur T. Altman, M.D.

Traditional color photo

Evanston, Illinois

Arthur Altman, M.D., a retired dermatologist, is now an amateur writer,
photographer and sculptor. He is a volunteer at the Chicago Botanic Garden

and a new resident of Evanston.

Summer Lightning
Fred Fulmer

Traditional color photo

Taken from a Chicago highrise window

Fred Fulmer worked for Ohio Bell, AT&T, Ameritech and Belgacom.
Retirement now provides time for fishing, reading, photography, travel,

cooking, exercise, trekking and OLLI!



The voicemail, the third this week, res-

onated desperation, “Hey, Justin, this is Tom

again. I really need your help, buddy. Guess

I’ll keep calling ‘til I catch you.” Justin’s hand

trembled, and a small bead of sweat formed

on his forehead. Though ten years had passed,

the sound of his college roommate resurrected

memories of Justin’s sins, grievous, grievous

sins which Tom had witnessed.

Why should I help you? There’s no free

lunch, pal. Out of sight, out of mind.

Nodding in agreement with himself, Justin,

face brimming with lather, returned to his

bathroom.

There he guided a straight razor from his

dimpled chin to below his protruding Adam’s

apple, removing a four-inch swath of lather.

Deftly he flicked the foam into the water pud-

dled in the sink. For Justin shaving was sereni-

ty. The sensual feel of steel gliding over taut

skin, the faint hiss as whiskers were decapitat-

ed, the red hue where the blade had passed,

the absence of corporate stress – here was a

man contemplating the aesthetics of happi-

ness. As he completed the ritual, Justin antici-

pated the pleasant warmth of water splashing

away residue and the tang and spicy scent of

lotion. But then the phone rang.

“Abby, would you get that?!” He turned

his round face and fatty torso toward the

closed bathroom door. “Shit! I cut myself!”

The ringing continued. Louder now, “Abby!”

By the fourth ring, Justin remembered that

Abby was driving the kids to school. Wadding

a clump of toilet paper against his neck

wound, Justin, his face freckled with spots of

white, dashed into the kitchen, stubbing his

toe against a chair leg.

“Yeah?”

“Thorny?” Three seconds of silence.

“C’mon, Thorny, say something.” The voice

reeked of old age and weariness.

Even though he knew the answer, Justin

asked, “Who is this?”

“It’s Tom. Good ol’ Tom. The guy who

helped you pass English and history and your

perpetual designated driver.” Tom laughed.

“Talk about the good old days. Sure hope

you’re makin’ those AA meetings. Didn’t you

get my messages?”

“No, I’ve been out of town. Just got in as

a matter of fact. Why the hell are you callin’

at eight in the morning? Strip club just closed

where you are?” Justin looked at the caller ID:

a number he didn’t recognize and the word

Mother’s. He was right, a strip club.

“I happen to be in your fair city on busi-

ness and thought I’d give you a call. Hoped a

busy, important man like you could spare a

few minutes for coffee with an old friend and

father confessor. I assume you became the

world’s best accountant.”
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Leverage
by Glen Phillips

Justin frowned. “I don’t know, Tom. You

caught me at a bad time. Got a lot of things to

catch up on. How about a rain check? I’ll call

you sometime next week.”

“For Chrissake, Thorny, it took me

forever to get to you. What’s the big deal about

coffee with an old friend? I’m not good enough

for you?”

Two days later, while Abby took the kids to

Sunday mass, Justin drove to Tom’s motel, a

green-painted cinderblock reminiscent

of the off-campus housing they had once

shared. He honked twice, no need to come

to his unit Tom had said. Then, annoyed by

the lack of immediate response, he honked

again. An opossum wearing an orange baseball

cap, a gray, hooded sweatshirt, and faded jeans

scurried from the second floor toward his

car. Carjacker, Justin thought, and locked

the doors.

The feral, whiskered face pressed against

the passenger-side window twitched side

to side. One claw-like hand rapped the glass

while the other pulled the door handle.

“C’mon, Thorny, open the goddam door.

I’m hungry.”

Justin, stunned, opened a rear window and,

then, realizing his mistake, took the time to

press the correct button. Tom jumped into the

car, slammed the door, and said, “Let’s go. Take

a right outta the parking lot. There’s a place

called Mother’s about a mile on your left.

Food’s OK, and there’s plenty of it.”

One hand locked on the steering wheel, the

other hovering over the shift, Justin said, “Shit,

Tom, I thought you were some kook. What the

hell happened to you? Not exactly dressed in

your Sunday best, I hope.”

Tom turned, stared at Justin’s balding head,

glasses, and thin lips, and rapped his fingers on

the dashboard. “Can we just get movin’? I’ll

explain after my belly’s full.”

Ten minutes later they were seated in

a booth overlooking the parking lot, each

with a cup of coffee served without asking

by Maggie, also known as Mother. The diner

was populated with regulars, all eating the same

dish they had every Sunday. Mother, perpetual-

ly grinning, was hostess, waitress, and neigh-

borhood confidante; her brother, Andy,

cooked.

Returning to their booth, Maggie said,

“Mornin’, Tom. Same as always?” Tom nodded.

“What’ll you have, mister?” Maggie had spent

much of her life waitressing truckers and

hunters and had adopted the ways and words

of the road. A Harley logo was tattooed on her

right bicep. Having the height, width, and

weight of a defensive lineman gave Mother an

intimidating stage presence; and Mother was

always on stage. A black hairnet, purple-shad-

owed eyes, bright red lips pushing against puffy

jowls, and a tight-fitting white uniform with

two top buttons undone by pressure from

abundant breasts drew attention but never

applause.

Justin hadn’t looked at the menu but

assumed this place probably wouldn’t serve

crepes or omelets made from free range eggs.

“Same for me. And more decaf, please.”
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about my wife, house, and kids? I never said

anything about them.”

Tom grinned. “The other day, after we

talked, Mother drove me out to your place; got

the address from the phone book. Just had to

see where you lived, and your wife and kids

happened to be out front. You did alright for

yourself, Thorny. I couldn’t afford the price of

your front door, and that’s a fine, fine woman,

and those kids look angelic. ‘Course you can

never tell with kids; sometimes they grow up to

be real devils. I was goin’ to stop and chat but

figured that lookin’ like I do might cause prob-

lems. I can say hello some other time.”

Gray clouds gathered on a distant horizon,

silence swept through a faraway forest, the air

smelled of rain in a foreign land, and in this

diner, this speck of inconsequence, Justin’s ani-

mal instincts sensed an impending storm. “Uh,

huh. Well, yeah, it’s probably a good thing you

didn’t stop.”

“How you boys doin’? Everything alright?”

Maggie loomed over them. “Food’ll be here in

just a minute.” Turning to Justin, she added,

“Tom here is one of my best customers; just

like me, fat and happy. Ain’t that right, Tom?”

“Absolutely, Mother. Couldn’t be happier.”

As Maggie walked away, Tom whispered loud

enough for Maggie to hear, “She saved me,

Thorny, saved me when I was near dead. I owe

her, I owe her big time.”

Justin paused then spoke as to a child.

“Tom, her name is Maggie, not Mother, and

she’s a waitress in a greasy spoon. Back in col-

lege, we wouldn’t have eaten here if we were

blind drunk. What’s going on, Tom? What’s

happened to you? I have to be blunt; you smell

and look like shit.”

Tom pulled at his nose and then wiped his

hand down across his mouth. “Funny thing

about my life, Thorny, there wasn’t a wall I did-

n’t hit my head against. After awhile I didn’t

even feel the pain.” He looked at the ceiling

and talked to the overhead fan.

“After graduation I got a job with a big

construction company. Guy who owned it was

connected, so we always had a state or local

government project to work on, usually roads,

but sometimes bridges and drainage tunnels.

Started makin’ and spendin’ serious money.

Bought a Jag during my first year, actually

bought a tuxedo for political dinners. ‘Course I

knew I had to get a state civil engineer certifi-

cate and that meant taking more classes. Well, I

did, but I couldn’t pass the goddam test. Tried

three times, once a year for three years, but no

luck. So they let me go, and I began to drift

from one mediocre job to another. Too much

knowledge, too little sense of what to do with

it. Not like you, Thorny – eye on the target,

always moving forward, no mistakes. No, no,

not like you at all.”

Justin looked at the table and shifted his

legs back and forth. He grunted as if swallow-

ing something sour. He saw Gloria’s frightened

face in the swirls of its Formica surface, and he

remembered sitting quietly, hardly breathing,

with Tom in his car after they drove her to the

clinic. They waited until she came out. Once in

the car, she gripped Justin’s hand, nodded,
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“Decaf? You think you’re drinkin’ decaf?

Don’t serve decaf,” Maggie said, in a tone sug-

gesting decaf was for queers. “Just put some

milk in what you get, and you’ll be fine.

I’ll be back with your food in just a bit.”

She strolled away, slapping the backs of those

at the counter as if they were fence pickets.

No one seemed to notice.

“How did you find this place?” Justin

whispered. “It’s like something out of a

Stephen King novel.”

Tom leaned into the taped maroon back-

rest. “Relax, willya? So the scenery and per-

sonnel aren’t four star; who cares? Can’t we

just be old friends gettin’ together after a long

absence, sharin’ memories, lyin’ about what

we’ve made of our lives?”

During their brief ride Justin had ignored

his passenger, but now he saw that this was

not his college buddy. Talk about identity

theft. Beneath a patina of grime, unfulfilled

dreams had stolen away the glow of youth.

Broken nails drumming on the table tapped

out a funeral dirge, not the exuberant drink-

ing songs of the past. Mistakes, unforgivable

mistakes, had been made. “You said you were

here on business. What business are you in,

Tom?”

Tom appeared to consider this question

and then looked out the window at Justin’s car,

the only one in the lot. “Nice car, looks new.

Lexus or Infiniti? Never can keep them straight.

Musta cost you a bundle?” His head bobbed

up and down and then weaved side to side,

visually absorbing every inch of the vehicle.

“It’s leased. That’s the only way I can

afford something like that. Hell, I can barely

pay for the gas, but I have to keep up appear-

ances; never know when one of my big bosses

might want a ride somewhere.”

Gazing with admiration at his old friend,

eyes glinting, Tom said, “C’mon, Thorny, guys

who work with money always have somethin’

squirreled away for a rainy day. Even in col-

lege you always had beer money.”

“Well, those days are long gone. Now I’m

just one of a hundred green-shade guys work-

ing for Apollo, that’s a company specializing

in leveraged buyouts.”

“Leveraged buyouts?”

Justin touched the scab on his neck; the

razor cut had been deep. Convinced that Tom

wouldn’t understand a word but piqued by

arrogance, Justin said, “Company A buys

company B with money Company A borrows

from a big bank. Company A uses the bank’s

money as leverage, some call it power, to get

what it wants. Doesn’t happen as much as it

used to, but now the deals are bigger. Anyway,

I’m one of the guys who look at the books of

the target companies, the company B’s.”

“Doesn’t seem right, but, hey, I got a

degree in civil engineering.” Tom sipped his

coffee. “Sounds like you landed on your feet,

though. Married, nice house, good lookin’

wife, handsome kids – wish I could say

the same.”

Justin nodded in agreement, raised his

cup, touched it to his lips, and then put it

down with a slight rap. “How do you know
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“Thorny, she took care of me when I need-

ed someone. Just like I took care of you. Now

it’s my turn to help her. Four hundred would

help a lot.” Tom reached across the table but

did not touch Justin’s clenched fists. “I’ll pay

you back, so much a month. It wouldn’t be a

lot, but you know I’m good for it.”

Justin thought, This is insane. Why am I

sitting here with this derelict wino listening to

this garbage about helping others? Four hun-

dred dollars?! I’ll give him four, go home, and

watch the game. And then he remembered the

rainy night he insisted he was less-drunk than

Tom and that he should drive home from the

bar. He remembered the way the car skidded

after it clipped the kid on the bike. He espe-

cially remembered Tom screaming, “Stop!” and

his foot pressing the accelerator.

“Tom, I can see you’ve had a hard time,

and I feel sorry for you. I’ll tell you what, I’ll

see if I can’t get you a decent job.”

Tom reached a bit further. “You wouldn’t

have to come down here to collect the money.

I’m sure Mother would drive me to your place

once a month. That way I could meet the rest

of the family. Or maybe to your office. I could

leave an envelope with the receptionist. I don’t

want to make this a big deal.”

Blue and white lightning flared. Strident

wind made Justin’s eyes blink; hail forced his

head to bow. If knowledge was power, then

Tom was a very powerful man. Justin’s secrets,

which, he suspected, were known to Mother,

were better left unsaid. Silence was indeed

golden. What was his reputation worth? What

he would pay for it, of course.

“Well, I’d like to help, but I don’t carry that

kind of money on me. How about I come back

here next Sunday?”

“Not a problem. There’s an ATM a few

blocks from here. We can run over right after

breakfast, nothing easier.”

Perhaps it was the mention of breakfast,

but Justin noticed Maggie standing next to the

warming table with two plates by her elbow.

She’s waiting, he thought. The bitch is waiting

for the deal to be made before she feeds the

poor guy. No deal, no meal.

“OK, Tom, just this once. And I’ll be here

to collect whatever you can afford the last

Sunday of the month.” Justin knew he’d never

be back.

Tom, just as positive that he’d never see

Justin again, unless Mother needed something,

said, “Thanks, Thorny. This means a lot to me.”

As they shook hands, Mother, ever vigilant,

ever attentive to her children’s needs, brought

Justin and Tom half-cooked hash browns,

runny scrambled eggs, blackened bacon, and a

few green grapes. She also left a pot of tepid

coffee and a small, small glass of milk.

Glen Phillips, in his youth, edited/wrote educational
and computer-oriented material, managed units in a
publishing empire, and designed educationally intriguing
products. As an adult, he creates word worlds.

97The Journal, Volume 17 • Osher Lifelong Learning Institute at Northwestern University

sobbed once, and was still; even garrulous

Tom was stone silent during the ride back.

Later, in their dorm room, Tom remarked,

“Dodged a bullet, you lucky SOB, dodged a

bullet.” Justin said nothing.

Tom’s eyes saw something over Justin’s

shoulder. “College was fantasyland in terms of

women. Remember how we went through

them like a hot knife through butter? You

were worse than me. Well, in the real world, I

had a woman who stood by me, kept telling

me I could be somebody, listened to my

hopes. I blew that, too. Too much to drink

too often, and she walked. When that hap-

pened, I didn’t care about conquering the

world before I was thirty.”

“So what do you do?” Justin knew he

should feel sadness; he felt voyeuristic.

Tom coughed and angled his head toward

Maggie and a customer she was talking to.

“About a month ago I literally stumbled into

this place, so drunk I thought the stools were

giant silver mushrooms. Mother hustled me

into a booth, let me sleep it off, and then gave

me something to eat. Later she drove me to

that motel where you picked me up, gave me

a room key, and ten dollars. Told me to come

back the next day and she’d give me breakfast.

The woman’s a modern-day Good Samaritan.”

Justin’s storm approached. “So you’re not

really just passing through town.”

“Well, that was an exaggeration,” Tom

said. “Mother got me a job at the local Wal-

Mart so I could pay rent and eat. ‘Course I

always eat here. And I try to stay sober, but I

slip up every now and then.”

“My god, Tom, I never thought I’d be

hearing this from you. I am sorry, so sorry.”

“Hey, it’s not your fault. As Mother says,

it’s up to me to fix what I broke. But it’s hard,

Thorny, it’s goddam hard. And I could use

your help.”

Clouds congealed overhead; sonorous

rumbles echoed. “How?”

“Last week Mother mentioned that the

cost of food was skyrocketing and that she

needed a new fryer. She didn’t want to raise

prices; most of the people here are in the same

situation as me; believe it or not, some are

worse off, too many years on the white stuff.

She asked me and some of the other guys

if we knew people we could turn to for

donations.”

“So Maggie, Mother, takes care of more

than just you?”

“Oh, yeah. There’s about five of us she’s

rescued. She’s got a block of rooms at the

motel, and we all work at Wal-Mart. Anyway,

I said I knew this guy who was probably so

rich he had a personal chef. She said give this

guy a call, see what he’d contribute, and, if

nothing else, get the chef ’s recipes. We had a

good laugh about that.”

A cold wind hardened Justin’s face. “And

how much of a donation does Mother figure I

should give?”

“It’s not like that, Thorny. This is for me,

not her. I don’t want charity, I want a loan.”

Hard, hurtful rain fell. “Sure, sure, call it

whatever you like. How much, Tom?”
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Ruffling the pansies in the window box,

Their bonneted faces laid open wide

Showing bright insides of songbird yellow,

It enters the room.

The curtains ripple ever so gently

Like water plants, long green ribbons

Undulating to a soft unseen current.

It is here, near.

You are flat on your back

Drained and dizzy from exertion,

The effort of a lifetime that has claimed

Your blood.

Your veins carry air now

Insubstantial, invisible. You breathe

Without expanding, moving only your eyes

To see where you are:

The children’s toys, the empty chair

The man descending the spiral stair,

The French doors opening to other rooms

The garden beyond in silent bloom.

It is late afternoon. The sun

Slants in through wooden slats.

It is the color of honey

Coating the walls, the couch, and you

Lying there, surviving.

You realize then you are golden, warm,

Alive. Your dream has died

But not your mind’s eye.

What remains you can see and glorify:

A glowing room, a growing child

A loving man, a beating heart

A willingness, a steady hand

A knowledge lodged within your bones

That you belong.
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