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Jack Cole

underwater glass
I was there.
And you were there.
And we were both under water
and you looked at me scared
And I looked at you
and you said in my mind
that you couldn’t breathe
and I opened my mouth and could breathe
and then we both could breathe
and so then we walked on the bottom of the ocean floor together
smiled
and then I fell apart
or disintegrated into a million shards of glass
and the swirled mad whirlwind of fortune somehow built me back 
   together
and then I decided to disintegrate again,
and did this numerous times.

It was a million years before I saw you again.

 

Katherine Fischer

Until the Fat Lady Sings

“Her name was Lola, she was a showgirl.”  As long as Henry kept 
it to Barry Manilow and Garth Brooks, they were all right with 

him at the Rainbow Lounge on a Friday night.  But as soon as he 
shifted into “Climb Every Mountain” in his best Julie Andrews 
falsetto, the rotund guy at the end of the bar nursing his glass of 
Rebel Yell stood up and cruised over to the stage.  “If you ain’t 
gonna sing like a man, then you ain’t welcome here,” he spat his 
words at Henry who winced under the gripping of his collar.  

The Rainbow was a place where real men and real women 
went to hang their sorrows on the mike, singing along with 
Tammy Wynette and Johnny Cash.  They had no time for irony.  It 
wasn’t Henry in particular.  Tom Fischer, one of the regulars, had 
also been removed from the stage for singing “Edelweiss.”  By the 
time Henry walked out the door, a top-heavy blonde was belting 
out, “Make the world go away.”  He didn’t even pause for one more 
bite of cheesy fries, the chief gastronomic delight at the Rainbow.

Henry was pleased by his success. Getting the boot at the 
Rainbow was the highest compliment he could hope for.  When 
he signed up for songs like “Jolene, Jolene, Jolene, Jolene, I’m beg-
ging of you, please don’t take my man,” he was courting it.  This 
had happened before.  Frequently.  He kissed two fingers on his 
left hand and transferred the gesture to the neon palm tree on 
the window outside the bar.  It was his signature farewell for an 
“efficacious evening” at karaoke.  Although there were such joints 
closer to his loft in the loop on State Street, he preferred the long 
El ride up to Lincoln Square.  Drinks were cheap.  With a cop 
shop within a block, the neighborhood was safe enough.  Best of 
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all, the crowd granted him the anonymity he yearned for. There 
were enough hipsters from Wicker Park slumming alongside the 
regulars that he fit in well with this mixture of misfits.  He’d 
learned that if he actually wanted a spot at the mike on Friday 
nights, he had to slip the karaoke jockey a few bucks.  Otherwise, 
he would wait all night—a peculiarly unique experience for a man 
whose voice was always in demand on stages across America as 
well as in Europe.

Call it a busman’s holiday, if you will.  At work, Henry took 
things seriously. He sang in Italian conniving Popolani into poi-
soning his wives to music halls full of men in tuxes and women 
shimmering in evening gowns.  Some of the older dowagers even 
held diamond-studded lorgnettes that they bobbed against over-
generous bosoms, beating time with sopranos.  With his richly 
tuned baritone voice and commanding tall stature, Henry fre-
quently landed leading male roles, yet life at the opera no longer 
held the thrill for him that it once had.  Thus, those reckless 
karaoke nights.  At least at the Rainbow Lounge he could count on 
someone to spill beer or jeer—or both without creating a nauseat-
ing rhythmic aria.  Opera singers were such divas, himself in-
cluded.

He even took his last girlfriend to the Rainbow.  She joined 
him in singing, “The Love Shack is a little old place where we can 
get together.”  It should have been downright embarrassing—a 
man of his position and age.  A week later when she unbuttoned 
her shirt, he knew it was over.  Just above her left breast appeared 
“Jesus saves” in teal script.  The tatt artist ignored the noticeable 
birthmark at the end of the sentence.  Henry could never make 
love to a woman who caused him to envision Jesus stashing stacks 
of birthmarks and blemishes in a safe and locking them up against 
intruders. He ended it before they ever got to the Love Shack, 
baby.

“You’re too picky, Dad,” Lannie told him, but what did she 
know?  Not exactly a woman of the world, his daughter had been 
living in Schaumburg ever since her mother divorced Henry ten 
years ago.  Schaumburg, for god’s sake.  She may as well live in 
Wisconsin. Wanda had turned her into a burb brat, but at twenty-
three, Lannie was finally growing out of it and he could nearly 
forgive “her-mother-my-ex.” Wanda had done a decent enough job 
of keeping father and daughter in contact.  

He had to admit, there was some truth in what Lannie said. 
Once he got on a thing, he had a hard time finding the “off” 
switch in his brain.  “You’re like a dog on a sore,” Wanda once told 
him.  There were times when it was better to live in the shadows 
rather than in the crystalline fact of absolute certainty.  Denial 

was a beautiful thing.
A shadow emerged in the vapor rising up from the exhaust 

grates in the sidewalk as Henry walked toward the El station.  In 
it, an image—a boy stands next to a woman whose lips gleam 
blood red under the flood of footlights.  She unlatches his grip on 
her arm and places a hand on the back of his neck, whispering, 
“Go on.  They can’t hear you unless you go out there and open 
your mouth.  Remember to E-Nun-Cee-Ate!”  The boy resists, but 
it is useless. He emerges from the churlish darkness of the back-
stage into a light so bright it sears through him like shards of glass 
piercing through the crown of his head and down through the 
back of his throat and out his neck.  Henry shivered. It was, after 
all, only a mirage, a morsel of the past.

He turned up his collar against the late fall chill and headed 
for the Western Avenue station to catch the Brown Line back to 
his loft downtown.  His life wasn’t that bad.  There were cer-
tainly those who envied his acclaimed appearances at the Met and 
the Lyric Opera.  His quick rise in the world of breastplates and 
horned-helmeted Vikings left many breathless would-be’s in his 
wake.  At first, he’d gotten a kick out of it all.  Being selected as 
Glimmer Glass’s rising star in the Young Artist program, singing 
alongside Renée Fleming and Pavarotti, walking on carpets of 
flowers strewn from one end of the stage to the other—even the 
outrageously ugly costuming and makeup of the opera—it had 
excited him.  His world on stage was full of extremes—dancing 
gypsies, singing barbers, suicides, and tasty pies made of human 
body parts.  Present always among the actors was the melodrama, 
the constant attempts of one voice to outdo all others. 

Conversations at home could not compare with those early 
robust years on stage.  He had lost his marriage over it.  Yes, you 
had to wear tights, but I mean, really, could you expect scrub-
bing dinner dishes would ever match the panache of sinking your 
fiberglass sword deep into the hero’s chest?  Predictability and 
unpredictability were always at odds for Henry.  He wanted both.  
He wanted neither.

With such extremes rocking his workaday hours, however, 
there was now little that excited him anywhere.  It had been like 
being in electroshock treatment 24/7.  At times, he fantasized 
about painting woodwork or dusting each individual piano key.  
Perhaps watching soap operas. But predictability is hard to judge. 
If your world is all about drama, even the unpredictable becomes 
predictable. 

This was Henry’s conundrum.
“Hey, señor, I bet you a buck I know where you got those 

shoes,” the boy pounced out of nowhere.  He was about ten, rough 
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around the edges, and clad in a raggy gray sweatshirt and torn 
jeans. Henry surmised that the boy was one of the many con men-
kids that crawled out of the mortar between El stations through-
out Chicago although not usually along the Brown Line.  Brown 
Line kids were decked out in North Face fleece. They rarely inter-
acted with anyone since they were too engrossed in texting.

“That’s ridiculous, kid.  There’s no way you know where I got 
these shoes.”

“You scared, señor?  You think I’m going to rob you?”
“You and what herd of thugs?” Henry asked.
“Maybe you afraid I’m smarter than you, señor?” the boy 

pressed.
“Listen, kid, I just don’t want to bilk you. Hell, you probably 

don’t even have a quarter, much less a dollar,” Henry replied.
“Then what are you afraid of?  Like I say, I bet you a dollar.”
Henry glanced down at his shoes.  He rummaged through 

his thoughts to recall exactly where he had purchased them.  Not 
Allen Edmonds, not these.  These were his boat shoes, not that he 
ever wore them on a boat. They’d gotten him through dozens of 
late-night walks to the El.  Then he recalled. He’d been perform-
ing Don Jose in Carmen in San Francisco.  It was the matinee.  
The shoes the costumer provided were ridiculously cheap vinyl, 
two sizes too small.  After three hours, his feet were dying for a 
breath of fresh air.  Scheduled to fly immediately out of San Fran-
cisco to get to New York in time for the night performance of Don 
Giovanni, he halted the limo at a small cobblery off Market Street.  
He needed leather.

 “Today’s Special:  Boat Shoes” the sign in the window beck-
oned him.  They were the last pair in his size and at $199 a real 
steal. There was no way the kid could guess it.  

“Ok, kid, I’ll bite. Where did I get these shoes?”
The boy scratched his head, walked around Henry, checking 

the shoes from a variety of angles.  Then he looked up at the night 
sky as though the answer would be written on Orion’s belt and 
answered, “Señor, you got those shoes on your feet!”

He stared down hard at the lad.  Henry exhaled, the conden-
sation forming small puffs as he did as though he were sending 
out smoke signals to make this boy vanish.  He breathed in deeply, 
held his breath a second, and again exhaled. Had he been smoking 
cigarettes, there would have been rings. Finally, he felt in his jack-
et for a bill and produced a ten. He gave it to the boy, patted him 
on the back, and said, “Good job, amigo.  Now go find a few more 
suckers.”  As he watched the boy jog down the street, he mused to 
himself, “’Señor,’ indeed.  He’s probably from Winnetika.”  

With five more minutes before reaching the station, he 

paused at a shop window decked out in jack-o-lantern splendor 
with manikins wearing masks, one with a bright fuchsia plume 
shooting out of its Cubs cap.  The words “Trick. . . or Treat?” were 
painted on the window in bloody red.  He knew that by the end of 
the week, the downtown bars would be streaming with Twilight 
vampires, French maids, bespeckled Harry Potters, Cat Women, 
and too many Jedi knights.  Why didn’t anyone dress like Jabba 
the Hutt? All the costumes.  All the makeup.  God, he hated the 
holidays. It reminded him too much of work.

Henry was not a snob about his occupation, at least not in his 
opinion. Only rarely any more did he language-shift into Italian 
or German.  He hadn’t corrected anyone on the pronunciation 
of Wagner’s name in years.  In fact, he had taken to purposely 
trailing off the ends of his words in order to disguise hundreds 
of hours of elocution lessons.  Just yesterday when the man in 
front of him at Starbucks asked if he had ever been to Europe, 
he responded, “Nope.  Only been as far as Joliet.”  If he let on to 
the masses what he did for a living, one of them would say, “Oh, 
you mean like Celine Dion?”  Or they’d regard him with as much 
endearment as road kill.  

More than anything, Henry wanted to be left alone. 
How maudlin, he thought to himself as another image of that 

boy crosses the footlights in his mind.  The boy sits alone in a 
schoolyard, the last to be chosen for the ball team.  I am becoming 
Ebenezer Scrooge all alone in his boarding school, abandoned by 
father and playfellows.  Pure sap. Sure, he had felt alone as a child, 
but really, wasn’t solitude better than dealing with humanity?  All 
their sad stories.  All their needs.  They wanted too much.  Henry 
pushed back the shock of hair that had crossed his brow, pushing 
back the memory with it.  

“Misanthrope” was such a melodious word, Henry decided.  
Waiting for the light to change, he thrust his hands deep into 

his pockets.  He could feel winter making its way through the last 
breaths of Midwestern fall, although the days had been unseason-
ably warm this year.  Crossing Western Avenue, he heard some-
one approach the curb, sighing.  Labored. A woman?  At least the 
voice sounded like a woman, a gravelly contralto.  What was she 
doing out past midnight?  Henry was only mildly curious.  Any-
thing more would be too much effort. He had already had one 
meaningful encounter with a street person and that was enough.  
More than enough. He could feel her getting closer—could actu-
ally smell some godawful cheap lavender toilet water. The light 
changed.  Henry was grateful.  He picked up his pace as he crossed 
the street. 

“I said, can you give me a hand?” the woman—he was sure it 
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was a woman now—demanded more than asked. Henry pretended 
not to hear. He could feel her hurrying, closing the gap between 
them.  Then he felt the tug of his coat.  “C’mon, you sonovabitch.  
Give a lady a hand.”

He didn’t bother to tell her that a lady wouldn’t curse at 
strangers.  What was the use? It would only prolong the exchange.  
The “walk” sign was flashing and he didn’t want another death on 
his hands.  There had been too many already, most of them in the 
theater.  

Henry paused.
He turned to see a wisp of reddish gray hair bending over an 

array of canvas bags.  A shoebox slipped out from beneath her 
arm.  Henry stooped to pick it up, but the woman slapped his 
hand, “Not that one, you idiot.  Take the bags.”  He did as he was 
told.

“The light is changing,” he said, attempting to hurry her along.
“You think they’d run over the two of us?  It might dent their 

fancy SUVs and Beamers,” she said.
Henry glanced at her sideways wondering how this unkempt, 

poorly-spoken woman even knew the slang term for BMWs.  
“Still,” he continued, “I think we should move it.”

“Name’s Sylvie,” she said without glancing up at him.  Henry 
did not respond.  He had no intention of offering anything other 
than his begrudging gentlemanly duty of carrying packages.  As 
he hoisted the bag in his left hand, however, he judged it weighed 
at least thirty pounds.  While not an exorbitant burden, at fifty-
five he was no longer the young buck who might have tossed a 
couple of these over his shoulder without a second thought.

“What do you have in here?  You knock off Fort Knox or 
something?” he asked.

“Something like that, “Sylvie answered.  “I used to work at 
Fort Knox, you know.  I poured melted metal into molds. See here, 
I’ve got the burn marks to prove it,” she said as she pulled up her 
left sleeve to reveal dark blotches above her wrist.”

“Is that so,” Henry said.  While her claim was questionable, it 
did not warrant any further investigation.  Besides, hadn’t he read 
that coins are not actually minted at Fort Knox?  These were prob-
ably just age spots.  

“Yep, I was part of the SSS.  That’s the Solo Security Squad.  
I’m the only living person who knows the combination of the 
vault,” she continued.  “Hey, you’re not FBI, are you?  CIA?”

“No.  I was a Boy Scout for a brief time in the 1960s, however,” 
Henry offered. 

“Boy Scouts?  Well, that’s not always all that safe.  O.K., well 
just checking.  See, they killed off the rest of the SSS, but I’ve been 

hiding out for the last twelve years.  Got them believing I’m in 
Manchu Pichou.  They’ll never find me.”

Here she was riding the El in the middle of Chicago.  Not 
even nose glasses as a disguise.  Besides, this was the digital age, 
after all, and no one would care if she knew some ancient tum-
bler numbers for an outdated, defunct combination lock.  They 
reached the turnstile at the El.  Sylvie ransacked her pockets but 
couldn’t come up with anything other than pocket lint.

“Allow me,” Henry said as he swiped his fare card.  Guess the 
price of working high level security at Fort Knox is abject poverty, 
Henry thought to himself.

They caught the last train for the night.  Henry parked 
himself in the seat closest to the door.  It’s always best to position 
oneself for a speedy exit.

 “You ain’t handicrap,” Sylvie barked at him pointing to the 
wheelchair emblem overhead.  She plopped down in the seat next 
to him and began arranging her bags snugly around her feet and 
ankles.

“There’s no one else on the train.  Besides, my dear woman, 
you, yourself, have the use of all your limbs.  Neither are you 
handicap,” Henry said taking special care to pronounce the final 
word in his best British accent as he looked down his narrow nose 
at her.

“Oh?  That right?  Well, just so happens I got a certificate here 
that says otherwise,” she responded and began rifling through her 
bags.  “It’s here somewheres. It says plain and simple that I got me 
a dis-torder.”

Henry didn’t need to see her certificate to believe she had 
several “distorders.”  He stared out the El window into the dark 
tunnel walls hoping, praying, she would get off at the next stop. 
The train pulled into Damen, and Henry shifted to make space 
between them so her bottom, now spilling onto his own thin hips, 
would no longer be touching him. Too much contamination.

“Is this your stop?” he asked hopefully.
“Damen? Nope. Not Damen.”
A skinny girl dressed neck to ankle in black stretch lycra 

punctuated by white earbuds stuffed into her ears stood on the 
platform directly across from the door to Henry’s car.  Although 
she kept flicking her waist-length blond hair to the side to check 
the watch attached to an armband on her upper bicep, when the 
doors slid open, she didn’t get on the train.  An older man ap-
proached the platform in what, to him, must’ve felt like a full out 
running stride but appeared to Henry as a shambling limp-walk.  

“Going to Sheboygan?” he yelled at no one in particular.  She-
boygan?  He may just as well have asked for a train to Saturn. The 
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doors shut.
Sylvie had filled the space Henry made earlier and leaned into 

him as she peered out the window.
“Pretty sure he was FBI.”
“FBI?” Henry asked.  “The guy was on death’s door.  FBI 

doesn’t send out old guys with spittle on their jerseys who ask 
about Sheboygan,” he sneered.

“Shows what you know.  One time when I was on the lam up 
in Saskatchewan, they sent out an agent who was a real dog.”

“Oh?  Golden Retriever or Poodle?” Henry couldn’t help 
sarcasming.  The whole night had been a series of small melodra-
mas.  He had wanted only the predictability of going to karaoke, of 
having a beer or two, and of being tossed out of the lounge. Then 
he would ride the El back into the city, unlock the door of his loft, 
pour himself a brandy, and be glad nothing had changed.  Instead, 
here he was on a train saddled with the queen of freaks.  Believe 
me, this is saying something in a city like Chicago.

As the train pulled away from the station, Henry caught 
the reflection of a lad of sixteen staring back at him through the 
window.  He blinks once at Henry and then again before turning 
and sprinting down the tunnel.  He is obviously running away 
from something, maybe a jerk father who never could understand 
having a son with the vocal chords of an angel, but whatever. That 
was yesterday and Henry was not given to sentimentality.

“Not that kind of dog,” the woman answered as she retrieved 
a turkey drumstick from one of her sacks and began gnawing on 
it.  “That agent was a real cur.  Where are my manners?” she asked 
looking over at Henry.  “You want a bite?  You look hungry, all 
skinny bones.”

Henry’s palm stood up signaling clearly that he would not par-
take in her late-night feast.   Put on too many pounds and you’d 
be typecast as Falstaff for the rest of your life.

“Anyways, he was a young guy. Had some of them piercings in 
his eyebrow and lip.  You know the kind. I never figured him for 
FBI.  But then I seen him reach into his pocket and I knew he had 
a pistol.  Just shows, you can’t be too sure.”

“Did he actually produce a pistol?” Henry asked.
“Nope.  But it was there.  Couldn’t fool me,” she winked.
“It could have been quarters,” Henry said.  “Hell, for all you 

know, he was reaching for a frigging cough drop.  You ever think 
of that?”

“He never coughed.”
Henry turned to look at her. She must be kidding, but no 

glimmer of humor crossed her face. What on earth did she feel she 
had to hide from the FBI? She probably hadn’t even worked for the 

government.  How did people get this crazy?
The train rolled on, each mile closing in on Adams and Wa-

bash.  At Montrose, Henry waved his finger like a magic wand 
to spirit her off.  No luck.  Irving Park, Addison, Paulina, Wel-
lington, and Armitage.  Sylvie didn’t stir from her seat.  Ahead 
was Henry’s stop.  He resolved that he would not get off for fear 
she’d follow him.  One divorce under his belt, too many long ago 
forsaken friendships that had turned sour, and coworkers who 
thought he was a curmudgeon.  Relationships.  This crazy woman 
traipsing after him was the last thing he needed.

“Next stop is mine,” Sylvie said.  Henry was silent.  “You?” she 
asked.

“I switch to the Red Line,” he lied.
“Too bad.  Hard times for you?” she asked.
“Sort of.”
“Well, never mind.  Here’s my card,” she said as she handed 

him a wad of paper folded down to business card size. “Look me 
up,” she continued.  “ You never know when you’ll...” she glanced 
at him and finished, “Well, you just never know when.”  

 She began gathering her packages and again glanced at Henry, 
patting his hand.  “Nothing to be ashamed of, Mr. Whoever You 
Are.  Keep the rest of the turkey.  It’ll tide you over.”  With that, 
Sylvie plopped the rest of the drumstick into his lap and stood up.

She slid between the open doors of the car.  Startled, Henry 
barely managed to get off before the doors closed.  Henry paused 
and turned to see her lumbering away.

“Name’s Henry,” he called standing under the lights on the 
platform.  He watched as Sylvie made her way across the nearly 
empty platform.  She limped to her right and scratched her left 
hip as she headed toward the stairs.  She tagged a young man and 
harnessed him into carrying some of her bags.  “At least you’re 
nicer than that last sonovabitch,” she said.

Henry stared down at the business card.  The dog-eared mess 
unfolded into a full 8x11 sheet.  In tiny print on the center of the 
page appeared “Sylvie Sylvania, Psychic,” followed by a phone 
number and Facebook ID.  Henry began to crumple the sheet until 
he noticed yet smaller letters scribbled in green ink at the bottom:  
“Till the gossamer thread you fling, catch somewhere, O my Soul.”  

“Fair enough,” Henry muttered to only himself.  He crunched 
the sheet in his palm and thrust his hand in the pocket of his 
overcoat.  Henry walked on toward Wabash and the night closed 
in around him.


