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…the products of his imagination 
appear so necessary and natural that 
he regards them, and would like them 
to be regarded by others, not as 

creations of thought, 
but as given realities.

-Albert Einstein



In the City of Perpetual Snow

 One morning in June, I wake up and remember I have a 

wife.  I should say I remember believing I have a wife.  Why this 

occurs to me after so long is a mystery.

 On this morning in June, I wake up to a snowstorm.  It is 

not really snow but ash as powdery and white as snow.  Swirling 

from the top of the tall chimneys of the factories just beyond my 

neighborhood, the ash drifts down, covering cars and clinging to 

the shoulders of summer shirts. 

	 If	I	lie	flat	on	my	bed	and	look	out	the	window,	all	I	can	see	

is the sky.  If I prop myself up on pillows, I can see the sky and the 

hills people around here call mountains.  If I sit up completely, I can 

no longer see the sky, but I can see the hills and the smokestacks of 

the factories that tower above this city.

 I look out the window.  The sky is overcast.  Snow swirls in 

the air.  Snowy ash swirls in the air.  The factories nearby blow the 

ash out of their tall smokestacks, and it falls like snow, drifts like 

snow,	needs	to	be	shoveled	off	the	sidewalks	like	snow.		All	year	

long, you can hear the scrape of shovels on cement.

*
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 I came to this city and ended up teaching English to 

immigrants who came to this city to work in the factories.  I teach 

them how to speak to the people who can give them the jobs they 

want.  They are good students.  They are eager to learn and very 

polite.		No	matter	what	I	say,	they	try	to	repeat	it.

  “This is soap,” I tell them, holding up a pink bar.

 “Soap.”  They all say it together.

 “This is a key.  Sweater.  Pear.  Wallet.  Nail clippers.”

 I teach them phrases, too, phrases I think will come in 

handy.  

 “How are you today?”

 “Could you direct me to the lavatory?”

 “How much is this window fan?”

 “Sure, I’d be happy to take you there.  Hop in.”

*

 My	 students	 are	 all	 from	 different	 places.	 	 They	 have	

different	hairstyles	and	wear	different	kinds	of	jewelry	and	shoes.		

But they are all serious, which I like.  They watch each other, 

sometimes moving their mouths silently along with the one who is 

speaking, and then nod, smiling, if the person got it right.

 I used to have a dream about this kind of thing when I was 

a child.  I dreamed I couldn’t understand anybody I met, and I 

didn’t know anybody, either.  Everyone was a stranger.  I didn’t 
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like the dream particularly, but I had it a lot.

*

 I wake up one morning remembering I have a wife.

 I wake up one morning believing I have a wife.  I believe 

I remember a wedding.  The ring on my left hand, a simple gold 

band,	seems	to	confirm	that	belief.

	 The	woman	 I	believe	 I	 am	married	 to	 is	named	Audrey.		

She is tall and rawboned—rangy, I think, is another suitable 

modifier,	or	angular,	something	like	that—and	she	wears	her	red	

hair loose, occasionally pulled back with a strip of rawhide or a 

ribbon.  She favors cowboy boots and jeans and men’s work shirts 

but,	when	she	wants,	she	can	cut	a	striking	figure	in	a	sleeveless	

dress or an evening gown.  She is a woman of the West: tough as 

leather, durable as a cactus.  In Tucumcari, where she lives, she 

throws pots, perhaps, or owns a small ranch just outside of town; it 

doesn’t	matter.		She	might	even	paint	landscapes	or	have	inherited	

a cafe where dust-caked cowhands come in for a breakfast of 

Navajo	flat	bread,	eggs	Mexican-style,	and	strong	black	coffee.

		 The	only	jewelry	Audrey	wears	is	a	wedding	band,	silver	

and plain, just like mine.

 I lie in bed, watch snowy ash swirl against the sky—which 

is becoming bruise-colored: yellow and purple, like a fading 

shiner—listen to the slow scrape of a shovel below my window 

3



and	remember	Audrey.		I	am	in	no	hurry	this	morning.		I	am	feeling	

languid—no, languorous.  The day is languid.

	 I’m	going	to	Tucumcari	to	see	Audrey.		She	doesn’t	know	

I’m coming.

 I have a postcard from Tucumcari on my refrigerator.  The 

postcard	shows	a	street	at	night.		All	you	can	see	are	neon	lights	

advertising	motels	with	vacancies:	The	Palomino,	The	Apache,	The	

Dusty Trail, The Highway Inn, The Blue Swallow, The Pow Wow 

Inn.  On the back of the card, it says that Tucumcari has more than 

2000 motel rooms.

	 I‘m	not	sure	what	I’ll	find	when	I	get	there,	but	I	know	I’ll	

have a place to stay.

*

 The sky has changed color again.  Sunlight is breaking 

through the clouds, which have gone from bruise-colored to a kind 

of blue-gray. 

 In sunlight, it is easy to see that the ash swirling outside 

is	 ash	 and	 not	 snow.	 	 In	 bright	 sunlight,	 snowflakes	 turn	 into	

diamonds.		Ash	stays	white	and	opaque.

 The sun has broken through the clouds completely now, 

and I can feel my energy increasing, which backs up the doctor’s 

notion that my trouble is, in part, phototropic.  The more light 

there is, the stronger I feel.  I read someplace that every second of 
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every day, 4.3 pounds of sunlight strike the earth.   It’s no wonder 

I feel safe and solid during the daytime.  I am held down by all that 

light.

	 At	night,	I	am	so	weak,	I	float.		For	that	reason,	I	can’t	sleep	

with more than one window open; a good cross-breeze and I’m 

drifting over rooftops. 

*

 Let	me	tell	you	some	more	about	Audrey	and	me.	 	Here	

is what I remember happening: We met in Las Vegas.  We were 

both very drunk.  When I ran out of money at the blackjack table, 

she	gave	me	a	$5	chip,	which	I	lost	on	the	next	hand.		She	said	to	

me,	“I’ve	never	seen	anybody	with	such	shitty	luck	in	my	whole	

life.”		“Don’t	I	know	it,”	I	said.		Then,	somehow	(this	is	pretty	hazy	

because, at the time, all of the weightlessness was in my head), we 

ended up in a wedding chapel.   

	 The	 next	 morning,	 she	 was	 gone,	 but	 she	 had	 left	 fifty	

dollars in chips on the nightstand.  I went downstairs and lost it all 

in	fifteen	minutes	because	I	thought	eight	was	my	lucky	number.

 I remember her saying to me, “Let’s get married.  I’m going 

to Tucumcari, and that’s a tough place to be single.” 

	 	 “All	 right,”	 I	 remember	 saying,	 “all	 right.	 	 Maybe	 it’ll	

change my luck.”

	 I	 was	 not	 surprised	 when	 Audrey	 was	 gone	 the	 next	
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morning.	 	 It	 seemed	 right	 at	 the	 time	 but	 now	 I	 am	 anxious	 to	

see her again.  When I walk into the restaurant or into the studio 

where	she	is	weaving	rugs	or	making	jewelry	or	pottery,	or	when	I	

come	across	her	fixing	a	fence	or	behind	the	desk	at	the	motel	she	

owns, she will brush a strand of her long red hair away from her 

face and smile at me.

	 “You	made	it,”	she	will	say.		“You	finally	made	it.”

	 “Yes,”	I’ll	say.		“I	finally	made	it.”
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