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Reilly Blackwell

Blackberries

Blackberry canes surrounded my garden.
An apple tree, perfectly formed by years
of careful pruning and spacing,

presided over young pear trees,
copper-wire-adorned,

protected by interlocked thorns.

We wove them into the fences around the trees;
rabbits like green wood almost as much as they liked
the shoots in the beds. Pests stayed out,

and no one got free bloody-red blackberries

unless they paid for them in blood.

Wineberries tangled at the other end,
a gateway of red-shimmering vines,
a gauntlet for bare feet to run.

We wove a kind of protection from the thicket,
painted our lips with berry blood,

gorged on sun-warm spoils while we rested
our cut and tired feet. Summer was decided
by what we could eat.




Derek Sugamosto

Upper Regions

the few houses here

would be best told elsewhere,
in a clearer, more distant way
of remembering.

after the calendar’s grid

blends into weeks and months

to come, then the window

would better allow the brightness,

the grey to blue to dull yellow of dawn

settling across the sawdust

that muffles the basement steps—

this house built in the middle of nowhere
pictured more purely once nowhere is familiar.

we can picture the Christmas tree standing
once it has already stood—perhaps

by the fireplace now difficult to light,

or near the children, now only a murmur
carrying forward into time standing still,
into the gust of a flame unignited.

looking out of the window

at the dirt splayed by tire-tracks

and the cloudy blue that meets it low
is to stand on a fault line,

feeling the world split

as the eyes press out of ignorance
into the passing of clouds

that hover here and there, mix,

and recess into the chasm

that defies sight.




Ani King

Cast Your Cares into the River

Father Rose can only stand to hear about Letha Banks for so long after
he takes over at St. Mary Magdalene's on 5th Street. His small town
parishioners speak vaguely of her in confession, and he catches things at
potlucks or while he strolls the blooming city in the morning. She is a
constant disruption to the peace and metronome rhythm of his plain
black shoes hitting the sidewalks.

People whisper about Letha at the Grand Coeur Diner, where Father
Rose eats his modest breakfast: two eggs over medium, wheat toast,
and weak tea. As he chews, he hears Letha, Letha Banks, over and over
again. Go see Letha, the cream pot suggests.

Finishing the last tepid sips of his orange pekoe tea, no lemon, Father
Rose considers what the men and women of his parish call Sweetness,
when they do talk about it. Letha has given them Sweetness, they sigh,
bodies languid as warm milk. They say Letha is a never-ending cup of
relief and thirst all at once. You'll drink from Letha’s hollows and bends
and never want to stop, they promise each other.

The pleasures that one might receive from Letha, they must be wicked
beyond reason. He gathers that she eschews money, but requires
offerings nonetheless.

Father Rose doesn't leave his small but customary tip when he exits the
diner. He isn't feeling well, having tossed and turned through the night,
terrors riding him at breathtaking speed over and off memory-sharp
cliffs until daylight.

Turning in the direction of St. Magdalene’s and still ruminating on what
his flock might be paying for this so-called Sweetness, Father Rose hears
the brick cobbled street swear Letha won't take wrinkled bills or coffee-
lacquered coins dug out of a cup holder. She doesn’t have a website
where you can observe her curves and mysteries before using PayPal to
make a discreet, password-protected appointment. Letha doesn’t make
appointments. No. Letha Banks waits at the old Orman Tower, the
tallest, oldest building in East Grand Coeur. She allows patrons to arrive
as they are bidden by fate, on their own time.

Something must be done. Father Rose turns back around and proceeds
to walk in straight lines and angles on his way to Letha, cutting through
yards and across parking lots. The East Grand Coeur layout of curving

avenues that circle and radiate out from Orman Tower -- from Letha!--
offends the priest deeply and he will not compromise a single step. Not




one step he barks, startling a young woman on a bench. Pardon me he
mumbles and walks quickly on.

Overhead, the Sun says Letha is soft, and certainly shapely. Letha’s
tongue must have the crisp taste of an apple. Brother priest, perhaps
you can make yourself into an altar, if you'd like. Or better yet, a
sacrifice.

Even though praying to the Queen of Heaven has always seemed a
lesser sort of worship, Father Rose clicks smooth rosary beads together
in his pocket. One shouldn’t have to implore a man’s mother to
intercede; Father Rose’s own mother never interceded on behalf of her
children. Rather she orbited his handsome father - a large volatile sun,
while he and his sisters revolved like distant moons.

Father Rose’s step is brisk, serious, like his sermons. He moves with
intent towards the brick building spiring out of a ring of blushing pink
dogwood trees. Massive stained-glass windows rival only St. Mary
Magdalene’s. The arches are high, the doors are ornately carved and
heavy, and that Orman Tower dare compete with the holy beauty of his
church brings a predictable bout of acid reflux. Father Rose hastily digs a
roll of antacids out of his pocket and crunches two of the chalky pills
between his teeth.

He stands for a moment and observes the hand painted sign out front.
Navy blue text boasts occupation by a law office, a used bookstore that
specializes in antiquities and the occult, and high-end apartments.
Father Rose takes a deep breath and pushes both doors open, though he
is disappointed when they gently click shut behind him, rather than
rewarding him with a proper slam.

Inside, the lobby carpet is plush, sea foam green. It absorbs his
footprints. Every wood surface from the trim to the elevator is polished
to a luster. It takes a moment for the building to speak to him in its
many voices.

Wait until you see her, the lushly draped balustrade booms. Letha
Banks'’s thighs are so creamy that you could drink from them for days,
shout the entryway portraits. Her breasts are mountains; her dimples
are valleys!

In the elevator Father Rose adjusts his collar. He checks that the length
of his shoelace bows and ends are equal. His pockets are flat and
smooth, his hair is recently trimmed and neatly combed. He meets his
own eyes in the mirrored doors and tells himself that, in this den of
profligacy, he alone is there with the spirit of the Lord standing beside.
The intricately gated elevator says, in its low hum, that Letha’s hands
can smooth all those wrinkles you wear on your soul, they can pick you
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up and shake you out, snap you like a shirt or a pair of trousers. She
can lay you out across her huge bed with a brand new belt, right and
ready for Sunday.

At the end of the narrow hallway where he steps out, a plain door waits.
The corridor is freshly painted a pale blue. The windows lining the
corridor are narrow lead glass and shaped like arrowheads at the top.
Come on in, they rasp, come in and see our girl. Father Rose walks
slowly, eyes on the knotty, potted vines sitting on each side of the door,
their tangled lace climbing the walls and growing along the ceiling
towards the elevator. Leaves rustle, but he can't pick out the words until
he stops at the door.

Knock and see, knock and see. Knock and see, they whisper.

He knocks just below the Janitor sign. He waits with his hands folded
carefully together. His feet are shoulder width apart.

The door opens and the faint scent of river water flows out in the
hallway to pull him inside. Peeking around the door he sees a slight
woman with brown hair and thick glasses waiting for him to enter.
Father Rose steps all the way into the room so she can close the door.
Where sumptuous throws and candles are expected there are a few
brownish afghans folded on a pea soup colored couch. Father Rose is
reminded of the den where he lived in his grandmother’s house after his
mother died.

It is so quiet.

Neither the refrigerator nor the stove proclaim Letha’s beauty and skill.

The teapot doesn’t whistle the syllables of her name. Birds chirp outside
the open windows, and maple leaves rustle in the wind, but they do not
sing Letha, Letha Banks over and over until it is all he can hear. In this

austere little apartment there is silence.

The priest clears his throat and tries not to fidget. Sweat dampens his
collar now that confrontation is certain. What will he say? Why is he so
nervous? He asks is Letha here? I'd like to speak to her please. He
straightens his shirt cuffs again.

I'm Letha Banks, the woman says, please have a seat. I've been
expecting you.

It takes an embarrassing amount of time for Father Rose to recover and
stammer yes, of course you are. I mean, why wouldn’t you be she? Her,
Letha, I mean.

Two cups of tea already wait for their attention. Letha sits first, taking
the chair closest to the door. Father Rose sits across from her, mouth
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dry while he studies the plainness of her face. A slender grey cat winds
around his legs before settling onto the floor in a wide patch of light.
Watching him reach for his cup of tea, Letha says Michael, that’ll cost
you the last time you cried over your mother. And if you'd like a bit of
cake, you can put the time your father broke your arm right here in this
jar as well.

Why would you want those things asks Father Rose, hand hovering over
the steaming cup of Earl Grey. Letha cups his cheek in her small hand,
runs her thumb along the dark fringe of his eyelashes and says because
you don’t want them anymore. You don’t need them. You have other
pains now, don't you?

Pain is a part of life he says, but his voice wavers a little. Her touch is
gentle and she smells like vanilla extract. He remembers when his
mother would rub vanilla extract on her wrists just before church. He
would wind around his mother’s legs like that skinny grey cat. She wore
plain dresses with tiny flowers and when he was very small she would let
him try to spin around her, hands sometimes snagging her stockings.
Father Rose feels like he is a ball of cotton yarn, unraveling on the floor.
Peach-colored, like the washcloths his grandmother would knit. He
loosens his collar, rests his head on the table.

Letha strokes his hand and says I don't think you need those sad old
things anymore, do you, Michael? Small price to pay for a cup of tea and
a slice of cake. I could take your broken collarbone, too, from when you
fell out of the big willow tree where you were hiding from your father. Or
your skinned knee, from the time you ran away from home and fell
down on the sidewalk in the dark. Or all that pain in your belly from
being so terribly hungry. It’s still there, isn't it, even when you’re full.
What if I want something more, he murmurs into the table.

She says I can give you more than cake and tea, I can give you what
you need.

I don’t know what I need, he sighs, and swallows the rest of his tea.
Letha says don’t worry, I do. She sets an old jelly jar next to his cup and
saucer. There are scraps of bright, patterned paper and frayed fabric
nesting in the bottom. Buttons old enough to be made from bone
compete with faded ribbons still tied in bows. The glass is chilly to touch,
chillier than it should be in the warm room. He ignores the pain in his
fingertips while he grips the jar and brings it to his nose. He smells the
hot iron spark of summer, then underneath that, damp leaves, then
finally sharp, cold February snow.

Yes, he says. Yes, OK. Father Rose sets the jar down on the table, but
does not look away from it for a long time. Father Rose clears his throat
again. He looks around the room at the beige refrigerator, and the
neatly stacked teacups and saucers next to the empty sink. Across from

6



him Letha sits without moving, her hands folded as she waits for
payment.

To the contents of the chipped blue Mason jar he adds the pain of great,
yawning silence -- all he hears when he is bent over in the chapel, heart
on fire, begging but always waiting to forgive. He also offers the bitter
taste left behind by providing absolution he has not himself tasted.
When he looks in after his sorrows he sees a baby tooth, a square of
blue velvet that matches his mother’s burial dress, and the corner of a
photo with his father’s face. A single rosary bead nestles in with the
other buttons and scraps. Father Rose smells lemon, lavender, and mint
when he inhales once again.

Letha pours steaming water over the contents. Barehanded, she takes
the jar and pours the liquid into his cup through a mesh strainer. Ink
black and thick, the surface doesn’t ripple when Letha drops two sugar
cubes into the brew.

He drinks with caution, tasting cold, deep river water: iron and stone,
and the first hint of Sweetness. It fills his mouth, coats his tongue and
teeth, trickles into his belly where it turns from cold to hot and swells
through him until he feels like he is radiating Sweetness itself.

He sets the cup back on table, white inside as if it has never been used.
Letha takes Father Rose by the hand and leads him to the scratchy
green couch. Michael, are you ready she asks.

I think I am, he replies.

Letha’s face is solemn as she sits in the center of the couch and spreads
an afghan Father Rose will swear came from the bed he slept on as a
child over her legs. She says lay your head down now, Michael.

Father Rose sinks to his knees and rests his head in her lap. He closes
his eyes involuntarily as she strokes his hair and face yet again. The
weight of familiarity in that touch seems to seat itself between his
shoulder blades at first, and then all the heaviness remaining from his
now freely-given memories, and the ones he’s held back lifts up and
away. He thinks he might fall asleep easily, even in this awkward
position.

Sweetness pulses inside and around the priest as Letha says it wasn't
your fault, Michael Rose, you were only a child. She strokes his hair until
the world quiets and night falls.




Timothy Norton

Underneath Randam Bridge

Georgia Williams left the grocery store on her usual daily walk from
home to the store to the river. In front of her was a grocery cart she
kept balance on, filled with her lunch and dinner. Every morning she
bought a muffin and coffee that she ate at a table in the shopping center
and a newspaper she read on the shore of the nearby river. She liked
mornings because the light was best and watching the world come alive
reinforced the awe and wonder of every single day. These mornings
were necessary to everything, a natural order, she believed, recreated
every day, a new day within the architecture of all days. Although she
couldn’t depend on one of her steps coming after another, she could
depend on the sun rising again and again into a future as distant as to
be unimaginable, imbuing each day with its own vitality.

"I didn’t see him yesterday,” said one of the guys outside the store
sitting at a table with others. “Every day, like clockwork since he got
here, but not yesterday.”

“He’s done the same thing every day for a year. He’s a loner, so where
would he go? No family, no job,” said another.

“He has that look, you know. Stone cold face, slow movements. You can
tell he doesn’t know anyone, doesn’t do anything. You see sketchy guys
like that on CSI; he could be a child molester that had to relocate,” said
another.

“He could also be in a witness protection program. Or maybe his mother
is old and he needs to take care of her ‘cause she can’t leave the
house,” said the last of the group.

“He could’ve worked for the mob. He looks like someone from New
Jersey or New York. So, he squealed and got out of the business.”
“Dude, that guy wouldn’t hurt a fly. He always lets others go first, says
‘please’ and ‘thank you'—"

“Some people like that are really messed up. They’re hiding something.”
“Have you ever seen what food he buys? He spends loads of money
every time he shops.”

“You think he’s rich?”

“Maybe. Lots of people get burned out at those jobs on Wall Street or
Silicon Valley, then don’t know what to do with themselves.”

“Marcie said he gave her a look when she went past; practically made
her puke. He's like forty and she’s still in high school.”

“Clare said he made a pass at her.”

“Yeah right, she makes shit up.”

Georgia took one bite after another of her muffin, keeping an ear open
to the conversation. She remembered when the town was smaller
decades ago. Everyone knew everyone else; people were always kind to
each other and kept track of each other. It gave people a feeling of




home; a place where they belong.

“You know Donny accidently bumped into him when the guy left the
store. He didn't say a word, just kneeled down and picked up his things.
He didn't even look at Donny. Donny said he got this really eerie feeling
after he said, ‘sorry sir,” and watched him put each thing really slowly
back into his bag. Something’s wrong with him, just don’t know what.”
“He’s crazy. I'm sure of it. He probably lived most of his life in an
institution or maybe he was homeless. Now he’s probably got social
security or something. No one who does the same thing, same time
every day, doesn’t talk to anyone and is never around anyone is
normal.”

“Why doesn’t someone talk to him? To feel him out.”

“Be my guest, but I'd stay away from guys like him. I'll keep an eye out
for you if you do.”

“Next time he comes by I will. Then we’ll find out we're making a big
deal of nothing.”

Georgia had crossed the man’s path once a couple of months ago. Her
cart broke on the path to the river and he passed by in his usual
rhythmic, uneasy march. His knees seemed to wobble a little and he
took long bowl-legged strides, as if he were marching. He always looked
downcast in a way that seemed he watched everything in the corners of
his eyes.

Georgia sighed and took her lunch and dinner out of the cart before
inspecting the cart. A moment later she felt soft pressure on her
shoulder and heard, ‘let me help you with that.” She looked up, startled,
and saw the man who seemed enormous in size towering above her. She
was surprised to hear his deep voice and make eye contact with his
sullen sky blue eyes. He had a calming smile.

“Oh, that’s not necessary. It happens all the time. A little latch comes
undone. The old thing is as good as useless now. I've had it for years.
The frame is falling apart. I'll have to get another soon.”

"I can work on it if you'd like. I'll make it as good as new. I'm sure it has
some years left in it.”

“Don’t bother. But you could flip that little latch back on for now...by the
way, you're new in town. I'm Georgia,” she addressed him with as much
as a smile as she could muster.

“Nice to meet you, Georgia,” he said without saying his name.

“And you are?”

“I'm sorry,” he said befuddled. “I haven’t met anyone in a while. I'm
Mason, nice to meet you,” Mason said as he took Georgia’s outstretched
hand. Then he picked up the cart from the ground, holding the
handlebar with one hand and fixing the latch with the other.

“Enjoy the beautiful day, Mason,” she said as he waved and walked




further down the path.

As she sat near the group outside of the grocery store she realized she
too had developed some suspicion of Mason, but nothing like what the
group talked about. He seemed like a man who had experienced severe
pain, enough that he would cut himself off from others and the world.
There was a tragedy within him, maybe many. She kept an eye on him
and sure enough, just like Georgia, he did the same thing every day, but
he was older than his years. Georgia knew other women in the town and
they would talk with each other about everyday things, the weather,
children, who became ill, if anyone got sick or passed away. Most of the
women had family in the area to talk to, but not Georgia. She had never
married nor had children.

There was a sense of independence Georgia enjoyed as opposed to the
feeling of involvement that women with families had. She lived in a
space of being able to make decisions, have beliefs and thoughts of her
own, to do whatever she pleased without approval, or caring what
people thought. The emotional demands of a family would have been too
much. She enjoyed getting updated from the other women in town to
keep a tally on the town regulars, but this was as much engagement as
she needed. What she loved most was to eat her breakfast in the
shopping center and read the news by the river. The air, water and sky
told her story.

Georgia got up from her seat and started walking towards the river. A
cool chill pressed against her from the late summer wind. She took deep
breaths to fill her lungs with air as a way to invigorate herself. The same
mowed grass lay on both sides of the path, then she passed the
playground and about two hundred meters later she came to Randam
River. The force of the overflow from the dam above reminded her of the
passion and energy of when she was a young woman, but every morning
she reminded herself that those days were gone. Now she enjoyed the
cool spray of mist as the water tumbled down the dam and steadily
flowed under Randam Bridge, something non temporal, a somewhat
eternal course of nature not measurable in human time.

The dam overflow roared as it cascaded down to the river several
hundred meters below. About a hundred meters towards the dam from
where Georgia walked was Randam Bridge, which passed over the river
and into a park after it flowed from the dam. She was alone this
morning, as usual. Most people came to eat lunch or fish in the
afternoon. Georgia felt the cool mist created by the overflow against her
face, as she earnestly persisted to walk to the park. A strong smell
afflicted her nose, like sewage. As she walked along the riverbank the
smell grew stronger. Then she saw the body of Mason, flaccid and
bloated, caught in a Iull of water surrounded by rocks underneath
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Randam Bridge.

Georgia was saddened, but not surprised. Death was something she
faced every day. She only felt deep sadness for someone she thought
was a kindred soul. In her mind, she believed the world had taken too
much of a toll on Mason; that he couldn’t keep the reality of life’s
disappointments, terrors and tragedies outside of himself; that he finally
gave in to the pull to get away from it all. She watched the body rise
and fall with the motion of the river stoically, as if a great story had
been told, then went across the bridge to a table and read the news.

Mason sat in his armchair reading in his dining room after eating his
breakfast and taking his medication. He had come to his mother’s house
after she died to inherit the estate which was left to Mason, the only
son. Before his mother’s death, he needed to take time off from his job
as a mailman in a city hundreds of miles away because of coming down
with Lupus. Every movement he made caused him extreme pain, but he
was determined to keep moving, no matter what the doctors said. To
walk to the grocery store and up above the dam every day was all he
could manage. He liked the city. It was large enough that he could
remain anonymous and small enough that the luxuries of suburban life
like many parks and a high standard of living were available.

During his treatment and time off he decided to read a list of classics he
had wanted to pour through since graduating college. The words filling
the pages he read described what he previously believed life would be
like for him. When the bands he played with wasted more time talking,
smoking cigarettes and drinking than practiced performing, and when he
lost interest in writing because he realized he didn’t have anything to
say, he gave up believing in his dreams of a life he always thought he’d
have. Every couple of weeks he finished another book; the books were
as close to him as the dreams he had as a young teenager. However, he
knew he would not get entangled in a passionate war-time love affair,
explore the oceans on a yacht, go into space or spend years on an
uninhabited island with nothing but him and nature.

He read several chapters before his walk every morning and by ten, he
was out the door. The house was out of the way at the end of a long
driveway surrounded by trees. He brought his backpack to hold the
groceries with a fishing line and book in it as he went about a mile to the
grocery store. Money was never an issue for him, but since his mother’s
death he now had more money than he could spend. He planned on
giving much of it to charity and still keep a sizable amount for
retirement and possible medical expenses.

His mother was a miser. She had been an artist, gaining recognition in
elite circles, collecting art, and investing money carefully. When she got
pregnant by a man who she loved, but was married, she stopped
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participating in the art culture and spent her time painting and raising
Mason. Mason found her detached and aloof, but not uncaring. She
wanted to give him what he wanted for himself, even though it meant
leaving her after school, trying out being a musician, then a writer and
then ending up as a mailman hundreds of miles away from her. By that
time, Mason needed the stability and security of working as a civil
servant. Time went by quickly and before he had a chance to know his
mother, Mason was contacted by law enforcement to tell him his mother
had died from cardiac arrest.

Now, Mason was organizing his mother’s possessions, digging up news
articles, letters and photographs she kept over the years. He asked his
mother who his father was, but the most he got out of her was that he
was a friend from many years ago that she loved, but didn't love her
back. Mason accepted this and didn't need more; it was more evidence
of an implacable life unable to satiate his most essential needs; a
disappointment that life as an unsuccessful musician and writer gave to
him frequently. He wondered who among the many men she had
pictures taken of, many with her in the picture as well, was his father.
Many were well to do gentlemen and socialites. Mason had been with
enough women that commitment seemed out of the question and
marriage was too pristine and structured. He understood his mother’s
aversion to marriage and close relationships as time went on, so he
didn’t blame her for not telling him about his father.

He found dozens of contemporary paintings from the early to mid-20th
century in her studio, many painted by other people. He knew they could
be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, but he wouldn’t sell them. He
already had enough to never work again.

On his walk, the air was cool and, as usual, he felt throbbing and sharp
pains in his legs and hips, but he still trudged on. He saw the usual
group of young men outside of the grocery store, then went inside,
feeling each step. He picked up a couple of pastries and a coffee, some
cheese, bread and a bottle of wine, and things for dinner. He didn’t want
others to see him as handicapped. He didn’'t want other people’s pity,
but his pain might have been obvious. Sometimes he stopped to rest,
away from where others could see him.

He left the store and continued along the path to the dam, then up the
steep incline to the road above the cascading water. Then he walked
along the reservoir and found a projecting rock above the reservoir that
he routinely fished on. He reached into his backpack and took out the
fishing rod and cast the line into the water. One cast after another cast,
the line came up empty. Mason assumed the current was too strong
where he was because of rainstorms over the past couple of nights. He
stood up to find a better place as pain shot through his leg. He
stumbled, then fell against the slope of the rock and into the water. He
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couldn’t fight the current.

"I think the mob found their guy,” said one of the group outside the
grocery store the following week.

“He could’ve been a terrorist.”

“Dude, he obviously committed suicide. He had no life. Didn’t know
anyone.”

The group spoke for a couple of minutes about the obituary in the local
paper: “Mason Dexter, died at age 42. Born in New York, NY to the late
Margaret Dexter. No known surviving relatives. The estate has been
given to a distant cousin, George Almund, once close to Margaret
Dexter, Mason Dexter’s deceased mother. The cause of death is
uncertain.”

Then the group talked about baseball and the new kid at school; and
exclaimed about a couple of girls that passed by.

Georgia read the article and imagined her obituary being read and talked
about. She visualized the article with her life summed up in six
sentences. She suddenly panicked and needed to reach out to someone;
to tell someone about her life, her beliefs, her feelings and leave behind
a story that was more lasting than a note in a newspaper. She needed to
leave an anchor to keep her from disappearing under Randam Bridge.
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K.B. Woods

Never Alone

Calium’s Maximum Security Prison is surrounded by empty countryside
and is packed with female prisoners, ten of which are kept in solitary
confinement, with many whispers circulating about the one locked in cell
B-1. The rusted metal door that hasn’t ever been cleaned in at least ten
years, no bars, no window, just a slot for passing in food to a girl that
none of the other prisoners have seen. Inside, a concrete floor always
covered with a thin layer of moisture. The walls slathered with chipped
paint. The sign of many nails trying to claw their way out. A small
window across from the door, with no bars, provides the only light for
the cell for the girl lying with her back to the room.

Her long black hair is in knots and her cloth shoes are riddled with holes.
Her body convulses in pleasure as clutches her fists to her chest. Fists
that are stained with blood, all of it being hers. She only has eyes for her
hands, them being the only splash of color she’s seen in a while. The
bright flashes and swirls of dark and light tumble down her arms.
Laughter bubbles from her mouth, echoing through the door and down
hall.

A prisoner in an adjunct cell feels their heart start to race.
A guard quickens his steps as he thinks of his daughter at home.

They stopped letting her leave her cell. She’s stuck in here for a long
time. Her tongue flicks out, and she licks the blood from her fists as a
smile of slides across her face. Many have called her strange. They told
her she has a disease. She doesn’t care. The tangy smell and taste of
blood fascinates her.

She’s heard they may chance to move her soon, somewhere she can’t
harm others or herself. She doesn’t care as long as she can stare and
savor the red sticky substance that her body has. Pretty soon she’ll turn
thirteen, outliving her twin sister by a year.

Sometimes she feels lonely, but then she just thinks of her sister. She
remembers the bulging of her sister’s eyes, and the tangy, delicious,
sweet, smell that rose from her sister’s throat, then her chest, her arms
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and then her eyes. Every stroke of the knife brought forth a new flash of
color and a fresh scream or moan. Killing her sister was most fun. She
knows what she did was wrong, but the blood was so sweet on her
tongue, and she finally felt truly alive as her sister’s life joined her and
they truly became one.

She’ll never be alone now. Never be abandoned again, and They can no
longer take her sister from her. Them with all of their advice and
promises of safety in a new home away from her mommy and daddy,
but they wouldn’t let her stay with her sister. So, she took her. She took
her instead and now her sister will always be with her.
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Mary Gunn

Side by Side

owner and her dog

on tail-wagging adventure
the dog keeping pace—
every step of the way

on Saturday morning jog
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Mary Gunn

Evening

under railway bridge

sleeping bag and food cartons
on the cobble path—

hurrying to an event

yet glancing over shoulder
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Chad Collins

Oblation

Her inelastic skin was slowly depriving her of air, of life. She could not
breath, talk, yet- helplessly— she clawed at the door in the floor. Her
bloodied fingers pierced with splinters of woods. Her vacant howl went
unheard. Pounding fiercely at the floor, her phalanx cracked. The
fragments of bones floating effervescently through her bloodstream, like
food in a fishbowl.

Rolling over, her ear to the floor, she could hear the faint whispers of the
cloaked figures- those who had imprisoned her here. The spoke of
otherworldly things, the likes of which she did not know: celestial beings
in the sky, wretched creatures domiciled in dimensions beyond our
comprehension. She was frightened, but even that she was weary of.
She’d been here for so long, and she was so enervated, that feeling
afraid was nugatory.

There would be no hope of escape, this she knew unshakably. But death,
in death, she could render their ceremony impossible. She did not know
what it was they hoped to summon, or to please, but its reach would be
universal. Be it slimy, ghastly creatures from the sea, as tall as
mountains, or the spindly phantoms that so desperately wished to enter
our plane, she needed to stop it. Death was the answer- it was her
answer.

Her eyelids heavy, she crawled to a corner in the room. The floor, rough
as sandpaper, abraded at the skin on her torso. This is it, she thought,
this is her exit. Although not a religious woman, she pulled her hands
together, and muttered what little prayer she could.

“Please, God, if you're there. Let me die. Should your kingdom be real,
let me enter it, as a servant to your will. These dark forces do not let
them confine me for eternity. For in life, I am frightened, but in death, I
wish to be free and unafraid.”

Her head thumped against the floor, around which a small puddle of
blood formed.

Yet, despite her tenacity, her will to die, her prayers had gone
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unanswered. She awoke, chained to a cross. The links impressed in her
skin, with streams of blood cascading down her side. “Please,” she
thought once more, “kill me, God, before this ghastly service is
complete.” She could hear the grinding of a gear, not far off, beyond the
walls of her room. She let her eyes shut, clinging desperately to the
doctrine of death.

The door in the floor swung open, and the crucifix fell at a blistering
speed. It must’ve fallen a hundred feet before it stopped suddenly, the
impetus ripping the skin from her frame. And there, dangling like a grim
chandelier, the essence of their ceremony- their oblation- complete.
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Eliana Osborn

Mill Creek

There wasn’t always a fence by the creek in grandma’s backyard. When
I was young we would chase the mallards over the slick stones with our
jeans folded up, only staying away when the water was high. The
cottonwoods towered overhead, white fuzz dancing in the breeze and
itching my nose and eyes. All would be forgiven come fall when
overnight their leaves would explode in a burst of yellow bright enough
to compete with the sun.

Grandma’s backyard was invisible from the street, a discovery waiting
beyond the avocado kitchen. Raspberry bushes lined one side, then a
wide expanse for chasing the pinecones that the squirrels would throw
down. Up a hill to the main lawn cut out of an acre of garden. Tomatoes,
sweet corn, apricot trees, plums, cherries, and oh the peaches. Pole
beans, sweet peas, strawberries. Unless it was irrigation day and
grandma needed help opening the sluice, you only wandered through
the rows to harvest what you wanted to eat. Otherwise you’d have to
weed, hot sun on your back and bugs sticking to the sweat at your
hairline.

Sitting on the back porch in the one-piece rocker, talking to grandma
about your day with a bowl of still warm raspberries on your lap, the
creek would beckon with sounds of cool. It must have flowed past the
other houses in the neighborhood but only here did it command
attention. Becky had seen it a hundred times when she came over to
take us kids swimming at the neighborhood pool. She never played in it,
being too old for splashing and squealing at the cold by then. Grandma
would slip Becky some money, a little extra for the welcome break, and
off we'd go.

At the pool Becky would pick a spot in the shade and drag over a deck
chair. She never got in the water but the heat didn’t seem to bother her.
She’d sip a Pepsi from the machine and egg us on in our games, yelling
encouragement and ruling the winner in a close race. She didn’t bring a
magazine, didn't talk to the moms soaking up the sun. Being at the pool
with Becky was better than coming with Grandma, lots better than mom.
If we came with mom she’d make us all stay together in the shallow
end. Grandma let us swim all we wanted but made us get out for more
sunscreen every half hour. There’d be a slick of oily water around me in
the pool that I hoped no one else noticed.

Summer nights after a long day swimming we’d eat a light dinner, corn
on the cob and diced cold chicken. My sisters and I would sleep together
in the great room, two on the nine-foot orange velvet couch, someone
else sprawled half under an afghan on the recliner. I never dreamed
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those nights, not like at home where I was scared to fall asleep. Sun and
water made for sound slumber, accompanied by the sound of crickets
echoing in the window wells.

They found the baby, lungs filled with water and eyes wide open, stuck
in the grate where the creek went under the highway. The first I heard
was hushed whispers over breakfast, grandma clamming up when she
heard me stretching up the stairs in my summer pajamas, ruffled
bloomers and a sleeveless gingham top. It was too hot for anything else,
and by morning I'd already be itchy from heavy sweaty sleep. Mom
turned over the newspaper as I sat before a glass of orange juice. At
seven I didn't care much for the news but I usually looked at the
pictures on the front page: a dog with his tongue out, firemen washing
the truck, maybe the mayor cutting a big ribbon.

Later the police came by, knocking on every door along the creek. Did
anyone know who had been pregnant? Any visitors lately? There was
one lady, Mrs. Gomez, but she was still pregnant out to there, trying to
get down to the mailbox each afternoon and looking like it might do her
in. No one said why they were so interested in a baby.

Rachel was six, just eleven months younger than me. She’d be the
policeman, knocking at the pantry door. I was supposed to open it and
be someone different each time. Mrs. Weatherwax the kindergarten
teacher, Miss Shields who did Storytime at the library. No matter who I
pretended to be Rachel would accuse me of robbing a bank, dragging me
off to jail by the elbow.

“You girls stop that. No one in this family is getting arrested,” mom
scolded when she figured out the game. She never cared what we
played in the summer. This was her vacation too, a break from
mothering and being a wife. Our dad stayed home except for the last
week at Grandma’s, a sign that the fun was just about to end.

Rachel and I ran outside to avoid further lecture, little Bonnie begging us
to slow down. I held the door open for the baby so mom wouldn’t yell,
and we tumbled into the backyard. Grandma’s big straw hat was visible
near the lettuce.

“Bonnie, you be Baby Moses and we’ll find you in the creek.” Rachel
always had the best ideas. Bonnie grinned big at being included.
“Cassie, you be Moses’ mama sending him down the river. I'll be the
princess who finds the baby.”

“You're always the princess! You be the mama for once.”

“I'm the princess or I'm not playing. You and Bonnie will have to do
something with just two people ‘less you listen to me.”

With mom grumpy inside I didn’t want to lose half our acting group so I
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gave up the fight. We headed down the hill to plot the action but didn’t
get more than a few steps. Yellow police tape was tied to stakes all
along the bank with footprints indented in all the mud. I stopped short,
Bonnie ran right into me. Rachel yelled, *holy cow’ and ran to
investigate.

We climbed under the tape fence and just stood at the edge of the
creek. The water looked the same but somehow everything was
different. Instead of feeling like we were behind the house, it seemed
like we were far away, deep in a jungle somewhere.

“I don’t think we should be here,” I whispered. Bonnie pulled at the hem
of my shirt, feeling the creepy crawlies just like me.

Rachel looked up the creek to the left, then slowly to the right, like she
was studying it. “Something happened back here.”

"I don’t want to get in trouble. The police are gonna come back and
grandma’s gonna see us. Let’s play something else.” I was trying not to
whine but my voice was getting higher and higher. Rachel was always
the brave one, stupid brave sometimes, but I wished I wasn’t scared.

She stared at me for a minute before going back under the tape. Bonnie
and I followed.

“The police were looking for a lady with a baby. Maybe they found a
baby floating in the creek, just like Moses.”

“Don’t be stupid Rachel. No mama would let her baby swim in the creek.
It’s too cold. Besides, a baby can’t swim.”

Bonnie was sucking her thumb now, looking ready to cry. She hated it
when we’d fight.

“Then you tell me what you think is going on. It looks like tv back here!”
Rachel stripped leaves off a branch while she talked, thinking.

Even though grandma was just over the hill pulling weeds and mom
inside, it felt like we were the only people left on earth. I didn't like it.

“I don’t know Rachel, let’s just ask mom. I want to go inside. I feel
funny out here, don’t you?”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. Unless you did something. That'’s it!
What did you do?”

Even though I knew I hadn’t done anything, Rachel’s accusation made
me start to cry. This was all too weird. What was going on? Police and
crime tape and grownups whispering about something. I was ready for
summer to be over.

Rachel followed me inside. We were all sharing a room at grandma’s so I
went into the bathroom. She tried to pursue me but I slammed the door
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fast and pulled out the drawers so she couldn't get in.

“What are you hiding? What did you do? You know I'll find out. I'm not
leaving you alone until you TELL ME WHAT YOU DID."” Rachel started
yelling and banging on the door but I ignored her as best I could.

I put the lid down on the toilet and sat right there on the fuzzy aqua
cover. I needed to think.

My stomach hurt. I shook my head, trying to get the pictures out.
Pictures I hadn't seen but knew were real anyway. Becky Becky Becky
Becky. Baby baby baby. Baby in the river. Dead baby. Becky Becky
Becky.

Last summer we met Becky’s boyfriend Hank. He was dreamy and tan
and getting ready to go on a mission. They bought me ice cream once all
by myself, no Rachel or anything. I pretended we were all on a date.
This year when I asked Becky about Hank she just started crying.

“Is he dead?” I whispered.
She only cried harder, rubbing her belly.
“He isn’t allowed to talk to me!” she wailed.

I didn't know what to say. Hank seemed old enough to call someone all
by himself.

“Is that cause he’s a missionary now? They can only talk to you at
Christmas I think.”

Becky looked up at me then and reached out her arms. She hugged me
and I felt her tears go inside my ear a little bit.

“He didn’t go on a mission honey. He’s at college and he’s not talking to
me anymore.”

Becky’s sadness was coming through to me now and I started crying.

“He didn’t go on a mission? The prophet says he has to. Hank’s going to
hell Becky. I'm glad he’s not talking to you!”

“Run on home and see if your grandma needs your help, ok? It's her day
for water and she might need you to lift the irrigation gate.” Becky
wiped her tears, sniffed a little, and pushed me away.

“Hank’s no good Becky. I'll find you someone better, I promise,” I called
as I walked away. Becky just stood there rubbing her stomach and
looking sad.

I ran some water in the sink and splashed it on my face how I'd seen my
mama do. I felt a little better. I opened the bathroom door and looked
down the hall. No one around. I tiptoed to our room and looked inside.
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Empty. I crawled into bed, right in the middle, with the sheet up around
me shoulders. I closed my eyes as tight as I could and lay perfectly still.
I could still see the light through my eyes though, so I put the pillow
over my face. But then it got so hot from my breathing that I thought I
might die, so I took it off again.

I could hear Bonnie and Rachel in the backyard, doing Ring Around the
Rosie, Bonnie laughing like crazy when they’d fall down.
“Again! Again!” she’d giggle.

All I could think of was the baby. A tiny baby looking up at the sky,
moving its little fingers back and forth like Bonnie used to when she first
came home. The baby wondering what was going on as its head.

I couldn’t say the words even in my head. I thought I would throw up.
“Heavenly Father help me,” I prayed in a whisper. "I don’t want to know
about this. Take it away, take it away.”

I squeezed my eyes shut harder, pushed my fingers in till I saw white
lights. It hurt but my stomach stopped hurting for a minute.

“Where’s your sister?” I heard Mama ask my sisters.

I froze, trying not to breathe.

“She got all mad and hid in the bathroom. She’s probably in there crying
still,” said Rachel.

"“You girls. Can’t you play for once without fighting?”

Rachel ignored Mama like always and started singing about a popcorn
tree.

I must've fell asleep because next thing I knew it was dark and I felt all
shivery in my bed. I could hear Rachel and Bonnie in the bath. I got up
and went upstairs.

Grandma sat at the kitchen table, shelling peas into a metal bowl and
watching the darkness out the window.

“You ok little one?” she asked.

I nodded, afraid to talk.

“You know about what happened back there, don't you?”

I nodded again, looking at the mole on her chin instead of her eyes.
“Awful thing. I can’t hardly stand to go near the water now. Thinking of
that poor mama putting her baby in the creek.”

“Poor mama? What about the baby?”

“No mother wants to do that to her baby. I had eight of them myself,
one who left back to heaven soon after she came to us. To hurt your
baby like that? She wasn’t right in her head. You couldn’t. That's a
woman needs some help.”

I thought about Bonnie again, how my mama held her so close even
when she cried. How she’d move her lips like she had something to say
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while she slept. Made us laugh and guess what she was dreaming about.
I thought maybe Grandma was right. Maybe Becky did need help.

Soft, so soft it hardly felt like I was saying it out loud at all, I said, “I
think. I think I might know something about the baby.”
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Jennifer Weber

These Waters Don’t Lie Still

Last night I dreamt of floodwaters,
deliberate clay rising to cover my feet.

Beside a railroad overspills a river, deep
with hunger for more land to conquer.

Swift water claims the tracks, climbing my ankles,
and my sister watches from the opposite bank.

Her mouth moves. I cannot understand the words
but her voice carries across the water like a promise.

Standing stuck in cold mud, rain slides
over the bumps of my spine to meet the flood

pushing against the backs of my knees. I cannot
move my feet against the current and still

my sister calls. Her arms stretch towards me.
Her hands are dry. I think the waters follow.
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Adam Sprague

Small Town Fun

Bless this little town—
unlocked doors

not many cars

dollar candy bars

corn growers

push mowers

Friday football games

and everybody, everywhere,
knows your fucking name
cub scouts

paper routes

blue jeans

garden beans

blood and scary things
rotting gutted pigs

the sound of snapping twigs
it must be in your head
children swimming in the lake
giggling on summer break
children washed up dead
grinning teachers

gym bleachers

cut up bodies in the trunk
fighting over the top bunk
holiday parades

fuck those fags

and parents said it, too
truth or dare at noon

parks and birthday balloons
Saturday cartoons

a never-ending game of hide and seek
new bodies floating in the creek

golden rules

at bible school

Christmas trees in snow
Jesus loves us this I know—
Bless this little town
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Saloni Kaul

Lake Maxinkuchee

Flocks elegant of wood ducks smoothly skim

Lake Maxinkuchee like hard buoyantly afloat
Wooden toys; a glide so gracious, in unmoving rhythm,
That heartless inanimate Nature must gloat

At the seeming power, effortless, controlled,

It exerts over its country creatures all around ,
That with their striking breathing beauty bold

Can look cold as art and senses confound.

But poet author breathe quacking life in

To fantastical sketches, skeletons of thought
Crafted of immaterial fabrics, whimsy thin ,

Till whole world peopled is wide loved and sought.
Tell me one day if you like reality on edge of knife,
For even art’s wood ducks stiff as toys take on life.
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Michael L. Newell

The Lad with Spring in His Step

A lad came stutter stepping down a side street,
hair aflame in the sun, Scott Joplin in his feet,

voice softly grooving with bursts of scat singing,
melodies and lyrics shifting every minute or so,

his eyes swiveling back and forth from one side

of the street to the other, tracking the spring walks
of young ladies, talking in song to stray cats, dogs,
and cantankerous crows unwilling to move out

of the way of his spirited stroll that found
inevitable paths (without rancor or menace)
through obstacles large and small, greeting all
who crossed his path with a joie de vivre that left

smiles in his wake and sunshine in conversations flowering
as he disappeared round a corner, far up the street.

29



Jakob Chapman

Mollusk

I killed a small mollusk today,

a gastropod to be precise

but consulting my Mens Rea

it was a sheer matter of manslaughter—

for he had crept over the human threshold with gusto
like the teetotal hallucination of an insane woman,
slowly oozing his suicidal way

over the coarse, blue running-track,

passing the shot-put pit,

and under my swift shoe—

his shell went snicker-snack,

and I watched his gastro

system ironically drip from my foot

seeing him there, disassembled—

shapeless and everything exposed—

made me wonder what it is like

sporting your trifling anus in your neck,
having storable genitals,

and your primitive eyes on retractable tentacles
but most importantly your nose—

smelling the new day break

with all its hell and high water

from the safety of a lubed brick

and the odd smell of oncoming rubber-outsole
your helix home too heavy on your back
making you slow—

no ears to hear it go
snick-snack
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Darren C. Demaree

Lady, You Shot Me #14

The air, thick
with gun smoke
from three bullets

fired into
the violent, spoken
words of a man,

hung the man,
hung the words
as a ghost

that found
no cloth to soak
or light to catch

& yet, he said
these words to touch
the disturbance.
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Anina Robb

Morning Glory: Parkinsons

As a girl, I used to listen to my father
vocalizing in the curve of the piano, balancing
lightly on his toes.

I'd crouch below and push

the soft-pedal to temper the music,

his scales like a trail through the wood
guiding me to a splendid morning glory.

And now he can't even hum

my daughter lullabies. So I sing

off tune to him and can't contain

my tears as he keels left and right

to sway in time with the song

Numi, numi yaldati, Numi, numi, nim.

Bound to his drum legs
he is sleeping sitting up,
he is sleeping before
the evening shadows.
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Lauren Frank

Promise

The kaleidoscope behind my eyes
The milky metal of my mind

I hear the visions in your words
A suicidal curse

It all comes crashing down.
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Josh Rank

Shelby Park

She was a 30-pound beagle, originally a mix of brown, white, and black.
Now, she was mostly white. Historically stubborn, consistently vocal, and
universally loved by all who met her, Allie had been with Steve and his
wife longer than their only child. That child, Sammy, now seven-years-
old, had never known life without the dog to keep him company. This is
what worried Steve and Tricia the most: How would Sammy handle the
idea of Allie not being around anymore? Even more than that, how
would he handle something worse?

Diabetes had caused the dog to go blind earlier that year. In the winter,
they noticed her urinating in the house and bumping into walls with
increasing frequency. They finally took her to the vet and learned about
the diabetes. Now, in the middle of summer, they couldn’t avoid it any
longer. They felt worse about keeping her alive than they would if they
were to lose her. Sammy hadn’t been introduced to death besides the
abstract ideas from cartoons and movies. Steve wasn’t sure how to go
about doing it, but he had to make use of the practice. The dog would be
difficult, but she was just a warm-up.

Tricia decided to stay home. She said it might be easier if Sammy didn't
feel like they were teaming up on him; that he might feel overwhelmed.
Steve figured she didn’t want her son to see her in tears.

The three of them, Steve, Sammy, and Allie, jumped into their four-door
sedan and drove to Shelby Park. It was a bit of an oasis in the middle of
the city: An expanse of multiple baseball fields, a golf course, bike trails
that ran along the river, and right in the middle was a small lake where
locals occasionally snagged catfish. Depending on the day and time, the
park could range from overflowing to spaciously occupied. But when the
sedan finished navigating the winding roads and parked in the lot next
to the lake, they found the park completely empty.

“"Wow,"” said Steve as he opened the driver's-side door. I can’t believe
this.” He scanned the roads and paths and trails for people, but found
none. He held his breath for a moment and heard nothing besides the
congregation of ducks and cranes pecking in the water and speaking
their funny language. He opened the back door where Allie was sitting
on the floor behind the driver’s seat. She looked up when the door
opened.

“Come on, girl. Let’s go.” But she didn't move until he grabbed the leash
and gave her a light tug. She gingerly stepped her way out of the back
seat and shook her head once she was on the pavement.
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Sammy unbuckled himself and climbed out of the car. Steve found him
looking at the ducks after walking around the car.

“Ready, bud?” he asked his son.
Sammy turned around and smiled. “Yup!”

They walked down a paved path that ran along the perimeter of the
lake. Allie trotted alongside Steve. She had become much better on the
leash after her sight started to dim. Previously, she would be pulling,
choking herself, to follow a scent. He had always wished she would walk
right next to him like the dogs in the commercials, but he didn't want it
to happen as the result of a disease.

The humidity and heat from the day was present, but dying. The sun
was giving them an orange glow through the tops of the trees to the
west. The lightning bugs drifted along the grass, flashing their rhythms
that surely meant something, but Steve had never taken the time to
learn. There was no wind. This is why Steve became alarmed when his
son stopped walking, looked up, and pointed.

“What's up, buddy?”

“The clouds are moving,” said Sammy. He spoke with a sense of awe,
but not shock. Steve glanced up and mirrored his son’s awe, but added a
sense of shock.

The clouds were moving at an alarming rate. This isn’t so rare in an area
that is prone to volatile weather. But usually, the clouds move in the
same general direction. This time, however, it was different. Like a ripple
of water as the result of a dropped pebble, the clouds moved outwards
in an expanding circle. Steve and Sammy watched quietly as the clouds
drifted in this outward fashion until they disappeared behind the trees. It
only took a couple minutes, but the sky was now completely clear. The
only things left were the setting sun and the approaching darkness from
the east.

“Where did they all go?” asked Sammy.

“They, uh, they went to bed.” This made Steve think of sleep. This made
Steve think of the first reason he was out there. They continued walking
and Steve decided that if he didn’t have a plan at this point, he might as
well just start talking.

“Hey Sammy, come here,” he said. Sammy took a few more steps
before walking around the dog and standing next to his father. Steve
took his hand. “Listen, so, you know how Al’s been having some
problems lately?”

“Yeah. She’s not supposed to potty inside.”

“Right. Well, you see, things aren’t going to get any better for Al.” He
was trying to take mental notes as he spoke, trying to figure out what
could be used the next time he had to talk to Sammy like this. “She’s
had a long, happy life. Happier than some of the people I know.”
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“She’s the best.” Sammy let go of Steve’s hand and walked in front of
the dog. Allie bumped into his legs and sat down, looking up towards
where the child was probably standing. Sammy gave her a hug.

“Yeah. I know.” Steve looked out at the water while his son hugged his
dog. He wished he could just go for a swim. The water looked clean.
There wasn’t anybody around. He turned back towards his son. “Hey,”
he gave the leash a tug. "Come here.” The dog stood up and walked
towards the tug. Sammy followed. Steve bent over and rubbed the dog’s
head. Without straightening up, he said: “Well, like I said. Al’s not going
to get any better. In fact, she’s only going to get worse. And we don't
want to see her in pain, right Sammy?”

“No,” he said, still petting the dog.

“Right. That's why we’re going to have to let her go.” He tried to look
into his son’s face, but his son was only looking at the dog.

“Like, to another family?”

“No, not exactly. She’s not going to have a family. I mean, we’ll still be
her family, but...” He trailed off. “She’s going to go to sleep, and she
won't wake up.” He expected the tears to signify an understanding, but
that didn’t happen.

“So we have to let her go?” he asked.

Steve straightened up and pulled on the leash again. “Yeah.” He led the
dog to the edge of the water. He was a little worried she wouldn’t
remember how to swim, it had been a year or two, but he had to try. He
got as close as he could without getting his shoes wet, and pulled her
until her feet touched the water. After that, muscle memory kicked in
and Steve barely had enough time to unclick the leash as she entered
the lake.

“Al,” he warned as she swam out, but she kept herself close to shore.
The water wasn't deep, anyway.

Steve watched his dog taking her last swim with his son by his side. If it
weren't for the fish starting to jump, he would have lost his composure.
It was just a couple at first. A little sploosh off to the side as if Sammy
had tossed a rock into the water. Then there was another. By the fourth
jump within ten seconds, Sammy started to laugh. Each jumping fish
after that only grew in hilarity to the boy. Another one. And another one.
And these fish weren't just surfacing for air, they were launching
themselves out of the water as if being electrically shocked.

Despite the noise, Allie continued to swim back and forth along the
shore. Her head bobbed slightly as she paddled, tongue hanging down to
the water. As if a clap of thunder erupted from the clear sky, the lake
became a dancing static of jumping fish. Steve took a step back in
surprise but Sammy didn’t budge. Every fish in the entire lake not only
jumped, but was jumping. It almost sounded like applause as the
splashing continued without a sign of ever stopping. Steve’'s first
reaction was worry, that something was terribly wrong, but he was able

36



to quiet that part of himself and watch his dog of ten years enjoying her
last moments in the lake while the fish launched into the air behind her.

Finally, Allie walked back up to the shoreline and as if on cue, the fish
quieted down as she shook herself dry. Sammy still hadn’t moved from
the time Allie went into the water.

“"Sammy? You okay, buddy?” Steve expected to see his face covered in
tears, but when the child turned around, he was smiling.

“Did you see that, Dad? The fish dancing with Al?”

“Yeah, yeah I saw it.” He put his arm around his son before clipping the
leash on the dog’s collar. “"Do you have any questions? You know, about
Al?” This was the part he wanted to hammer down. The idea of the dog
going away and not coming back, but not because of choice. As long as
he could get that idea through to his son, it would make it much easier
when he had to tell Sammy about what the doctor told him a few weeks
before. The reason Tricia wanted to give the three of them some time
alone.

“Do you think she’s going to dream about swimming when she goes to
sleep?”

"I hope so, buddy.”

The sun had mostly set while Allie was taking her last swim. The
streetlights in the park were lighting themselves and Steve decided it
was time for them to head home. They started walking back along the
paved path and Steve couldn’t help but ask Sammy a question.

“Hey, Sammy? I just wanted to ask you why, y’know, you didn’t cry
when I told you about Allie?” He knew it was stupid. He knew nothing
good could come from it but he had to know. He had to know if his son
didn’t fully understand what he meant, or if his son was bottling his
emotions, or if his son might simply be a psychopath.

Sammy turned around to face his father, but pointed instead. “Dad,
look.”

Steve followed his son’s point and stopped walking. Allie gave a little tug
on the leash but stopped pulling when it was clear they weren’t walking
anymore, which is good, because Steve dropped the leash.

“Oh my god,” he said. The cloudless sky in front of him, that moments
ago held the fleeting moments of the sunset, that had already started its
descent into deep blue and later black, that had already started to
become peppered with the first stars of the evening, had started to grow
orange. The same orange that had painted the sky ten minutes before.
And despite every experience Steve had during his 34 years of life,
everything he had ever learned about the sun and the sky and the Earth,
he watched as the sun peaked itself above the tree line for a moment,
and reset itself for another descent. A second sunset.
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He was about to say something, he didn’t know what it would be until it
came out, when he felt Sammy grab his hand. He looked down at his
son with wide eyes, holding his breath, and saw Sammy smiling. Steve
looked back to the second sunset and felt the brief warmth of the sun.
He turned his head and saw Allie in the sunlight, lying on the pavement,
panting, trying to dry her coat. The leash sat limp between them. Steve
briefly thought that he might not even be experiencing this, that he was
too late and wouldn’t have to tell Sammy the news he had been putting
off for weeks, but the warmth from the sun and the grip on Sammy'’s
hand brought him out of this fantasy. He was here, for the time being,
holding his son’s hand with his best friend, wet from a swim, lying
behind him. They watched in silence for the next few minutes as the sun
completed its second rest of the evening.

“We have to go.” He squeezed his son’s hand before he let it go.
“Okay, Dad.”

Steve picked up the leash and Allie followed them back to the car. He
was worried the whole car would smell like wet dog for a while, but then
he realized that might be nice.

He didn't know exactly what he was going to say to his son, but he knew
Tricia would have to be there when he did. Perhaps the two talks in one
night might be too much for the boy, but as he watched Sammy climb
into the front seat and buckle himself in, he knew that wouldn’t be an
issue.

“Just a second,” he said into the car before he pulled out his phone and
leaned against the closed door. He opened his messages and started a
new one to his wife: “Everything went fine. I have a story for you. But I
think tonight we should tell him.”

He started to slide the phone back into his pocket when the response
came: “Are you sure? Both in one night?”

He clicked out his response and he climbed back into the car:

“I'm sure.”
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JD DeHart

Get My Goat

Scrubby, mangy,
munching,
fur enraptured face

How much like this
creature am I

Forever keeping grasses
and progress at bay

as I rove, making bleating
calls and tasting morning.
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Joe Roberts

A Metaphor

Dying grasses

Cracked, baked lawns

Withered flora

Drought’s next dawn

Oh, how thirsty the land

How heat weary the hills

A tender box waiting

To become an inferno’s hell

If but a drop would fall

And then another might follow

And still another and another

For the dead earth to finally swallow
What a metaphor

For the peoples’ hearts

Dry and withered by selfishness

By greed, by hurt and by callousness
By hate, bigotry and ignorance

If but a drop of love might fall

Upon those parched dead, empty souls
Perhaps the buried seeds of care might grow
And end the drought of love so it might flow
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John Petriccione

Monday Morning, 7 O’clock, Cloudy

Relations are what we talk about

in the town hall amongst gentlemen.
Men one and all

gentle or not

feel the unity in manhood.

Speaking of their ladies

one and all.

The base point in conservation being that
the men do not know

where their relationship is at.

Is that a crime?

Heavens No!

I don't think,

not that I don't think all.

The perfectionism in what I believe to be true
is but a mythological blunder of my own
libidoed thought guessing game.

For the ladies game

could be the fairest contest ever played.
Competition being the driven consensus
in the relationship fair.

I hope thee fair well.

For in a gentleman’s game

None shall.
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Meg Boeni

Home Not Home

“There might be problems at home.
Swiftly the pieces fall into place.”
~“Voyager,” Srikanth Reddy

There might be problems at home.

a stopped clock, a split boiler, an exploding
can of hash—I don’t know

what they are,

because I am not home.

I'm never home.

I am out, wandering

painting streets where the rain

has left them blank

Finding the woods

in between the cracks of cities

dancing

slowly

where the streetlights chide me

and I don't belong.

Those pieces that are falling

are impossible to catch without a basket
when you're so far

from the warm kitchen of your mothers
and the decisions

that were easy to make

playing

under the kitchen table.

There might be problems at home.
--But what is home, anyway?
What's a life, in that

potatoes butter cornbread red gingham radio sunshine

warm kitchen
where your mothers still cook?

a pig, a raspberry, a chicken, a leaf of parsley?

42



Swiftly the pieces fall into place.

Flour, sand, and time into a colander

chicken broth and rosemary into a pot

I cannot go home—but I can; but I can't

I can't yet create my own home

in these woods and cracks and cities

I must settle for

the leaky boiler, the stopped clock,

the rattling, laughter-sobs of the coal furnace
the rotary dial phone

I can see when I reach out and close my eyes
waiting, to rrring, to tell me

all will be well at home.
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Nathanial Seifert

The Gardener’s Lamb

It was a cold and still night in early February. The man was dressed for
it, or at least he felt like it for now. He wished he wasn’t wearing jeans.
Jeans were cold and stiff. He had long underwear but he could still feel
the jeans trying to chafe him as he walked along the top of the small
snowy hill that led to the pasture. He ought to get some thick Carhartt
overalls that were brown and had a soft lining on the inside.

The man lived with his wife and daughter in a house on top of a small
hill. The hill flattened out for the pasture and then continued down on its
slope. The daylight had gone quickly and the man turned on his porch
light. He looked down the path that led to the pasture. Snow had not
fallen in two weeks and the snow that was on the ground had a hard
shell that protected the two feet of soft snow underneath it. The path,
now slick from use, had encouraged the man to start using a walking
stick. He started down the path just like he had done every dark and
cold night that week. It was not a direct line to the pasture; it went
down the hill at an angle and around the garden and past the chicken
house. Soon the man was past the reach of the porch light, but the
moon on the snow was bright and he knew the path.

When he passed the beginning of his garden, he thought about his
tomatoes. The tomatoes weren’t his best that year, but soon that would
change when he could spread the sheep’s manure. He would also finally
be able to spend the right amount of time in the garden in the spring
and summer since he was no longer working at the post office. His
hands would become hard instead of soft and vulnerable. Black dirt
would fill his shoes and cover his skin. Everything would grow better.
There would be cucumbers and onions everywhere. Every meal next
year would have onions with it—fried or raw or caramelized. He would be
able to freshen the tap water with cucumber slices. There would be so
many thick and healthy vegetables that the man could take some to the
farmer’s market on Saturdays and sit with the other men, the real men
who were nothing like the mail men he was used to. They would talk
about their animals and their land. If he could sell some on those
Saturdays perhaps his wife would like it too.

All the vegetables made the man feel better about the cold night. When
he passed the chicken house, he opened the door and said, “Hello girls,”
but the eight hens were tired and didn’t respond. He warmed his hands
on the heating lamp and, with his walking stick, broke the layer of ice
that had covered the chicken’s water. He checked the corners of the
coop for forgotten eggs but found none, so he shut them in for the night
and made his way into the pasture.
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The man didn't own more than five acres and the pasture covered two of
them. In the corner nearest to the chicken house there was the sheep-
shed. It was a red square made out of sheet metal and wood. Inside
there were three small brown sheep, two ewes and a ram; none of their
heads were above the man’s waist. They were very round because of
their winter wool and because of the pregnancies. The man went over to
the only stall, which split the shed in half. He found the cross beam and
turned the light bulb on. The man looked at the ewes in the corner and
said, “Is tonight the night, girls?”

The ewes lifted their heads but did not get up. Then the man went to the
ram that was in the stall and grabbed him by his barely curling horn and
said, “"What do you think?” The ram shook its head and the man let go of
its horn and scratched the wool on top of its head. One warm afternoon
that fall, the ram had escaped his secluded part of the pasture and went
to be with the ewes; he was three months too early. The man had had
time to prepare. But he mostly had to wait. It was a cold and patient
waiting which was parallel with the winter.

The man went over to an aluminum garbage can and grabbed a handful
of corn. He fed the ram and its lips made his hand wet. He wiped his
hand on his jeans and grabbed another handful for the ewes. He held it
out for them and said, “Girls?” The ewes did not get off the ground.
“Alright,” the man said and he put the handful of corn back into the
garbage can. There had not been much excitement for the man in his
previous trips to the sheep shed. He liked this kind of boredom, which
felt opposite to the boredom that he had gotten from sorting mail. He
sat down on a large wooden stump and pulled out a book from his jacket
pocket and lay it flat in his hand so that he had enough light.

After an hour of reading, one of the ewes began to pant. The man
looked up from his book. Then the ewe got to her feet made a small
circle around the shed, pawed the hard ground and snorted. It's time,
the man thought. He had his plan for the birth. The towels were ready.
He would allow the ewe to birth naturally. He wouldn’t have to interfere.
It would be okay. The other ewe got up and moved to the opposite
corner. The ram was on its feet. Then the panting became heavier and
the ewe let out a small bleat. The man got up off the stump and looked
at the ewe whose chest was heaving. The man thought about going for a
walk and coming back when it was done. The ewe bleated again; this
time it was guttural and painful. The man thought he could stay and just
turn the light off. Between the panting and low bleating, there came a
wet noise from the sheep. The man decided that not being able to see
would be just as bad as the sight. He looked at the ewe and it started to
happen and he looked away.

From what the man heard, everything seemed to be going well. Then a
different sound interrupted the heaving and panting rhythm of the ewe.
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The man looked and saw the half-born lamb. The ewe was being loud
now and the man saw that the lamb was not coming out anymore. He
stood up and went over and down to his knees on the hard dirt floor and
put his hands on the wet lamb. The man closed his eyes and groaned as
the ewe bleated. He kept a soft and firm grip behind the lamb’s front
shoulder. Trying not to grip to tightly or pull with any force. He held the
front of the lamb and his half yelled groans accompanied the ewe and
the ram, who had started to bleat as well. And then the lamb was out.
The man got up and his hands were wet, so he went outside to a snow
bank, punched through the hard crust, and washed them in the soft
under-snow. He sat for a moment and even unzipped his coat to let the
cold calm him.

When he went back into the sheep-shed it was quiet and the lamb was
on the cold, hard dirt floor. The ewe was licking him. The man dried the
lamb with one of the towels and looked at him for the first time. He was
very small and gray. The man looked at the ewe and said, “It’s going to
be okay, Mama,” and then he wrapped the lamb in a clean towel. He
pulled one of his arms out of his jacket and picked the small lamb up
and held it close to his body. The ewe started to bleat at him. “It's too
cold out here, Mama,” the man said. He wrapped his jacket around the
lamb and left the sheep shed to the bleats of the ewe. It was colder than
before and the man could feel it on his face. He walked past the garden
and past where the eggplants grew and where he was going to expand
the potato area in the spring. He walked with long strides and drove his
walking stick into the icy path. He held the lamb under its chest and its
thin legs dangled near the cold.

When he got into his house, he went straight to the bathroom and put
the lamb in the tub. He found an old blanket and made a bed for the
lamb. The house was warm and the man’s face stung, but he was glad
about it. He moved the lamb onto the blanket and watched it curl its
legs. He then went upstairs into the kitchen to find the lamb formula
that he had bought at Fleet Supply. He put it into a bottle and put it in
the microwave. He considered going back down to the ewe and try what
he could to milk her. Then his wife came into the kitchen in her pajamas
and sat down at the counter. Her hair was ratted from lying in bed and
she wasn’t wearing her glasses that made her look as smart as she was.
The man liked when she wore contacts or just did things without being
able to see as well. She must have been listening for me, the man
thought. At first she said nothing and just watched him. She put her
hands on the counter, one on top of the other. He said nothing to her so
then she asked, "How many are there?”

“Just one,” said the man.

“How is it?”

“It's small.”

“How small?”

“Smaller than he should be.”
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“0Oh,"” she said, “"Do you want me to heat the chili up for you?”

“No, you should go back to bed. It will be okay,” the man said.

“It's cold out,” his wife said.

"I know,” he said and left her in the kitchen. When he went downstairs,
he saw his daughter sitting next to the tub. She was in her pajamas and
was petting the lamb. She must have been waiting just like her mother,
the man thought. She did not look tired like her mother. She was
excited and her thin body made many small movements around the
lamb. The man felt stiff and slow just by watching her.

“His fur is soft,” she said when she saw him.

“Lambs have wool,” he told her.

“Well, he is very cute.”

"I know.”

"I wish he would stay this small forever,” she said

The man said nothing. Then the small lamb let out a little bleat and his
daughter looked at him with her mouth open. The man smiled and said,
"I know. Let’s get you to bed.”

“Oliver,” she said to the lamb and got up to go with her father.

“Okay,” the man said and wished he had been quieter coming into
house.

When his daughter was tucked in, the man went back to the lamb and
tried to feed it with the bottle. He was surprised to see that the lamb
was standing in the tub. He was more surprised that its legs weren’t
shaking; the lamb didn't latch onto the nipple. He put his finger into its
mouth and said, “It’s breakfast time.” Then he tried the bottle again and
the lamb sucked weakly for a little, then stopped. He wished it would
have drunk more but said to it, "“That’s good for now.” He was worried
about how the lamb would get back in its bed so he lifted it and it let out
another small bleat. The man sat with the lamb until it was very late. He
watched it breathe and would sometimes put his hand on its chest so he
could feel it breathe. It slept and the man didn’t talk to it or to himself.
He thought about getting something to drink like milk or orange juice,
but watching the lamb breathing slowly had made him tired. He went to
his bed and took off his jeans, but left his long underwear on.

The man woke early the next morning and went down to the bathroom.
The lamb was sleeping and the man petted it. Soon his daughter woke,
earlier than she normally woke. She petted the lamb for a while and
when he woke she even tried to feed him. The lamb drank little. The
man’s wife came too and looked at her husband and at the lamb. Then
they all watched the lamb slowly get to its feet, one foot at a time.
“Look how good he is doing,” his daughter said.

"I left the paper out on the counter,” the man’s wife said and looked at
him.

“Okay.”

“And eat the rest of the chili today. It's getting old.”

“Time to get ready for school,” the man told his daughter. She dressed
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quickly and petted the lamb until she had to go to school. When she had
left and his wife had gone to work, he went down and fed the other
sheep and the chickens. The ewe bleated at him and he told her it was
okay. It was cold again and bright. The man was glad that he wasn't
working as a postman on days like this. The bright, cold days were the
worst. He was never comfortable. The post-office cars in the country
were just normal cars and he had to learn how to drive from the
passenger seat. He was always in a hurry when he was a postman.
There was always mail to be sorted and after a while it would be
numbing. It was hard to be in a hurry during the cold winters when he
had to drive from the passenger seat. His wife would ask about his days
and he would tell her they were okay. Sometimes he would tell her that
they don't have a personality test for the post-office. She would smile
and would try to give him a deep shoulder rub. She didn’t smile at him
when he told her about not being a postman anymore. He told her that
the job didn’t pay hardly anything and was dangerous. He said that she
supported the family anyway. He said that he could spend time with
their daughter, and raise sheep, and would find work in the spring or
maybe in the middle of the summer. The man didn't like thinking about
that conversation or about being a postman. He walked slowly up the
path to the house. He looked across his gardens and down at the small
red sheep shed.

When he got back to the house, the lamb was dead.

He was in a small gray ball away from his bed in the bathtub with his
eyes open. The man sat on top of the toilet in the bathroom and did
nothing for a while. Then he called his wife and told her. She asked if he
wanted her to tell their daughter. He said no. She asked if he was sure.
He said yes. She said that she was sorry and that she had to get back to
work.

He went to the laundry room and found a brand new light brown bed
sheet and wrapped the small gray lamb in it. He sat on top of the toilet
and put the wrapped dead lamb on his lap. He thought about what to
do. The ground was frozen. He couldn’t bury it in the snow for different
reasons that were not nice to think about. He continued to sit in the
warm bathroom with the lamb on his lap. He wanted to be nhumbed with
sorting mail and the people of the post-office. The trash came on
Tuesday. The lamb was dead and he needed to get rid of it. Dead
chickens had gone in the trash before. He put his hand on the lamb’s
chest for a moment before getting up. The man found a shoebox and
folded the lamb’s long lifeless legs so that he would fit. He then duct
taped the box shut and went to the garbage can.

He placed the shoebox on top of a pizza box. Then he said, “Thank you
for being so nice to my daughter. Thank you for dying when she was at
school. I'm sorry you were born so small. I'm sorry it is so cold. I'm
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sorry I don't know what I am doing.” He shut the cover of the garbage
and rolled it down to the end of his driveway.

When his daughter came home from school, he brought her to her room
and told her that Oliver was dead. He told her that Oliver was too small
and it was too cold. She turned away and put her face into her pillow. He
rubbed her back and told her that Oliver was a good lamb. His wife came
in and took his spot. She didn't look at him. He went up into the kitchen
and saw the paper that his wife had put on the counter that morning.
She had opened it to the classifieds. He heated up the chili and ate it. He
had had too much of it that week and was tired of the taste, but it was
warm, so he ate it.

The man went down to feed the sheep and the chickens that night. He
took the path slowly with short well-placed steps. He put his gloved
hands on the sturdy chicken house as he walked past remembering the
hot summer he had spent building it. When he went into the sheep shed
the ewe bleated at him. He said nothing to her and didn’t even turn the
light on. He gave them their hay and left. Before he went back to the
house, he walked through the hard snow in his garden. He thought
about his leeks and cabbage and how he had to buy some new rabbit
fence. He looked around at the empty garden and was still cold. It had
begun to snow and the wind had picked up. The vegetables were frozen
and dead; they didn’t get any sun. They wouldn’t get any sun for a long
time. He was becoming very cold but didnt want to go in the house. He
wanted to be in his garden, but it wasn't his garden in the winter. The
garden was nothing but hard ground and snow. He stood there until he
was too cold. He should have milked the ewe. He should have done
something. He knew he could have done something. I need to be with
my sheep tonight, he decided finally. He went into the sheep-shed and
sat down on the stump. He didn’t turn the light on. He crossed his arms
and his legs. Ready to sit for a long time. The ewe bleated at him and he
said to her, “Shh...shh; he’s gone now.” She bleated and the man closed
his eyes. He heard the ram rustling in his stall and the wind blew against
the shed. Then he heard the small bleat of a lamb. He opened his eyes
and it was still dark in the shed. He reached up and found the beam and
turned the light on. In the corner of the shed there was a small black
lamb.

The man did not feel well when he saw it. The other ewe had given birth
sometime during the day. It gave a second high-pitched bleat and the
man shut his eyes and bent over towards his knees. He was stiff and
cold and the pasture had been the same way the entire night. The man
straightens up and took in a long cold breath. Then he said, "Okay,” and
pulled his arm out of his jacket and grabbed a towel.
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Katherine Morais

Self Help in Cow Print

The visions started when I handed in my final Great American Novel
essay on American Pastoral at the end of my Freshman year. The
humanities professors’ offices in Gilman Tower were built in a perfect
square with one long corridor connecting the two sides, and I did laps
around the floor trying to locate the correct room, manically thinking
about what Philip Roth might have to say about my twelve-page essay.
A line of three other students all holding their stapled bits of paper
revealed Professor Marxin’s office, and in my mind my wrists opened up
like a shot-gunned beer.

During that finals period, my former best friend and roommate grew to
hate me because I kept the hours of two to seven am. One night at five
am, snuggling my laptop, I wondered if I'd actually died when I'd
envisioned my wrists bleeding in Gilman Tower and if this was an eternal
time loop. I made it to an end-of-year ‘Dinosaurs and Sluts’ fraternity
party, to wish my fellow rising sophomores a good summer, shaking
from the Ritalin I'd purchased to get me through two-and-half hours of
slide identification, covering 25,000 years of Western Art History. Then I
saw myself fall, from too many pills, like timber onto the sticky fraternity
floor.

I needed to go home. I imagined myself wrinkling like a prune in a
lavender scented bath, sure that the visions would stop once I got out of
Baltimore and could once again sleep in my bed on Winston Road.

My father had worked for most of my life as a Middle School English
teacher at the all-girls private school I'd attended for twelve years, until
a year ago when he sold his first book, The Last Cannoli, about his
Italian grandparents’ first year in New York. He now worked at home as
a writer. In my first two days back, I'd catch glimpses of him collaging
fuzzy printed images of Ohio, inspiration for his next book.

My mother worked at a dance studio as a movement therapist for kids
from inner city Philadelphia. She commented that college had altered my
hip rotation and tried to engage me in some high kicks.

“It really helps me every time a tuition bill arrives from that expensive
university of yours,” she said. I had tried to ignore her, but she would
not let the subject of my body alignment go. “High kicks are good
enough for Asia to express how it feels to have a junkie as a mother, but
not for Miss Julia’s stressful undergraduate exams?”

I high kicked so hard that I whacked the table. A bowl of spinach fell and
smashed to the ground, and I had to ice my knee.
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Over a dinner of chicken and pasta, but no spinach, my father shook two
identical images of yellow suburban houses with white picket fences at
me. “Which image looks more like a setting for a murder-suicide?” he
asked.

A bullet exploded my brains.
“I'm having visions of killing myself.”

My mother wanted to send me to an arts therapist in West Philadelphia,
but my father insisted that I go to a Jungian with an impressive
reputation. Linda Horthorne saw patients in the library of her large
suburban house on the Main Line, separated from our neighborhood in
Chestnut Hill by the city and a river. The room was stocked full of hefty
psychological books and tribal art. I found the box of tissues on the side
table next to my armchair unnerving. It tried to make crying in front of a
lady who read books like The Secret Life of Drawing natural, like its
sister tissue box at a fertility clinic.

Our first meeting was a trial to see if Linda would take me on as a
patient. The shame of getting rejected by my psychologist was almost
unimaginable. The conversation began when I was ready, and motivated
by this anxiety, I dove right into the visions.

“Do you ever see yourself committing the act of suicide?” she asked.

I never saw myself positioning the rope, sliding the noose around my
neck, and kicking off from the chair beneath me, but wasn’t it enough
that I envisioned myself dangling above my parents’ dining room table?
I left with an invitation to return for another two-hundred-dollar session.
On the way back to Chestnut Hill, I pulled in to a mini mall to buy a four-
dollar carrot and apple juice from a juice bar called Juicy Perks. I
discovered that it had closed and been replaced by an ice cream store,
Mooish Scoops.

“Do I want ice cream?” I asked myself. “Does it fucking matter?” I
responded in a much louder voice.

I looked inside Mooish Scoops. It was sterile, like a hospital, and had
bright lights and large windows to showcase that no one was in the store
with the cow-print walls, besides the two boys who were staring absently
at the glass window in front of them like it was a television set. I noticed
a ‘Help Wanted’ sign.

The door announced me as I walked onto the premises.
“How can I help you?” a pimply teenager asked me.

“Hi, yes, I'm Julia. I was driving here for a carrot and orange juice when
I noticed that you're hiring.” The one with better skin approached the
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counter bearing a manager’s badge.

“Do you have any experience working at an ice cream establishment?”
he asked me, his face not breaking to show if he was joking or not.
“No, but I go to Johns Hopkins.” I was, for the first time in a long while,
convinced that this actually meant something. I deserved not to be
rejected from Mooish Scoops for the sole reason that they’d probably
have heard of my university.

“Whatever. I'm Sky. Fill these out.”

The trio of adults who knew my personal problems congratulated me for
getting a job. My initial motivation for working was to help pay for Linda,
but I only kind of wanted to contribute, and sort of wanted to keep the
money for myself, so I told only my father how much Linda cost.

He nodded and said, “It’s just not an option for you not to get the best
help.”

I was sitting in the spare chair in the corner of his small office filled with
signed copies of The Last Cannoli. I asked how his day was going.
“Great. I started a new novel. It's about a ship in Norway for retired
people.”

“What about the murder-suicide novel?”

“Yes, I was having trouble working on that today. I might give it a rest.”
He’d been working on it for over a year.

The room filled with water. I was drowning.

I found my first days of work at the ice cream store shockingly hard. My
wrists had not yet built up the stamina to get a full scoop in one go, so it
would take me twenty little scoops for the smallest cup. The Mooish
Scoops customers could choose from a variety of additional fillings, from
chocolate chips to whole brownies, that we would beat into the ice
cream as if we were a band of bongo players. Unable to get anything
larger than an M & M (the normal kind, not the pretzel ones) to blend
with the ice cream, I handed over a chunk of cookie dough, surrounded
by mushed vanilla, to disappointed customers.

After three days of work, Sky and Aaron invited me to smoke pot with
them before the shop opened. We then all stared at the wide window
with the SUVs coming and going like it was a television show. Both boys
went to the same public high school but did not hang out together,
because Sky was a stoner and Aaron a video gamer.

“"Why don’t you just smoke pot and then play video games?” I asked one
morning.

“The world doesn’t work that way,” Aaron said to me.

My eyes followed a woman trying to coerce a stubborn Yorkie across the
parking lot to Bow Wow Meow. Sometimes all three of us would be so
captivated by the window that we wouldn’t notice a customer.

52



“Excuse me, Julia Dolfini. Can I have a medium mint chocolate chip ice
cream with graham crackers, peanut butter and pretzels?” The person
who asked this looked like Terrence McNervin from the all boys’ school in
Chestnut Hill, but I couldn’t be sure if he was real or not. Terrance had
been on the track team, and I used to watch him lead his topless herd
on after school runs by my house during the spring semesters.

I tried to bring myself back to life, but there were weights on my eyes.
“Shh-ur,” I managed to say. “"How’s Yale?”

“Oh you know, we're a quarter way through the best four years of our
lives. Did you go to GW?”

“She goes to John Hopkins,” Sky cut in. He handed Terrence his ice
cream, because it turned out, I was just hitting granola into strawberry
sorbet.

“Johnsssss,” I corrected.

“Right. You look cute in cow print,” Terrence said and mock dipped into
his seemingly empty wallet.

“It's on the house.” I said, and he smiled and left.

“As your manager, I have to tell you that you can't just give free ice
cream to your friends,” Sky said. He took a spoon that he’d just used to
eat from the butterscotch tub and double dipped into the coffee.

We all watched Terrence get into his Lexus and pull away.

My head was in the freezer with a plastic bag over it.

My mother saw Linda’s bills and did such a dramatic high kick that she
had to ice her buttocks.

“I'm a therapist, I'll treat you,” she said.

My father tried to defend the continued sessions with Linda, but looking
at the psychologist’s bills left even him speechless. I shrugged it off. I
was not totally convinced she was helping me either. I'd had this vivid
dream the previous week of my mother sitting with me at the MSE
Library at Hopkins proclaiming that I must read The Great Gatsby. When
I'd told Linda, she became jumpy and overexcited, telling me that I
could not ignore “the words of the Great Mater.” I'd read The Great
Gatsby more than once, and didn’t know what I could learn about myself
from the shallow splendor of the roaring 1920s and a failed love story.
However, there was no way that I was going to let my mother make me
act out my visions through pointing my toes.

“It’s just like when she was little and had to carry around a snack and a
bottle of water in case she got thirsty or hungry, and then it evolved into
an extra change of clothes in case she had an accident,” my mother said
clutching the bill in her fist. "Now she’s getting paranoid that she might
be suicidal. Well, throwing away untouched peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches was one thing, but two-hundred-dollar sessions is quite
another.”

I got up to leave the room, thinking of the satisfying slam that my
bedroom door would make. I rose with such force that my two legs
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scissored in the air and I slipped to land butt first on the floor. We both
sat on packs of ice not speaking to each other, while Curb Your
Enthusiasm re-runs played on the TV.

Sky, Aaron and I got high before closing Mooish Scoops and conducted a
blindfold, taste-testing competition. I could not tell the difference
between chocolate and blue raspberry, while Aaron could not
differentiate a snicker doodle cookie from strawberry ice cream. So Sky
inevitably won, and we carved his name into one of the black blobs
making up the cow print walls.

To get back to Winston Road, I had to take Lincoln Drive, which curved
around the Wissahicken River. It was much more fun driving high than
sober, when I'd give myself shooting pains up the arm from clasping the
wheel so tightly. Driving while high made me feel like I was an animated
character in the Mario Kart game, and the wheel was light and smooth in
my hands, like a massive marble. The road in front of me ribboned and I
laughed, but my laughter turned into sobs as a black shape decided to
block the road. My car bounced off the shape, off the road and on the
way down to the crash, I thought about the Medieval Manuscript course
that I'd enrolled in for next year and that maybe those monks knew
something I didn’t yet understand. The car collapsed onto my body and I
became a bloody corpse. Soon I would be only a pretty picture on a
poster, a Johns Hopkins rising sophomore with a smile to warn others of
the perils of driving under-the-influence.

Then my eyes popped open and my hands went wild. My fingers hit the
steering wheel, my knuckles knocked against the cold window. I was still
in my car in the parking lot of Mooish Scoops, my iPhone was playing
GrouplLove, and I was alive. I started hitting my body to make sure it
was not mangled on the side of the road.

It was 9pm on a Sunday. The Starbucks, the photo store, Trader Joe’s
and Bow Wow Meow were all closed. At Ming Wah, the favorite Bar and
Bat Mitzvah venue, families were leaving with brown bags of Chinese
leftovers, heading towards their SUVs.

I chugged some water from an old Evian bottle retrieved from the
bottom of the passenger’s seat and clutched the wheel, which now felt
hard and sturdy, and I asked myself, "Do I want General Tso’s
chicken?”
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Giulia Ciaghi

Not Being There

I was always there,

even when I was not actually there.
The pain of not being there

is with me everywhere.

Like that Christmas when you arrived,
this Christmas you will no longer be alive.

Lucky to have had you,

I will always be;

and fortunate to have lived with you,
my life will always be.

White and soft like fresh snow,
but warm and sweet like grandma's cookies with me you always were.

When the stars were bright

and gone was the light,

light was still there

if next to me you were lying there.

When I will close my eyes,
I will hope to give you my last goodbye.

Your forgiveness

I will always try to reach,

while sadness and sorrow will make my life complete.
The only peace

my heart will be able to reach,

in my dreams with you will solely be.
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Stephen Mcquiggan

Scarlet Runner

My name is Thomas Miller.
When I wake up, everything will be alright.

When he opened his eyes the pale sunlight burnt away his memory.
Blinking away the tears that the early morning sucked out of him he saw
the trees come into focus, saw the frozen crew-cut grass below him. He
was so cold.

He tried to move, but the numbness that pinned his shoulders snaked
down his chest and down his legs. He felt the sharp tang of panic seep
back with his senses. Looking up he saw a dark familiar face staring
back, its eyes black and inscrutable. The shock caused him to bolt, but a
rigid arm encircled him, held him tight. A cold black arm wrought from
some sleek metal.

He knew where he was now.

He was in the park.

He was wrapped in the arms of the angel on top of the War memorial in
the park. It was a bad dream, and the most vivid he had ever had; he
was bloody freezing.

‘T used to pray to you,’ he told the vacant face above him. And not so
long ago it seemed, though the years had sprinted by so cruelly since
then. ‘Pray for me now.’

He had staggered here one rainy, hopeless night, his belly full of beer
and his heart full of fear. Miriam was at home, her belly full of something
else entirely, knitting, or writing those interminable letters to her sister
(she could write all day but she rarely spoke), or watching some daft
show on the telly. But all the while she would be thinking of what was
growing inside her and if she’d get to keep it this time. Perhaps she
didn’t speak in case she startled the little life within her.

He had to get out of the house, the silence was strangling him. He
wanted to scream and shout, to rage at God, ‘Give me a child!’. Just
one. The drink helped to dampen his disgust at all those the Good Lord
had seen fit to bless with a family, people he wouldn’t leave a dog with.
The ones who pushed prams and looked as if they had been cursed. It
was His mysterious way no doubt.

Lurching from the bar he had taken a shortcut through the park,
stopping by the angel who towered above the unread names of men
slaughtered in foreign fields. He had no conception of what God looked
like, or if that vast immeasurable space even had a face, but the angel
seemed close enough. It was a conduit to the Almighty.

56



‘Dear Lord,” he said, sinking before the statue, the sodden grass staining
the knees of his trousers brown. The next morning, he found a brittle
leaf stuck there like a dead star, and he put it in a box of keepsakes
along with a faded picture of his mother and a pebble he had found on
his honeymoon. ‘Dear Lord, bless us with a child.’

His tears washed his sin away, he really believed that. Two months later
Tanya made it all the way out of the womb, clambering over the ghosts
of so many unnamed brothers and sisters. The day she was born he had
returned here to say thank you. But what was he doing here now?

This had to be a dream.

He could feel the cold air scrape the inside of his nose but he could not
reach his hand up to scratch it. The day tasted fresh, but hollow, in the
hour of its birth. Beneath him the webs were visible in the hedgerows,
trapping only dew. The pond reflected back a sterile world colder than
even this one. The sky was a slate, but there was no lesson there, only a
solitary crow like a rent in the horizon.

He had never dreamt like this before; dreamt of cramp and cold and
damp. He had always thought of sleep as a magic carpet, a free ride
across the imagination, so why had his mind brought him here to an
empty trash strewn park?

He tried to wriggle free but the statue’s arm chafed him, tore at his skin.
He was shivering now. He realized he was only wearing pajamas, his
wrinkled grey flesh peeking through between the buttons. The smell of
funeral flowers drifted down from the angel’s wings and he felt bile rise
in his throat.

No, he had never dreamt in such detail before.

He could hear the early morning sound check of countless squeaky
wheel birds. His backside was numb and his legs fizzed with pins and
needles; he felt like a bottle of Coke that had been shaken too long and
too hard. It was quiet enough to hear the rustle of a crisp bag as it blew
against the names of the forgotten dead below. A passing mongrel gave
it a cursory sniff then flinched as it saw him. It bared its teeth then
skulked into the bushes.

This was no dream.

He tried again to free himself but he was wedged tight in the depiction of
the divine. The angel of death held him in her cold embrace and would
not let him go. His mind spluttered, slipped a few gears, grinding in
panic, until he forced himself to breathe deeply.
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It would not be long before someone found him. The park always got
busy, filling up with truants and lovers and people loading plastic bags
with dog shit. Someone would find him soon. He began shouting, but his
voice sounded so thin and lonely that he frightened himself and he soon
stopped, telling himself he was merely saving his voice.

Maybe it was one of those hidden camera shows. Maybe his Tanya had
set him up. He didn’t watch much television nowadays, the programs
bore as much semblance to reality as his current situation, but his
daughter was always glued to it. They could do all kinds of things on
those shows nowadays, something as elaborate as this would not be
beyond them. Though how you could call sticking a half dressed
pensioner on top of a statue in the middle of winter entertainment was
anyone’s guess.

He scanned the park looking for the cameras, wondering how he should
react. He might be old as Adam but he didn’t want to come across as a
bad sport. All he could see was a barren vista, and the electric jerk of
squirrel tails conducting the wind in the naked branches. The same wind
that blows the tumbleweeds through my brain he thought, and scatters
the dust in my heart.

Maybe he was going insane. Tanya often told him he was doting. No, it
was a dream, it had to be. Dreams were all he had left now Miriam was
gone and Tanya married. Was it any wonder they had grown so real. Life
was just a series of memories after all, and dreams were every bit as
real as the fool’s floorshow of memory. Yet what did we do to them but
kill them, then lie to ourselves by pretending they didn't matter, that
they were only dreams. He was tired of lying to himself.

He heard voices.

Craning as neck as far as he could he saw bouncing shapes on the dull
horizon, growing bigger by the second. Two figures running, two keep fit
nuts jogging toward immortality. He began shouting again, his voice a
rasp that colored the air, but they ran by ignoring him, an old man
perched beneath an angel’s wings. People’s lives always sped by so
quickly, and with so little thought of others’.

Gradually, as the weak sun licked the earth, the park began to fill with
small clusters of parents and prams, little specks of humanity
mummified in heavy clothes, their footsteps sharp on the frozen ground.
None of them paid him any heed, too caught up in their own thoughts,
or too embarrassed by his predicament to make eye contact.

He started to cry in spite of himself. He felt so soft, as soft as a carrot in
a tin of soup, ‘Dear Lord help me or take me, just don't leave me here
like this.’
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There was a flash of color on the edge of sight, coming ever closer,
moving at a tremendous rate, bounding toward him. A shape the color of
deep pulsing heart blood, a raw scarlet spot on the earth.

Against his back he felt the statue’s heart begin to pound as the scarlet
runner stopped below him. It was just a child, just a boy, but the boy’s
eyes were stripped of innocence, if they had ever known it, and were
choked with sadness.

‘It’s time to go back,’ whispered the angel in his ear.

He desperately wanted to speak with the boy but he found he had
nothing to say to him, the distance between them was too great. He
smelt the overwhelming smell of flowers once more as the statue’s arms
moved outward, releasing him.

‘It’s time to go back.’

The scarlet runner turned his back and ran into a future he would never
know. He felt his eyes well up again and the solid blended into dusk, into
tears.

When they cleared he found himself in a wheelchair outside the hospital,
a pair of arms wrapped around him to ward off the cold. Twisting his
head round he saw his daughter’s face watching him intently. He could
feel her heartbeat against his shoulder.

‘You're shivering dad,’ she said. ‘Let me get you a blanket.’

‘No,” he said. Although the rose pall of her perfume nearly gagged him
he needed her close. ‘Just hold me love. Pray for me pet, the way I
prayed for you.’

She stared at him as if mesmerized by his twitching face, as if she
stared into a kaleidoscope. She was on the verge of painful tears, the
kind that cut your face. Ah Christ, it was a painful process this leaving. If
only he could take her by the hand and lead her across the yawning
chasm that separated them.

‘I'm all out of life pet,” he told her. ‘I'm at the end of myself.’
‘Don't talk like that daddy. You know what the doctor said, there are
other treatments, there is the chemo...”

She stopped as if she’d suddenly run out of options, or her faith in her
ability to keep up the charade. His insides felt spoiled, his body a half
open fridge, its contents slush. He didn’t need a doctor’s cold
assessment. Silent doctors live in wishing wells - drop a coin in and
they’ll whisper back, ‘it’s treatable’ - but he wasn't listening anymore, he
was spent and he knew it.

‘It’s time to go back,’ said Tanya, turning him round and wheeling him
through the large revolving doors into the hospital foyer. The doors
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never stopped; the world’s worst fairground ride.

*You look tired dad. You fell asleep there for a while. I'll lead you back
then say goodbye; let you get your rest.’

He saw his reflection in the smoky glass and his ill health caught him
unawares. His glassy eyes looked too slippery to remain in their sockets.
His teeth were too large and chipped and yellow as a spinster’s crockery.
He saw how the people that walked past seemed too embarrassed to
make eye contact. He didn't recognize the wizened stranger that stared
back at him. He felt himself choke on the acid wash of past glories, gone
forever, forgotten.

He started to cry in spite of himself, ‘Tanya.” He had something
important to tell her, if he could only find the breath.

A small boy, dressed in vivid red, stopped in front of his chair, blocking
his way. Even stationery the boy seemed to bristle with life. This was a
more fitting mirror he thought. He wanted to speak to the boy, tell him
not to look so sad, but there was no way he could make his voice heard
over the years that separated them.

‘There you are!” A young woman grabbed the child by the arm, an
apology replacing the worry on her face. ‘Honestly, you'd need eyes in
the back of your head sometimes. He's getting a real handful.’

‘They grow quick as toenails,” smiled Tanya. It was something her
mother used to say and he felt the mist blur up again.

Dear Lord, he thought, help me or take me, just don’t leave me here like
this.

‘Tanya,’ he whispered as the boy was led away, a scarlet smudge, a
burst blood vessel passing out of sight like the memory of childhood. His
daughter leaned closer to hear his dry rasp.

‘Tanya, all my life I never enjoyed the moment because I was always
waiting for the next one. Do you understand pet, do you?’

‘It's time to go back.’

She trundled him into a badly lit elevator. As the doors closed on the
barren world before him his mind was filled with a single thought.

My name is Thomas Miller.

When I wake up, everything will be alright.
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Joann Grisetti

Will People Mourn My Passing

will people mourn my passing

will they sit in the holy building

and sing the songs I chose

will they speak in tones of hushness
with awkward reverence

of all the little things we did

will people celebrate my living
raise joyous voices to fill the air
and laugh at all our foibles

will they hug a little longer

to each other and think of me
as comfort in their lives
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Alan Meyrowitz

The Docent Explains Holocaust Art

Two lines precisely parallel,
parallel as railroad tracks

Other lines, a multitude
delicately drawn

as if in their beginning
tending toward a goal sublime

ending in a madness
of chaotic intertwining—

too many there to count,
more than hinting of intent

The point as well in charcoal,
color of ashes
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Kate LaDew

Blue-Eyed Girls

I watch my grandmother's face, waiting for that faint spark of
recognitions that never comes, hasn't for years. The same conversation
over and over, do you know who I am?

She tells me I'm a pretty girl, "Oh look at your eyes."

They told my parents all baby's eyes are blue but mine never changed.
Her daughter has a little girl with the same name as mine.

"And what's she like?"

"She sings me little poems, poems she made up herself, you know.
She's my dear one."

"I write poems too."

"And do you sing them?"

The nurse walks in, pats my grandmother's hand. Her uniform is faded,
like it was hung in the sun. My grandmother used to hang our bathing
suits on the clothesline, all the little boys in the neighborhood whistling
with their hands. The nurse gives the most terrible smile, creased with
false empathy. Or maybe not. I've decided not to like her.

"They treat you like a child," I whisper next to my grandmother's ear,
curled in a seashell. "But I won't. You're a woman and smart and
wonderful and I love you."

"Do you?" Her eyes blink and I see the little lines around them fold and
refold. "We've only just met."

I take her hand, try to smooth away the nurse's fingerprints. "I guess
you have that effect on people.”
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Charles Frode

Dreaming of Fish

“The Essence of the mind, which is primordially pure, is emptiness...Its nature is luminous clarity,
which is spontaneously seli-perfected...Its energy is unobstructed and all-pervading...”

Namkhai Norbu

The (ycle of Day and Night

“One’s efforts are directed only to remove one’s ignorance...Afterwards...the real Self is found to be
always there. No effort is needed to remain as the Self.”

Ramana Maharshi

Talks with Ramana Maharshi

“Our sophisticated models of realily and precise maps of the world arranged according lo our
technologically enforced will, our complex schemes to force our future experience into final submission
1o the constant and instant demands of our desires, will be unpredictably flooded by the infinitely more
powerful tides of love. Faced with the fragility of our intention, we will find within us deeper resources
1o respond lo life: a sense of reverence, a feeling of awe, a contemplative clarity of mind less distorted by
fear and desire, a more forgiving humility, an awareness of connectedness beyond gain and loss.”
Hermann Hesse

The Seasons of the Soul

You cross over from sleep into consciousness one more time. There is no
effort on your part. You wonder how it happens. Your eyes open slowly
without your willing intervention. One morning you are the victim, prey,
another target, a casualty of waking. Some other morning you awaken
magnificently exactly as you breathe in and out without effort, as you
swallowed the last drop of last night’s California Merlot, as you see the
wrinkles and dark spots of age and experience on the back of your
hands, as you move your pillow into its nocturnal sweet spot.

Last night your sleep was fitful, your legs restless. You asked yourself,
“Where is sleep?” the night before you dreamed, but the vividness of the
scene slipped straight through the fingers of your mind. Tonight you
hope sleep will come again. It may, it may not.

You spin the little wheel and click on Gerry Mulligan, “Birth of the Cool”
this time, maybe you will snap out of it. You listen, wonder how they
made such refined music...what is it, sixty years ago, yeah, sixty. Man,
can he blow that tenor! But they’re all dead now, and you don’t hear
yourself wondering how can they be gone yet their music is so...so cool
and alive now as it was when they played it then...

“Mr. Reid, we found a tumor in your occipital lobe, and that’s why
you...”
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You replay the chorus again and again intermingled with its verses. It's
malignant. It's inoperable. Split-brain syndrome. You'll gradually
comprehend less and less spoken and written language. It will get
worse.

On your way to the hospital you wondered why words are so important
anyway. Words you speak to Chance and Lily about their mother, words
you hear from your coworkers at Heartland Music about your prognosis,
Penny’s silly affectionate words you used to hear from across the room,
heartfelt words you try to scribble to her while you still have time,
hopeful words you try to read on the cards and love letters she wrote to
you fifteen years ago, simple words she whispers in your ear hoping you
can really hear the sound and somehow unscramble the noise and
assemble her love for you, the computerized words on your damn chart
that denote your death sentence.

You idled in the left turn lane, a final minute to mentally distance
yourself from the prognosis you're driving to, but the light shifts
suddenly from the red to the green arrow for the billionth time, and
you're in a hospital parking space before you know it. Penny turns off
the ignition, takes out the key, unbuckles you, you sit back, listen.

You're insulated from the world, wish it could be that way forever. Dusk
is falling all around you. You remember how pissed off she got on your
first date when you called her Penny Loafer and asked her if she had a
pair in her closet with a penny in the little leather slot, and she dragged
you up to her room and made you look in her closet to see if you could
find a pair of Penny Loafers. You looked everywhere but never found
any, and you thought it was so cool she would let you rummage around
her things like that, and it smelled like her woman smell, but you didn’t
remember until you slept with her the first time and you put two and
two together. You remember her smell now, the nape of her neck under
her long chestnut hair, the soft perfumed meadow under her clavicle
bones, the other secret hiding places where her scent is animal, musk,
spicy like fresh pine needles you once rubbed between your palms when
you both backpacked up in the White Clouds and camped by Fourth of
July Lake your first summer together, or like the warm pungent smoke
from the maple leaves you raked up and burned the first autumn in your
first house together in Boise.

It was just your dumb luck to meet her by the wet and dry flies at
Cabela’s, and you asked her what her favorite fly was and she said
marabou streamer and you said grey hackle peacock body, and she said
she tied her own and you said you would like to learn, and you spent
evenings after work at her studio apartment tying more marabou
streamers and grey hackle peacock bodies than you could ever use on
any high country stream you or she ever fished in. After those few days
at Penny’s place, she drove you up to the White Clouds again in her old
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Jeep, and you both threw those flies and streamers into Fourth of July
Lake, Phyllis Lake, Heart Lake, then on another trip to Boulder, Cirque,
Cove, Goat, and Little Redfish Lakes.

You showed her how you cooked trout in bacon fat with some sliced
potatoes and onions, and you ate those fish heads and tails until you
both had so many bones sticking out that you said you couldn’t take off
your long underwear in the tent, but she helped you, and you made
goose bumps love in that tiny two-man tent to the golden light of the
campfire. You went out with her several times on her Forest Service
crew inventorying sage-grouse, and then after she checked you out on
your high country protocol, you went out with just her, and she showed
you deer, elk, moose, and bighorn sheep, and the hot springs at Slate
Creek and Bowery. It was only after you saw the magnificence of that
area that she mentioned how she was devoting her professional life to
getting those over half a million acres designated as the Boulder-White
Clouds National Monument so everyone in the country could come and
enjoy nature in its back country splendor.

Suddenly you realize that you will never set foot on those trails again,
smell the acrid smoke from the campfires she made, taste the rich flesh
of trout cooked over wood, see the sun drop behind the jagged peaks of
the Sawtooth mountains, sit in silence by the woman you love as the fire
crackles and snaps, hold a hot cup of campfire coffee in your shivering
hands as you wait for the morning sun to appear, walk the trails with
Penny knowing she was going to surprise you with something she knew
and wanted you to know and love.

Now you know how much time is left, you decide to take those marabou
streamers and grey hackle peacock bodies up to the high country for
what might be your last time, this time alone with yourself, to get ready
for the inevitable, come to some kind of terms with your mortality, death
by tumor in your brain.

“I'll be gone just the weekend, Baby, you know, just to get my bearings,
come to terms with life and all...but I'll be back...”

“Do you want me to come with you, Honey, you know, help with...”
“Gotta do this alone, Baby, alone...” You hugged Penny for a long time as
if you were saying good-bye even though you knew you would be saying
good-bye a long time from then. “I'll just do some fishing at our lake
and up into Fourth of July Creek, just take it easy and mellow out,
maybe take some Hennessy to take the edge off things...”

“Doctor, do you think some backpacking,” you cautiously asked Doctor
Heights, “you know, nothing extreme, just hiking back to do some... last
minute fishing I guess I would call it...?"
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His cautious OK was your go-ahead, and even though Penny was
worried, you figured you had the right to make your own decisions now
that things were...well, getting final, you might say. You got off work
early that second Friday, drove 84 eighty miles an hour to Mountain
Home listening to you don’t remember what on your iPod, cut onto 20
through those rolling hills and flatlands over to 75 up to Hailey were you
stopped for coffee, then up to Ketchum for gas and a piss stop and on
up into the Sawtooths where you signed in at the familiar trailhead from
the parking lot, climbed into your pack and took off. You brought your
father’s trusty old bamboo fly rod he used to take up to Salt Springs
Reservoir to pull those Rainbows and Browns out of the Mokelumne at
the east end of the lake, and where he showed you how to cook ‘em in
bacon fat, and where you drank your first campfire coffee. You took your
sweet Garcia Mitchell spinning setup too, the one that matched your
father’s, the one you threw into the San Joaquin River and White Slough
looking for bass and catfish, and then into how many streams in the
Sierra Nevada, you can’t begin to remember their names. The two man
tent you had always shared with Penny rode high on your pack along
with the water filter, rain gear, couple changes of clothes, several socks,
first aid kit, coffee, jerky, oatmeal, dry fruit, ramen soup, some
chocolate, vitamins, ground cloth, hunting knife, small fishing kit, the
.40 cal you never shoot, sleeping bag, and your cell phone.

You remembered how the climb through the forest up to the ridge is
gradual at first, then steep as it zig-zags up and over then the stark grey
decomposed granite slide down to the relief of the meadow where the
lake always welcomed you and Penny all those times. Now you've set up
camp on that little meadow ridge above the lake looking west. You
texted Penny and it didn't get through as you expected, but you did it
anyway because you were thinking of her. You collected whatever
downed wood you could find and set up your fire ring. Got your water
filtered, boiling in a small pan, cup of Hennessy poured and sampled,
ground cloth down and tent staked up tight, your .40 cal on the log
there. The sun is ready to disappear behind the ridge north of
Washington Peak, and you turn around to see the peach color washing
over Castle Peak and the ridge into Merriam Peak. It's beautiful, and you
miss Penny, it’s the only time you’ve been here without her, and you
miss her in your guts, you feel alone, you are alone. You take a sip of
whisky, throw another log on the fire, watch the sparks jump up and
dance for a brief moment then burn out without a sound. Penny always
wanted to go to Scotland for the fly fishing, said there are four great
salmon rivers there, The Dee, Spey, Tay, can't recall the fourth because
you remember it doesn’t rhyme with Dee, Spey, and Tay, but you never
took her there, and you should have, and maybe it’s too late now, no,
make plans when you get back, just spend the money and take her.

"I love you, Penny,” you eventually call again and then again into the
chill night air, “Good night, Baby.”
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You shiver all night without her warm body, her sweet breath, her
body’s dark fragrance to warm you. You realize how deeply you miss
her, how much you need her, how much you love her. You don't
remember when you fall into sleep. You don’t remember dreaming of
fish depositing your eggs and then your milt in the deep dark stream
bed, and the small pebbles of agate and jasper, the garnets and rubies
and quartz and amethyst and topaz and beryl are covered with clouds of
life, swirling galaxies of male and female cells and fish bodies returning
to their origin, disappearing in the chaos of return and manifestation,
the cycle of reproduction, the generations of life, and in your dreaming
your spent fish body falls to the bottom of the river where it returns to
precious molecules and then atoms, and in the time it takes for the sun
to rise and fall you are no longer you because you have become
everything. You don’t know that you are sleeping more deeply than you
have ever slept in your thirty-eight years because you are sleeping more
deeply than you have every slept in your thirty-eight years. When you
awaken, you see the dawn light, and you want fire and coffee.

“Good morning, Penny, I love you, I hope you slept well,” is the first
sound you hear.

An hour later you have coffee, oatmeal, and apricots in your belly, and
you are two miles up Fourth of July Creek, throwing a small silver Super
Duper into the current of the stream reeling in slowly feeling for that
jerk on the end of the line. Throw it out, reel it in, throw it out, reel it in.
You get a couple bites, decide to wade into the river over the boulders to
reach the other side where the dark water below the riffles should be a
hiding place for big trout. You steady yourself as you step across the
irregular grey granite rocks jutting out of the water. You find the spot,
steady yourself on two round boulders, and cast out into the dark pool.

You hear the plunk of the lure penetrating the surface of the green water
and start to reel in slowly slowly, and you smile thinking how Penny
reels in with a jerky technique and she says that that’s how fish really
swim, and you feel a sudden jerk on the line, a strong one. You lean
back instinctively to tighten the line and set the hook, and you don’t
realize that in the next second you're losing your balance as your left
foot slips off one of the rocks, you fall backwards, let go of your rod, and
crack the back of your head on a boulder washed smooth by ten million
years of flowing water. You black out and slide into the wide river flow.
The icy water welcomes your lifeless body into its uncontested
jurisdiction, and the currents encircle your body with unspoken
authority. Within seconds your drowning self is floating effortlessly down
the river towards Fourth of July Lake where your campfire has finally
burned down to coals, and the squirrels and chipmunks are ferreting out
the oatmeal and apricots in your pack.

The mountain search and rescue team wades out carefully with ropes to
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peel your rigid body off the mid-stream boulders where the current
wedged you half a mile downstream from where you fell in. A sensitive-
looking guy with a full beard goes gingerly through your pockets before
they zip you into the forest green rubber bag for transport back to the
coroner’s office in Boise. They collect everything from your camp and
seal it all in a large black dry bag. The litter jolts and bumps as they
wheel you out up and over the broken precipitous trail to the rocky ridge
you climbed down three days before. The guy calls Penny as soon as
there is reception on the other side.

The intruder in your brain has given up. There are no words, no
thoughts, no ignorance. What does it matter now?

In the deep dark green pool upriver a fishing rod and reel have settled
to the murky bottom. At the end of thirty feet of ten-pound test
monofilament line a twenty-six-inch rainbow trout thrashes in its
struggle to free itself from the treble hook that pierced its lower lip and
that now holds it captive within its own world.
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Carrington Curphy

Small Town Sadness

Empty roads with shining lights.
The light flickers before it goes,
leaving a dark gap

where anything can hide.

A train blows its horn

as it races past.

The echoing sound stays...
It lingers behind.

If you listen closely,

you might just hear something.
If you search hard enough,
you might just see something.

A house on Main Street.
All the lights are off,

all but one room.

A room belonging to a girl.

This girl weeps softly,

cotton pillows muffle the sound.

A broken heart by the one she trusted
and her life will never be the same.

The tears are dried up;
she wipes her eyes.

She isn't ready to move on
but is ready to let go.

The light goes off,

the dark fills her room.
And this small, small town
has completely shut off.
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Joan McNerney

Hurry

Let’s stand and sun like salty seals
touching mud with all our toes.
One big wave can push us over
laughing tumbling in the brine.

We’ll dive in ocean hiss swish
riding with bluewhales, bluewaves.
Brush of foam and windy ripples
sunbeams chasing quicksilver fish.

Floating through our shining world
fragrant clouds, feathery clouds.
We weave one arm after another
wearing bracelets of watery pearl.
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Ute Carson

Waiting
For Alexander

I wait for many things:

for snow to melt,

for God to answer a question,
for my lover to declare his intentions,
for my body to heal.

But Sunday mornings

I listen for the phone to ring

so that a grandchild’s voice,
travelling over great distances,
can bring me joy that lasts

long after the conversation ends.
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James B. Nicola

Train Wreck

One night at Murphy’s Bar I overheard

a train man chatting up the bartender

so loudly I could make out every word.

He didn’t seem to be impressing her

so I bought him a beer. He was retired,

my daughter the same age as his twin boys.
Still blaring, he told me how he’d been hired
expressly for his love of making noise.

“You're saying it was not the company’s
requirement that you blow the thing that loud
according to their safety policies?”

He chuckled like an urchin, even proud

of himself, and said that, working solo, nights,
“"Who was to stop me, half-past-one and three-
a-m, from scaring the living daylights

out of the locals?”—which included me.

Why, who indeed, and how? I let him go,

for what else could I do? But the next time

I woke from hearing that damned whistle blow,
a voice told me that some perpetual crime

can only be stopped by a worse one. So

most every night I'm haunted by this scheme....

At dawn I come to, though, relieved to know
the perpetrated horror—is a dream.
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James B. Nicola

Imagination

It's the runaway train you're on that jumps the track.
If it's a daytrip, it makes its own night;

if it is night, it makes the eerie light

of another world. When the train jumps back

you're worlds away, then back home in a blink
where a distant cockpit flickers, beckoning
you to return. Meanwhile, haunted by the thing
imagined, incomplete, you think and think

till the train returns. As the brothers Wright

dreamt from their bicycle shop and invented flight,

so the Brooklyn Bridge was conceived and built. And I
imagine now and then that you might like

to walk with me to Brooklyn Heights, or bike,

or take a train, or plane, and love, or fly.
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Deborah Guzzi

Fingering Bark

The branches of the trees are still sticks,
chilblain skeletal appendages scratching
the blackboard of a Poe-like evening
screeching with crow cries

mourning for the lore.

In over lapping tangles

of self-appeasement

boughs bow fingering bark
eyeing erect trunks.

Sap runs deep gold in the maple
awaiting a red-tipped tonguing.

How I love the apprehension of spring.
Soon the stoic trance the wind-worn
branch will shy.

Dabs and dollops will

prick the sky alive mazing crooks.
Contorted digits will draw on new attire.
The puzzled faces, mind etched from
negative spaces will subside hide-seek;
I will see them form no more.

Persephone’s rise will not abide
the dreary days of Poe or his dead Lenore.
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Georgia MacShane

Under the Mangroves

Thin and spindly, like a grandmother's fingers
Thunder-struck into the mud below.

This is how you see the roots

Of the mangroves that encircle the lake.

After school, you come there to play,

Like others before you.

Although you haven't seen them

Since they played amongst the mangroves.

Cool dark mud stretches out under

Shaded bark that's rough to the touch.

You try and climb but slide down

Again and again. Crabs scurry from under your boots.

You try not to think about the roots of the trees
Entangled and crossing for miles

The bones of those who've fallen into the mud
But the trees call out and you're here again

Sounding like chimes and whistles, tingling

Like sherbet on tongues, bee stings on fingers
Mid-climb you slip, first feet, then knees, into the mud
Stomach and throat, then darkness is all you see.
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Steve Harz

Driveway Goodnight Kiss

We grew up shortly after
having been captured

by grown-ups and
placed, posed or poked
into Polaroid pictures and
Kodak slide carousels.

Trying to get your attention

I would shoot lit sparklers

with my old third grade

Christmas morning bow and arrow set
up at your across-the-street
childhood bedroom window
attempting to string a

yo-yo string tight rope

from your house

or heart to mine.

As we aged and evolved
you tried to find your

tail or identity

in a thistly part of the
Hundred Acre Wood

I searched for immortality
or something like it

in Oz and Neverland.

Pouring out all of your faded
schoolgirl Valentines

where you'd scawled

with my name in red crayon
above some wobbly Xs and Os
out of my under-the-bed
childhood shoe box treasure chest
onto my parents' kitchen table,

and using a condensation-coated
pitcher of purple Kool-Aid

as a crystal ball allowing me to see
into the future and whether or not
I'd ever actually become your

ten years later,

end-of-the-night,

driveway goodnight kiss.
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Frank Haberle

Wherever You're Going

So, this lady tells you that you just have to walk all the way out there to
see it. So you walk all the way out there, and you see it. And then you
start walking back. You have to walk out on another road, a single lane
road winding up and down huge rocky hills, between stone walls, past
barren fields and abandoned tractors. No cars ever come. You keep
walking, all day, into a stiff cold wind. And it starts getting dark and the
wind picks up. And then, at last, a car drives past you--a black one, like
a hearse--and the driving man stops, and turns around, and backs up to
you, and pushes the passenger door open.

“Wherever you're going,” the driving man says, “you best get in.”
“Thank you, sir.” You throw your pack into the back seat.

"I hope you haven’t been walking all the way from out there,” the
driving man says.

"I have.”

The driving man turns and looks at you. He looks just like Harry Truman,
with a crack straight down the right lens of his glasses. His face is
whiskey red. There is no seatbelt. You hold the dashboard, white-
knuckled. He drives for an hour, swerving toward the stone wall on the
right, then the one on the left. The driving man rattles off the names of
all the places you should go and see that don’t require a very long walk
on an exposed stretch of land where you’ll catch the death of cold and
they’ll never find your bones: the church of this, the high king of that.
The walls turn into buildings, then open into a town square. The driving
man slams on the squeaking breaks in front of a huge train station.
‘You'll find a place to sleep in there,” he says. ‘And if you can’t you
should sleep anywhere you like. Although I wouldn’t recommend it.’

He reaches over to shake your hand. His coat opens up at the neck. For
the first time, you see the priest collar, stained with sweat. You climb
out of the car and stand under a lone street lamp. The wind is howling
now, a winter one, an ocean blast. Ropes clang on a pipe somewhere.
Only one door to the train station is open. You walk through it. There are
lines of old trains waiting on platforms, but the lights are off and the
engines silent. ‘I suppose I can just sleep in a passenger car,’ you think;
but you try some doors and they are locked.

Then a yard man appears on the end of the platform, swinging a
lantern.

‘We're closing now so you better get out,” he says as he approaches
you.

‘Oh,’ you say.

‘Are you looking for a place?’ he asks. In the lantern’s light his face is
bony; his dark eyes set back under a hedge of eyebrows.
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‘Yes.’

‘Can you manage four?’

‘Yes.’

‘T'll lock up the rest now,’ the yard man says. ‘Meet me in front in five
minutes.’

You stand in front of the station. The last light of the sky-a deep blue,
like the ocean beneath it- barely glows beyond some old chimneys. A
dog barks somewhere, but sadly, like he is lost in his own house. The
wind rips through you three, four more times. There is a lone light on in
the square—the window of a pub, across the way—and you are just
about to start walking for it when the yard man reappears.

‘Follow me, then,’ the Yard man says. He starts walking, very quickly.
Exhausted from the day’s march, and weighed down with your pack, you
struggle to keep up. The yard man’s lantern lights up the faces of
whitewashed buildings, little houses, tiny doors, and rows after rows of
shuttered tiny windows. The yard man seems to pick up speed. Soon
you are falling behind. *Come on, then,’ the yardman says, waving his
free arm as he turns another corner. You turn it, and there he is in the
middle of a block. He is knocking on a door. ‘Who in hell do you think it
is,” he yells. A woman’s muffled voice yells something back. The yard
man hisses something back through the door. This goes on until you
catch up with him. The door swings open and yellow light spills like heat
out onto you. A tiny woman in a blue scarf and a housecoat looks up at
you. The yard man disappears, running up the street. ‘You are welcome,
you are welcome,’ this lady says, spreading her arms. ‘But please wipe
your feet.’
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Diane D. Gillette

Water Tower Poet

Calvin’s truck stalled as he pulled up to the stop sign just east of the
water tower. Another man might have found the irony in the fact that he
had just finished working ten hours in the town’s auto shop fixing other
people’s cars, but Calvin was in no mood for irony. Not after the way
Susan had just dropped in on him at the shop and started giving him
hell about their future together. When he suggested they save the
conversation when they could talk alone, she threw a can of motor oil at
him and said they never spent any time alone. She always turned
downright malicious whenever Cassie came into the conversation.

Calvin turned the key in the ignition several times and had to wave a
couple of cars around him before it finally got started again. As he let it
idle for a moment, he glanced up at the tower and smiled. There was a
select group of townspeople, mostly former teachers of his who were
convinced he and Cassie were the most lethal combination to ever hit
junior high, who believed he and Cassie were responsible for the graffiti
that still adorned the water tower today.

After easing his truck home, Calvin left the garage door open. Cassie
would be by later and would need the ladder. It hung neatly on its
designated spot on the wall over shelves with carefully organized tools,
some cans of spray paint, sorted alphabetically by color, and an
industrial strength flashlight. It was the neatest garage in town, Calvin
was sure. He felt lucky that his father allowed him to park his truck
there.

Upstairs in the shower, Calvin tried to scrub the grime from his face, his
hair, his fingernails. But it always seemed he missed a spot somewhere.
Sometimes he wondered why he bothered since he was only going to
return to work the next day.

As he walked back to his room, wearing only a towel, his father passed
him in the hallway.

“Left the garage open,” he grunted in Calvin’s direction.

“Yeah, Cassie’s coming by later.”

Calvin tried to move past him into his room, but his father blocked the
hallway with his large frame and stared him down. Calvin swallowed
hard and drew himself up to his full height so he could stare back.
“Don’t know why that little hellion can’t use the front door like a normal
person,” his father snarled.

Calvin hitched his towel up and dodged around his father.

“Because you make it very clear she isn’t welcome in your house,”
Calvin tossed back over his shoulder.

“So it's okay to sit on my roof and drink beer ‘til all hours of the night?”
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Calvin shouted back through his now closed door, “Apparently so!”
It wasn't his best parting shot ever, but he considered being practically
naked a disadvantage in verbal combat.

He yanked off his damp towel and threw it on the floor. He took
satisfaction at the thought of the damp spot on the carpet and the
mildew that would form. He shoved a few car magazines off his desk and
tipped over his laundry basket, knowing it would drive his father crazy,
but Calvin made it apparent with the first rent check that as long as he
was paying for the space, he could keep it in any condition he wanted.
His father’s jaw clenched at this, and Calvin knew he was wondering if it
was too late to ask for a security deposit.

Calvin rummaged through the pile of laundry on his floor and pulled on a
pair of old jeans. The jeans were wearing thin in several crucial spots
and had holes in several more. They were so faded and trashed that
Susan refused to be seen in public with him when he wore them. Cassie
saw them for what they were though—familiar, comfortable. She
probably remembered when he bought them.

At the thought of Susan, Calvin kicked one of his sneakers across the
room and flopped onto his bed, face down. After a minute, he flipped
over and made a mental note to wash his sheets next time he did
laundry. As if he didn't have enough to worry about without developing a
fondness for fresh smelling sheets. It was only a matter of time before
he became his father. He shoved his hair out of his eyes and knew he
had reached a moment of decision. Either grow the ponytail he'd been
threatening his father with since he was fourteen, or get a haircut. Right
now, it was just kind of shaggy looking.

Calvin stared at the ceiling for a while and tried to let things like clean
sheets and haircuts dominate his thoughts, but they just swirled around
with the millions of things he didn't want to think about—just minnows
in a pool of sharks.

As Calvin pulled a clean T-shirt over his head, he heard the ladder fall
against the side of the house. He pulled a six-pack of beer out of the
mini-fridge he kept in his room and pushed up the window that
overlooked the garage roof. Cassie was already at the top of the ladder
grinning at him.

Her hair was pulled back into a sloppy ponytail with frizzy little brown
curls popping out everywhere in response to the humidity. As they
settled down and leaned back underneath his window, Calvin figured
Cassie must have changed into her shorts and tank top at work because
she still smelled strongly of the greasy burgers and fries that the diner
was infamous for. The food was guaranteed to give you heartburn, but
since it was the only place in town open past eight, it managed to do a
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booming business.

Cassie grabbed a beer and took a couple of sips.

“Susan looked like shit tonight when she came in for her shift.”
Calvin just nodded and stared out into the neighborhood.

“You two fighting again?”

Calvin shrugged. When weren’t they fighting?

“Yeah, something like that.”

Cassie looked at him questioningly. She probably knew there was
something more. She had a freaky way of being able to read his mind.
But evidently she decided to let it go for the moment.

“Come to think of it, you look like shit yourself.” She reached up and
pushed the hair out of Calvin’s eyes and gave him a playful shove.

"I haven't been sleeping well.”

It was the indirect truth.

“Since you two are on the outs again, maybe now we should go for it.
Make our escape.”

Cassie was staring at him, hope all over her face. She had the prettiest
blue eyes, and he hated to see the hurt that crept into them every time
he told her no.

They'd been planning to run away together since they were twelve. The
plan was devised after the time they got caught trying to blow-up Mrs.
Black’s lawn gnome with a homemade concoction they’'d seen on a
MacGyver rerun. It didn't matter that it hadn’t worked; they both got
grounded for a month. Cassie snuck out and asked Calvin to run away
with her. Back then, they planned to go to Florida where they’d get jobs
at Disney World. Over the years, each time they got caught in trouble,
the plans evolved to California, then Alaska, New York, wherever. The
destination didn't really matter. They'd just be two best friends on the
road together leaving their Podunk town and families behind.

Cassie had become more insistent over the past couple of years making
it clear this was no longer some childhood fantasy, but something she
really planned to do. She said that if she was going to be stuck waiting
tables the rest of her life, she at least wanted to do it where adventure
was a possibility. And where the food didn’t make her sick just to smell
it.

The more Cassie insisted on leaving, the more Calvin insisted it wasn't
the right time. They had to save money or get a reliable car. For the last
few months, he wasn’t ready to leave Susan, despite their constant
fighting. He often found himself wondering what was keeping him there.
Perhaps staying with the certainty of a life he already hated was better
than the uncertainty of a life out in the world with Cassie.
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Calvin decided to ignore Cassie’s pleading eyes for the moment and
fumbled around for a new topic. He used his beer can to indicate the
water tower.

“Think anyone will ever ‘fess up to painting the tower?”

Cassie stared at him a moment before turning to look at the tower and
shrugging.

“Not after seven years. Besides, whoever did it was probably just
passing through. No poet could stay for long around here. They’d
suffocate.”

Calvin just shook his head and took a long gulp of his beer. It had been
a long standing debate between them about the state of mind of the
water tower graffiti artist when he or she had decided to climb the water
tower in the middle of the night and spray paint the words the only
forever across the back of the tower. Cassie was inclined to believe the
anonymous person was a poet. Calvin tended to believe that someone
got stoned one night and thought they would spray paint some really
deep thought on the tower but forgot what it was halfway through.

"It makes me sad just looking at it. A line of poetry without a poem. It
doesn‘t fit in here.”

Calvin finished his beer and reached for another. "It makes me sad that
this damn town is too cheap to paint the water tower in seven years.
Besides, it'll be dark soon and then you won’t have to look at it
anymore.”

He popped open the can and avoided looking at Cassie.

“What the hell is your problem?”

“Look, I can’t go with you, okay, Cass?”

“"Why not? We've both got money saved now and you assured me last
week that my Bug is running better now than when it was new. And
don’t give me any BS about Susan just because you’re too much of a
wuss to get the hell out of here.”

It was true. Calvin looked down the street to where Cassie kept her VW
Bug parked in front of her house. He went over every inch of that car
and saw to it that it was running great. He only charged her for parts
and almost got fired when his boss found out she didn't pay for the
labor. Fortunately, there weren’t many mechanics looking for work in
town, so Calvin still had his job. Between the two of them, they’d
managed to save a couple of thousand. Surely enough to get them by
for a while, if he could just get up the nerve to go for it. His savings
could also get him and Susan moved into an apartment in town.

“I've been thinking Chicago lately. It’s like only an eight-hour drive from
here. We could be gone by the weekend.”

“It's too crazy, Cass. We need jobs, a place to live.”

“We do that when we get there. Come on. We could be gone by
morning!”
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Cassie reached out and grabbed his arm. He felt her desperation as her
nails dug into his flesh. For a moment, he saw himself flying down the
road alongside Cassie, her orange Bug purring like a kitten, nothing but
adventure ahead and forgotten problems behind. He could sell his truck
to his cousin, clear out his savings account and not even bother to say
good-bye to Susan.

Calvin’s eyes locked with Cassie’s and for a moment he thought he saw
something else flicker behind the need to escape. She licked her lips and
leaned toward him ever so slightly. Her hand slid to his thigh, and he
shivered despite the heat. For a moment, he felt the desire to kiss
Cassie full on the mouth, something he hadn’t done since a mutual
experiment at the age of eleven. She leaned closer and her breast
brushed up against his arm.

He closed his eyes and watched the fantasy vanish, knowing he couldn’t.
Like it or not, his future lay in this dumpy little town. He was surprised
to feel the weight in his stomach lift at this thought. He opened his eyes
and met Cassie’s confused ones. He watched her grin slowly fade as if
she knew what he was about to say.

"I can’t, Cass. I can never go to Chicago with you. Susan’s pregnant.”
Cassie let go of him and turned to stare at the water tower. She said
nothing. Finally, she threw her empty beer can down on the front lawn.
The sun was almost set when she stood and walked towards the ladder.
Before climbing down, she turned to look at Calvin. He couldn’t see her
eyes clearly in the twilight, but he was afraid they held hatred. She
stared at him for a long moment.

“There is only one forever, you know. And you only get one crack at it.”
With that, she disappeared down the ladder.

A minute later, the ladder was lifted from the side of the house and he
heard her banging around beneath him. He climbed back inside his room
so he wouldn’t have to watch her walk down the street towards her own
house.

Calvin awoke to the sound of his father banging on his door and
screaming about the beer can on the front lawn. The sun was up, but
just barely, as Calvin blearily stumbled out on the lawn in his bare feet.
He retrieved the offending can and dropped it in the trash barrel.
Looking up the street, he noticed Cassie’s car was gone. He knew when
he called her house later, her mom would tell him she packed up and left
in the night. And there would be just a bit of relief in her voice, a sense
of peace, under the pain and worry. An echo of his own. He hoped she’d
find her forever, wherever she ended up. He saluted the water tower
and turned to go in the house.
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Caroline Misner

The Inner Savant

Whoever the artist was, he wasn’t very good. There were three of them
altogether; unframed canvases wrapped in tissue paper and bound
together with string so old, it snapped and slipped off the packages
when he lifted them. Carlos swiped his hand across the first painting and
the frail tissue crackled and flaked away. He hauled it out into the
bedroom and held it up to the sunlight that streamed in through the
gauzy window curtains.

The first painting depicted some sort of medieval courtyard flanked with
lush trees and flowers in yellow and pink. A small black mongrel
hunched at the foot of a dry fountain. At least the creature looked like a
dog. Or perhaps it was a cat or a squirrel. It was hard to tell. At first
glance it looked as though the artist had abandoned the painting halfway
through finishing it. The second piece Carlos hauled from the closet was
a watercolor in no better shape than the first. This one depicted what
appeared to be a quaint European village complete with thatched roof
houses and a stone bridge arched over a stream. It was a little more
refined than the first, but not by much. Carlos could see why his beloved
abuela would have preferred to keep these paintings hidden away in the
closet rather than hang them on her walls. Knowing her penchant for
fine art, she would have been disgusted by such shoddy and amateurish
work. He wondered why she had bothered keeping them in the first
place. They were of little use for anything other than a yard sale or a
dumpster.

The third painting depicted a girl, perhaps in her early teens, sitting in a
meadow of rippling grass and gazing wistfully into the horizon. She wore
a white apron over a long blue dress and a pink babushka. In her lap
she clutched a small bouquet of wildflowers. There was something
familiar about her features. Carlos held the painting up higher and
squinted at the image. Of course. It was abuela as a young girl. He knew
it even before he noticed the words “Rose, 1917” scrawled in the bottom
left corner.

Abuela had not been called Rose since her childhood days in Austria.
Once the family had immigrated to Argentina in the 1920’s, she had
abandoned her native German and changed her name to Rosa. This was
a painting of a girl who no longer existed, not in form nor language.
“What's that?”

The sound of his sister’s voice startled Carlos. Tara stood in the

doorway, one hand tapping impatiently against the frame. She looked
tired, and she had every right. The task of cleaning out abuela’s house
had taken a toll on them both. It wasn’t that her death had come as a
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big surprise. After all, few people, especially in their family, lived to their
nineties, let alone past the one hundred and ten mark. It was a miracle
she had lived so long.

“Some old paintings I found in the closet,” Carlos replied and held the
portrait out to Tara. “I think this one is of abuela.”

Tara leaned forward and peered at the painting. A lock of grey streaked
hair fell loose from its bindings and dangled before one eye. She
brushed it back and tucked it behind one ear.

“Not very good,” she said. “"Do you want to keep it?”

“I don’t know,” Carlos replied and glanced down at the other two
paintings. "We don’t have any other pictures of abuela as a young girl.
And there’s these other two that are even worse.”

Tara picked up the painting of the village and snickered.
“She should have burned these,” she said.
“Maybe they meant something to her,” Carlos suggested.

“Then she should have hung them on the walls.” Tara turned back into
the hallway. "Come help me in the kitchen. I'm almost finished.”

Carlos laid the paintings on the bare mattress on the bed. Tara had long
since stripped off the sheets and coverlet and packed them into boxes.
He followed her into the kitchen where every cupboard yawned open.
The contents had been removed and the shelves peeled off scarred
strips of sticky lining. Several crates of dishes, pots and pans sat the
counter. Tara sealed them shut with a tape gun.

Together they lugged the boxes to the garage. There was plenty of room
out there. The garage hadn’t housed a car in over thirty years, not since
abuela had lost her license and sold her old car. She had never been a
very good driver anyway, and it had come as a relief to both Tara and
Carlos that they no longer had to worry about her on the road.

It was dark by the time they finished. Carlos lifted the garage door. A
light rain had begun to fall and slicked his face with cool drops. The old
neighborhood looked so much smaller than he remembered, the street
narrower, the other houses more dilapidated. A ‘For Sale’ sign was
impaled in the front lawn. So far, there had been no offers.

“I'm going home now,” Tara said, slipping her arms into the sleeves of
her coat. “I'm beat. I'll be back in the morning to finish in the living
room.”
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"I think I'll spend the night,” Carlos said. “*I'm too tired to drive. Besides,
the truck might come early tomorrow.”

Tara hoisted one of the boxes onto her hip and fished her car keys from
her pocket.

“I'm taking these dishes,” she said.
“Drive carefully,” Carlos said. “The roads will be slippery.”

He hugged his sister—a little tighter, a little longer than he expected.
Abuela’s death had not come as a surprise, but the depth of his grief
was still there.

“Get some sleep,” Tara whispered.
"I will. See you in the morning.”

He watched Tara’s car pull away from the house, wipers slapping at the
rain that beaded the windshield, scarlet taillights winking and slowly
disappearing into the dark mist. He lowered the door and turned to look
at all the petty sums of his grandmother’s life stacked in boxes, awaiting
the Goodwill truck to cart them away.

The house seemed hollow. Most of the furniture had either been sold or
taken away by other relatives—cousins, aunts, uncles, various in-laws,
who had pounced like a pack of scavengers the day after the funeral. All
that remained was a threadbare couch nobody wanted and a few dining
room chairs that were ready to collapse under the weight of whoever
tried to sit on them. Abuela’s beloved artworks had been stripped from
the walls, leaving behind rectangles of dust on the wallpaper.

Carlos stretched out on the couch and pulled one of abuela’s hand-knit
afghans over his body. He was exhausted, right down to the marrow,
but he couldn’t sleep. Thoughts of his grandmother skipped through his
mind, warm memories of him and Tara spending childhood summers in
this house while their parents vacationed alone. She had remained spry
right until the end, but in those days, her energy was boundless. She
had done all the usual grandmotherly things such as knit sweaters and
bake cookies; but she had also taken them on long hikes through the
mountains. At night around the fire she had regaled them with stories of
her own youth in the “the old country” in her unique accent which was a
strange combination of German and Spanish. In their teens, she had
encouraged them to take up some sort of creative art such as painting
or sculpting, allowing their inner savant to bloom. Carlos was convinced
he wouldn’t be the successful graphic artist he was without her support
and guidance.
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This made the thought of her hoarding such amateurish artwork all the
more laughable. The portrait he could understand; after all, she had no
pictures or photographs of herself as a girl, and it was probably her one
last memento of her childhood. But there was no reason for her to keep
the other two. They were so bad she wouldn’t even hang them in the
house.

Carlos began to doze. The rain pattering upon the roof was soothing and
he allowed his mind to drift. He wondered who the artist was. Perhaps
he had been a close friend, a confidant. Given the age of the girl in the
painting, perhaps he had even been an early lover. Even in her youth,
the thought of abuela sliding under the sheets, or in her case, a hayloft,
with a spritely young man, made him snicker. The date on the painting
suggested it was toward the end of the first World War, a time when
many soldiers from both sides were trekking through central Europe.
Carlos jerked from his slumber and sat straight up on the couch, the
afghan falling from his legs. He’d noticed the artist’s signature on the
paintings before, but at the time he didn't bother with the name. Now it
became clear.

He leapt from the couch and sprinted down the hallway to the bedroom,
flicking on the lights as he went. The paintings lay on the bare bed
where he had left them earlier that afternoon. He scanned the lower
right corners of each painting. The signatures were all identical and
clear:

“A. Hitler”
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Samuel Kjellberg

Counterpart

There is a counterpart to ourselves. Neither stalking nor lurking, but
appearing in front, like a distant mirror, distorted in dissonance,
unrecognizable, familiar only by a memory. It tempts. It shames. It
takes the form of others, seeing what could be, what should be.
Taunting with images of protection, selfless, love, unconditional,
elevated, perfect!

A basket carried at the crook of an elbow, with arm bowed close to the
chest and a hovering conscience stares and asks; what goods are these?
Circumventions and renouncements lying at the smoldering
fountainhead as the ash plumes from the depths of this barren
weave...and the wind is strong. Finding a measure so low and foul it is
tossed to the dust with a sigh.

Gravitating toward its immaculate being, reaching desperately for it. But
with a touch we recoil to find that this counterpart is only an ideal
projected in our sight. Even with this knowledge there is a great distance
from such a pedestal. So we grind away, clearing excess, trimming
gristle and easing chaos at an intangible, impenetrable marble face,
knowing that with such a goal as this, the grind could only be decay.

But this will be our toll for we will not subside. We will not digress.
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Caroline Misner

The Lighthouse Keeper’s Daughter

The sea scrolls out in a metallic sheen,
flat as the sky and with nowhere to go.

I summon the foam that seems to rise
like ghosts from an Ouija board,
flattening the roots of these warped rocks
that hold the lighthouse in its place—

a snuffed-out candle lost to time,

an obsolete monument of peeled paint
and withered boards sheered

by stray patches of wind.

A distant ship lowers its shadow
across the lip of the horizon

and a slant of silver dulls its blade
against the shore where I picked
through the isthmus of stone

and dark chambers as a child:

an interloper into your private world.

Your incandescent candle shut me out:
how you adored the songs

these tides sang to you.

You preferred to hear their dirges,
brooding alone at the sun-washed horizon,
than anything else on earth.

And how the fog crowded around you,

a cloak to protect your solitude.

Even when you were home you still longed
for the sea and for the howl of the ships
that were your sole companions.

And how I hated that sea!

And the boats and the liners and the cold
mists and the winds that blew dry leaves
like dust and hid them in the crags

of stone I used to hide in,

and the snows that feathered the boughs
of these crooked pines

and the filigrees of ice in the trenches
filled with brine.
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Dogs and grandchildren now clamber up
the freezing slopes of my childhood;
crawling like crabs, they believe it amazing
that I was ever a child at all.

Sorrow that you never knew them

beats at the bruises of my heart.

My memories of you are all I have,

not even an old photograph, yellowed
over time, a wrinkle crossing off

the face of a stranger.

But, no matter. Tomorrow

the rains will come

and bang the ocean like a hollow drum.
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Richard Hartwell

How It Feels to Watch the Sex of Surf

Bold, brash thrashings bursting forth,
tethered only to a fluid core.
Cantilevered medusas
beckon an arrested,

frozen shore.

Serpentine

tentacles

undulate,

wave.

Cacophonies of dazzling
color mesmerize the eyes.
Hypnotic, liquid hybrids
hunger, cannot be ignored.
They draw and repulse,
capture and expel.

Visual stings of concentration
focus the senses for an instant only,
then race backward again,
to be captivated again,
assaulted again

thrusting

forward.

Cornucopias of form

and foam pour forth

until eyes, ears and mind
can hold no more

and sated,

avert, away

to think,

to ponder,

most of all,

remember.
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Richard Hartwell

Home, Heart

With warmth of heart entering the chill fall day,
recall -

kaleidoscopic drifts of leaves, Inwood, Indiana,
smooth sap runnels on firs, Coos Bay, Oregon,
taunting northwest snows, Missoula, Montana;

not the perversities of a winter foretold,
rather the rheostat of transformation,
seasons’ sliding dimmer switch.
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Sarah Olson

The Existential Plight

“But what is the point?” The monster muttered,
As its violating gaze scrutinized its surroundings.
The tick of its claws scraping against bone,
Searching for a purpose in its last meal's remains.
"I hunt and I consume, is that all I am?”
Exhausted from wondering, it dragged itself

Out of its cavernous dwelling

To collapse beneath a moonlit night.

The creature twisted its head toward the heavens
And the stars witnessed its questions.

Above it they shone like sparks,

Once in a while one streaking down,

Trying to set fire to the sky.

From its seat on Earth the beast looked

Into the eternal reaches of the galaxies,

And saw oblivion.

"I thought so,” it sighed,

Reentering the cave as its thoughts

Drifted back toward survival, safely distant from
The plague of mortal questions.
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Stefanie Durbin

Gin Palace Lane

Waking from an afternoon nap, woozy, I pull back the curtains to
already darkening skies. It's Halloween eve. I feel slightly depressed by
the light, or lack of it. I slept too late.

I've been inside, alone, all day. I hear the echo of my recently deceased
mother's voice in my head: you're such a hothouse flower. Go outside,
get your blood pumping. Gin Palace Lane, then: it will be dry, and
there's a good view of the low, rolling hills from there, and perhaps the
trees will be showing some fall color. I eye the sky, harmonized like
colors from a paint sampler: sand dune, snowfall, antique pewter. The
clouds don't portend rain; this is just the color of the sky right before
dusk these days.

Hauling my sleepy body out of bed, I pull on jeans, blue cashmere socks
and a black fleece sweatshirt filched from my temporarily absent
husband. Stuffing my phone and my first-generation iPod into the pocket
of a rain jacket, I glance in the mirror by the door before I walk outside.
My eyes still puffy from sleep, my hair slept on, I look slightly haggard.
It doesn't matter. I'm not going to run into anyone I know on Gin Palace
Lane.

It's just a slight curve to the end of Oldyards Close — my mother used to
joke that with all the elderly people living on this cul-de-sac, it was
accurately named - right onto Caullough Street and past the suburban
development on the outskirts of town and then another right onto Gin
Palace Lane which, instead of being a gas-lit Victorian-era road to ruin,
as one might expect from the name, is a tree-lined one-lane country
road that runs straight for a mile until it meets the ring road that
encircles the medieval market town of Kingsterly. Round-trip, it's 2.5
miles, and I've been trying to walk it every day that my husband's been
away on a business trip; it's sometimes the only time I get out of the
house each day and see other people.

A mixed blessing, though, seeing other people out here. Cars speed by -
legally - at 60 mph, and with my iPod on I sometimes don't hear them
behind me. And then there's usually one solitary man, sometimes with a
dog, whose eyes I try to avoid meeting. I'd prefer to take one of the
wooded footpaths by the river, but it's been raining and the trails have
become a mixture of soil and manure that acts like quicksand on the
foot. Gin Palace Lane is paved, so it's dry and I can walk quickly.

I've missed this walk for the last two days because of the stormy
weather. Last time I was here, I'd passed two teenagers, an overweight
girl smoking and bitching loudly to her lanky boyfriend. They'd looked
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straight through me, and I realized that I'm now at the age where I'm
invisible to teenagers.

"Walk on the Wild Side" comes on the iPod. Lou Reed's deceptively
sweet voice fills my head and I think how weird it is both that he's dead
and that he hasn't been dead for decades. He made it to 71, which is
longer than most would have lived given his druggy lifestyle, and three
years longer than my own mother, which feels fundamentally unfair. I'd
copied the playlist onto my iPod from a mix tape recently unearthed
from storage, made back when I was about 19 or 20, in college,
struggling with studies and boyfriends and just existing, wondering what
I was going to do with my life, all that chaos and drama and wildness.
I'm not sure I believe I'm the same person now. But I still love the
music. It's a path back to that time and person, whoever she was.

The low clouds don't allow much in the way of views today, but I stop
and appreciate the 180-degree view from a rise in the road anyway. Ash
and oak trees frame thoroughly tamed green hills divided into square
parcels by hedgerows, pastureland, fields dotted with cows and sheep.
There's an unfamiliar whiff of ammonia in the air, mixed with the
vegetable odor of decaying leaves and smoke from burning yard waste
that I associate with autumn. I think what I always think about this
walk: how refreshing it is to be able to get out of gritty little Kingsterly
into the bucolic countryside surrounding it so quickly.

Walking briskly now, and warming up, I unzip the fleece a little to cool
off. In front of me, the oaks lining either side of the road create a rusty
tunnel, the tips of their tallest branches bowing to each other above my
head as the road rises again. As I contemplate the road ahead, a mud-
encrusted dark-green Jeep whizzes by, and I stumble sideways onto the
spongy verge. Then it's out of sight again, camouflaged by the trees and
dirt.

The sax at the end of "Walk on the Wild Side" does its dying-bee finale
and the Talking Heads' "Drugs" begins. There's a soft rush at the
beginning of the song that I mistake for the sound of another car coming
up behind me. I swivel to make sure I'm not about to get knocked into
the thigh-high nettles and blackberry bushes, but there's nothing behind
me but a country road washed with the milky light of approaching dusk.

The music is making me feel both nostalgic and protective of my
younger self — wishing I could go back in time and give myself a few
words of advice (not him, not her; yes, change your major; it's going to
turn out ok, it's just going to take a while) - and at the same time
amused by the debauched, blackly humorous songs on this mix. I don't
remember making the tape, but I remember the time: college classes,
mid-terms, tiny rooms in shared houses, student poverty, lots of
partying, lots of drama. I turn up the volume. TINK, duh-duh-duh-duh-
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DUH, TINK, duh-duh-duh-duh-DUH...All T see/is little dots dots dots dots
dots/Some are smeared/and some are spots/Feels like a murder but
that's alright

About a quarter of a mile out in front of me, at the top of the rise, a tall
figure in red appears. The figure just stands there, backlit by smoky
setting-sunlight in the arboreal tunnel, and then disappears over the
back of the rise. Somebody said there's too much light/Pull down the
shade and it's alright/It'll be over in a minute or two

As I get slightly closer and rise with the road, I glimpse a second,
smaller person next to the redcoat. A trace of relief now: on this road, in
my experience, couples are the best people to run into. But then they
vanish again, a curving undulation of the road making them seem to
dematerialize. I'm charged up...don't put me down/Don't feel like
talking...don't mess around/I feel mean...i feel 0.k./I'm charged
up...electricity

I love how David Byrne sings "electricity" so that sounds like
elecTRICitaaay.

There's a retro black-and-white sign at a T-junction on my right, a figure
eight shaped like a black cat, with little ears on top and a tail at the
bottom. "The Figure 8 Cat Hostelry. INSPECTIONS WELCOME." The cat
hotel is at the very end of the drive. I consider cutting my walk short
and turning in there, checking out any resident cats - in keeping with
inspections being welcome, you can see into the cages from the road -
but decide instead to stick to my 2.5 miles. I'm at least a quarter of the
way by now. The boys are making a big mess/This makes the girls all
start to laugh/I don't know what they're talking about

As I reach the top of the rise, I see a group of four teenagers in the
shallow hollow before me at the bottom of the hill. It's three girls plus
the figure in red, which I now see is a tall, husky guy in a red coat.
They're huddled in a circle at another T-junction, a road I know leads to
a deserted farm littered with rusted out tractors and pieces of machinery
that look like implements of torture. The public footpath runs through it,
and the last time I'd walked there with my husband, I'd joked that it
looked like the farm in Breaking Bad where the character of Jesse is
enslaved, cooking meth.

The group is either looking at something on the ground or in deep
discussion. They're apparently unaware of me, and I think I'll be able to
just pass them, invisible in my adult ordinariness. From the back I can
see that the girls are dressed like all teenage girls are this season:
skinny jeans, plaid shirts, ankle boots. Not unlike the way my friends
and I used to dress at their age.
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The guy is in red Converse high-tops that match his coat, which looks
like something a marching-band leader would wear. The sleeves are
braided and - god - are those brass buttons? Could he possibly be
trying to evoke Adam Ant? Surely they're too young to even recognize
his name, much less emulate his style?

My favorite part of "Drugs" comes on now: The boys are worried, the
girls are shocked/They pick the sound and let it drop/Nobody knows
what they're talking about

The genius is in the way Byrne sort of wails that last line — Nobody
knows what they're talking about - outraged, freaked out, like he's
about to just lose it and start free-style screaming. And then that low,
chilling chuckle at the end.

On an autumn afternoon like this one, when I was 16, my friends and I
had been tripping on shrooms all weekend, had in fact picked the liberty
caps ourselves (poorly; I'd ended up in the hospital later), in cow fields
much like those surrounding me now. That day had featured a long,
trudging march down a rural road, and I'd felt sick and washed-out,
coming down from the high, or waiting for the next one to kick in. We
were heading to someone's house, probably in hopes of getting drunk
and warm, discussing the universe, how we fit into it. I remember most
of all the misery of the wet cold, the aimlessness of the grey day and of
life in general, the long walk that seemed like it would never end. Life
then had felt like being encased in an unprickable bubble.

I'm charged up...I'm kinda wooden/I'm barely moving...I study motion

The group has broken its circle and is now turning towards me. They
don't look like they're from around here. From my passing acquaintance
with the town, it seems like the local girls run either to fat or drug-
induced anorexia, while the guys are usually slightly backward-looking
footballers who put back a lot of ale and cigarettes.

No, these four are well put-together, their boots and plaid shirts
fashionably rather than authentically rural. They have an air of
sophistication distinctly lacking in the locals. They aren't carrying cans of
lager; like most teens I pass hanging out on this road. In fact, none of
them are carrying anything, not even school bags.

I study myself...I fooled myself/I'm charged up...it's pretty intense

It seems very abrupt that they are now walking towards me, arrayed in
an almost military-style line, four abreast, the redcoat Adam Ant farthest
away from me on the right. They have quickly spread out, spacing
themselves in such a way that they have essentially taken over the road,
forcing me to move to the left, almost onto the verge, to avoid them.
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I'm annoyed. It's rude, if not menacing.

I'm charged up...don't put me down/Don't feel like talking...don't mess
around

Closest to me, on the left end of the marching line, is a short, petite girl
in Amy Winehouse-style eye makeup: liquid black eyeliner heavily
applied with a swoosh at the corners. Her face is pale like Amy's was,
her eyes and hair a dark brown that's almost black. The two girls in the
middle seem to be modelling themselves on Kate Moss - straight blond
hair, thin — and Christina Ricci, plumper and more buxom, glossy brown
hair twisted into a long side-parted braid. Faux Amy stops now, turns to
me, says something. I know that at this point I can still pretend I
haven't heard and keep on walking, but something warns me not to do
this. I stop, turn towards them. All four quickly form a loose semicircle
around me.

I feel mean...I feel 0.k./I'm charged up...electricity. That's what I call it.
And then that chuckle again.

I take out an ear bud, regard faux Amy without a hint of friendliness.
"Sorry?" My voice is intentionally overly polite.

"Umm... Do you have the time?" faux Amy asks in an answering-politely-
yet-offhand-voice, as if she'd just made up the question and could have
instead asked the name of the road, or how to reach the town or where
the cat hospital was located. Any of which would have made more sense
than asking the time.

"Yes... just a moment." I feel around in my pocket for my mobile,
thinking it's impossible that four teenagers don't have one phone
between them. Pulling it out, I fumble and almost drop it, which makes
me look more nervous than I'm already trying to pretend I'm not. It
doesn't help that I'm sweaty and a little out of breath from the walk. Or
that they are standing too close. As I open and consult the phone, I look
through downcast lashes at the group around me and wonder is this how
it happens? not really knowing what I mean by it.

"It's just after four," I say, as briskly as I can manage, and snap the
phone shut. I try to intercept faux Amy's wing-tipped glance, but she
glides her eyes away quickly toward the others, as if meeting my
skeptical eyes would reveal whatever it is they are up to.

The relevance of the time now strikes me: it's 4 pm on a weekday. If
they are on their way home from school, why aren't they wearing their
school uniforms?

"Ok, thanks," faux Amy mumbles.
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The group hesitates, stepping back slightly and turning to each other. It
seems like they are silently conferring again. Without waiting for their
next move, I put my phone back in my pocket, replace the dangling ear
bud and walk through and away from them, not allowing myself the
luxury of a backward glance. "Backyard Ritual" has just started, and
Miles Davis's trumpet is taking a clean, high swipe at my brain while in
the background the atonal, sickly notes of something like a wind chime
bring to mind the first harsh rush of a hit of acid. When I reach Cursden
Hall - what is it with the place names around here? - I turn around and
head back down the hollowed-out tunnel of a road.

100



Scott Outlar

Satiating Urges

A hawk, wings outstretched, soars
majestically through a clear blue sky,
caught up in the wind currents,
laughing dizzily as it eyes

the field below,

looking for the next prey

upon which to swoop down

and snatch into its primal clutches
for a light snack.

A copperhead snake, three feet long, swims
through the river

beneath the bridge, slithering

its brown-splotched, scaly skin

toward the next victim

that it will stealthily

snap into with its poisoned fangs

to quench a natural hunger.

I walk along the roadside,
smiling at the hawk,

admiring the beauty and grace
with which it flies.

I stand upon the bridge,
cautiously eyeing the serpent,
understanding that soon enough
a less careful creature

will no longer be breathing.

I head back home,

hungrily moving toward a meal
to fill up my own belly

as this dog eat dog

process plays out as it must.
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Scott Outlar

A Forest of One

I walk to the local park,

make my way into the woods,

and sit on this same bench

nearly every day of late,

where I look to my left

and see the heart

that was carved into the trunk of a tree
at some point in the past.

I think about the happy couple

that branded their initials

into the bark,

wondering if they still feel the same
about each other today

as they did back then,

or if, like most love,

the passion faded

as their time together passed.

Chemical lust is a pulsing fire

of white hot light

that rages without reason
through the heart and mind

of those who fall under its spell,
but the staying power of true love
requires a steadfast will

that only a rare breed

are able to manage and maintain.

I've felt such flames

a time or two myself

while making my way

through this strange journey called life,
but in the end it always seems

that my fiery blood

fizzles out after being doused

by the water from a heavy storm.
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Feeling lonely in a world

that is populated

by over seven billion other people
is a bizarre sensation, no doubt,
but at least I have the comfort

of these trees to keep me company,
along with a bit of shade

from the sweltering Summer sun
that is always trying to burn

the truth into my eyes.
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Gloria Monaghan

The Tracks

Marianne lived close to the tracks that came winding down from Detroit
past the old Tiger Stadium through the small towns to Birmingham and
further on to Flint, Pontiac, and then God knows where. No one could
remember a time when the tracks were not there. They existed before
the Erb Lumber Yard, before the last century, in the dreams of our
grandparents and even now when they built the parking lot and turned
the train station into a medium scale restaurant where they sold over
priced hamburgers. Marianne lived close to the tracks with her family in
one of those poorly made homes erected with practically no money and
added on to as an afterthought. That summer the weeds were over
grown on the tracks and there was still plenty of space where people
hadn’t built. You could walk for miles and see nothing but the old train
cars left situated to the side of the tracks or on another parallel track
waiting and abandoned, like some defrauded virgin at a high school
dance, silly and old, as if no one had told her that the party was over a
long time ago. They sat like that; empty, yellow and red paint splintering
off the wood, dying in the summer day. Some of the old cars were
originally used for dining, some for sleeping. They must have been in
operation during the Depression or before the Second War because there
was nothing left to them except the wood, metal and wheels. The
conductor’s car was still there and Marianne would sometimes sit in the
car and shout orders at another imaginary train. The weeds shook in the
daylight and the cornflowers and daisies grew abandoned alongside the
train tracks.

Marianne thought it would be a good idea to meet every day after three
at the train tracks. At first we merely milled about with no plan sitting in
the cars, exploring the few cars left there. We went in like illicit lovers
afraid that someone else would discover our secret hide away. She
touched her face, and I saw the small gemstone her father had given
her buried in the cheap silver of her fat hand, so that it was hardly
discernable. Her freckles stood out all over her face and her straight
black hair hung down along side of her round cheeks. Her eyes were two
black small holes promising nothing, with little or no anticipation. Her
cotton blue dress hung over her like a bag billowing in the wind.
Sometimes we would sit and say nothing, other times she would press
into me and kiss me gently on the mouth. We would pretend to be
dining like big shots in the small wooden car, or lovers escaping on a
holiday. It could have gone on like this all summer, just us and the
deadlock of summer, the sun shining off the metal of the tracks and the
loose dirt over the broken railway tracks crumbling apart with the weight
of time and countless empty adolescent summers.

Marianne’s father worked as a mechanic in the next town. He was
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married to a huge woman with dark hair and dark eyes. I often thought
of them together in bed and her weight crushing his small spindly body.
He was a man with little or no humor and had fixed his house with no
thought to structure or design; rather he erected walls where he saw fit
and placed beds as an afterthought of convenience. The chairs and
couch even seemed to be placed as a reflex rather than a thought much
let alone an aesthetic. The plaid couch was torn in the middle, and the
entire house smelled of grease and old meat. I didn't like to stay there
much especially after the father told me he didn’t want me coming
around, but that was later. Marianne’s brother was always bothering me.
He always wanted something. He had freckles too, but his body was
hard and lean, his bones seem to stick out to push or hurt. His shorts
were almost to his knees and his shirt was usually untucked. The
youngest sister was the prettiest, but her hair was always a mess and
her beautiful brown skin dirty, as if they resented her beauty. She
couldn’t talk either and went around with her thumb in her mouth. Her
brother, Johnny, was bugging us. He always wanted something; our
dolls, our makeup, always pushing himself towards us. The one day I bit
him to get him away. After that the father announced that I could no
longer come over, he wouldn’t stand for that kind of low class behavior
in his house. So for months I stayed away, which is how we found the
tracks. We hid there like thieves, like escaped convicts. We stayed there
and no one could find us, no one could come, no one was looking and no
one cared, but we didn't realize this then, we just knew it was our place
under the wide low Midwestern sky, under the unrelenting summer sun,
the splintered black roofed train cars.

We were walking along the tracks towards the abandoned cars when we
heard the low voices. We stopped to look at each other. The voices were
slow and soft. They paused occasionally and because of this we moved
on curious to see what visitor might be trespassing. The voices
continued on in an almost whisper, as if you woke up in the middle of
the night and heard the adults talking slowly and methodically. They
could have been talking about the rain or selling their house, but you
knew you weren’t supposed to hear. Then we could see them. One tall
and sandy haired, the other shorter with red hair standing there with
one arm hanging on the side door of the railway car. His plaid shirt was
untucked and his Bermuda shorts hung from his thin frame, his hair
hung over his eyes. The two boys froze the moment they saw us.

“Hey"” The taller one spoke first. His hair hung over his eyes, and he
pushed it away from his eyes. He looked at us for a moment before he
spoke. "Where are you guys from?”

From my point of view this was an absurd question. We were from here,
where were they from? Who would ask that when we were clearly from
the town. It didn’t occur to me that they were not. His friend dropped his
arm and moved towards us. I had wanted to flee, but now we couldn’t
leave. It would look childish.
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“My name’s Rob” He stood in front of us, and something in his manner
made me think he had been told to do that, to walk up to someone and
announce himself. He stood there looking at us. He was small boned
with a plaid cotton shirt and jeans on. His shirt was untucked and
looking closer at him, he didn’t appear so young. He had the slanted
brown eyes of a 16-year-old. His freckles made him seem younger. He
looked us over slowly.

“We're from here.” I said looking over to the taller one.

Ok, wanna come inside in one of these cars.

“We always come here, in fact we've been coming here all summer
without...”

Marriane interrupted me by walking past me toward the car door.

“Oh, it so cool inside. I am so hot aren’t you?” The taller boy followed
her inside. I was left standing with Rob who hadn’t stopped staring at
me.

“Yeah, let’s go in” I said. "might as well”

“might as well.” He followed behind me. When I entered the car, I saw
that the taller one was sitting on one of the flat beds they had in back of
the dining car. His feet hung over the edge of the wooden bed. He was
smoking a cigarette. He jumped down when he saw me and pressed
himself against me. He put his arms up around my face supporting
himself with his elbows. His cigarette was still in his hand.

“What’s your name”

“Kelly” I lied.

“Kelly, I'm Mike.”

\\Heyll

“So whatcha doing up here?”

“We live here” I said a little more forcefully than I wanted to.

“Yeah. You said that.”

“What are you doing...here, what are you doing here?”

“We just found this place.” He withdrew himself and walked toward the
dining car.

“Hey I want some eggs and some service.” He slid into a booth, “"Come
on now, where’s the waitress?” He reached out to Marrianne and
touched her arm, "Where's the food?”

The shorter boy was sitting crouched in the stairs that led to the
outside.

Let’s play a game,” he said.

“What kind of game”

“Oh I don’t know, how bout truth or dare”

“How ‘bout hide and seek,” I countered.

“Ok.”

“You first,” the taller one squashed his cigarette. “You hide first, I'll
count.”

He placed his hands over his face. “I'll give you till 50,” and he started
counting. I turned for Marianne, but she was already gone. I felt a sense
of panic that I wouldn’t have enough time, and I needed him not to find
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me. Maybe he would leave and we could just spy on them if he couldn’t
find us. I glanced over the landscape. It was unforgiving. There wasn't

much to hide around that wasn’t broken or spindly, where an arm of leg
would stick out and the brush was too low to hide in without being seen.

He was up to 25 and I hadn't even seen a spot yet, so I started down off
the railway car and at the last minute, I jumped into a red empty train
car. Once Inside I noticed a small thin closet and opened it. Despite the
spider webs, I crouched inside. I was thin and small and just barely fit
in. I was sweating and praying he wouldn't find me. I thought of
Marianne. Where had she gone? She was too big not to be noticed. What
if they found her and stopped looking for me, what if they planned on
doing something to her? My stomach growled and I remembered that
my grandmother had forgotten to feed me lunch again. I heard him
jump onto the train. My stomach launched into my bowels. I could
barely hear him and for a moment thought that maybe he had left the
car. But then the door opened and he stood there staring at me with his
hair over his eyes.

For a minute I wasn't afraid. I saw nothing in his eyes but a connection
to him as if we had known each other before. I felt ok, but then he
grabbed my arm and pulled me out. I jerked my arm away, “Ok ok. I'm
here”

"I see you. I found you. That wasn’t a very good spot. I found you fast.
You gotta give me that. *

“Yeah.” I moved over to the other side of the car, but he followed slowly
and half smiling like he knew everything that was going to happen. I
turned toward the shaft of light in the car and he pushed me back
against the wall. He kissed me on the lips and his hand was under my
blouse, but he was moving slowly and it was as if something had
stopped there because I no longer felt like leaving. His kiss was gentle
and he took my hand and placed it on his body. I could feel his breast
and his stomach. He leaned in closer to me. “I need to find my friend.” I
said

“Oh, she is fine, don’t worry. Robbie is with her. She’s fine. Where do
you live?

“Live?”

“Yeah, you said you live here, where?”

"I live on Bower.” I lied again. That was the street next to Marianne’s.
“Bower, what number?”

"103”

“Is it ok if I come over sometime? Why don’t you write down your phone
number?”

\\NOII

“Come on, it's ok. You don't have a boyfriend or anything like that
right?”

\\NOII

“Well then, what’s the big deal?” He pushed his mouth into mine and I
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could smell the grass on his clothes and he drew his arms around me. I
could feel his body against mine and I started to become afraid. I
needed to find Marriane. I pushed him away from me. He stood there
apart but he looked at me and didn’t move. “You're a funny girl”

"I gotta go”

He slid back against the railway car. He took a cigarette out of his pant
pocket and lit it. He stood there leaning against the wall staring at me. It
would have been the perfect time to leave. It was getting on to four
o’clock and my aunt would be home from teaching. I knew that I
couldn’t stay. “I'd like to see you again. Do you come here often?’
“Yeah. Pretty much every day. There’s not much to do”

“Ain’t that the truth”

He walked toward me. His angular face seemed to mock me. His eyes
were hard to see because his hair hung over them. He reached out and
put his hand up to my hair. “Let’s lay down right here for a little while.” I
moved past him, but he grabbed my arm “where you going? Slow
down.”

“My grandmother expects me home now. I told you.” He unexpectedly
withdrew his hold on my arm and I jumped off the car. I ran all the way
down the tracks to my side of the town, where our house was. I know it
was bad. I didn't even try and find Marianne, but I had to get out of
there. Our spot was ruined from now on. When I got home, my
grandmother told me I needed to take a shower.

The next day I decided not to go to the tracks. He called me at three.
We talked for a bit, but I hung up as soon as I could. His name was
really James. Marianne called and tried to get me to come with her. I
said I didn't feel like it. The summer was ending anyway. I wasn’t sure I
wanted to stay friends with her. I was tired of her dirty house and her
neighbors. I was tired of the small porch that led into her living room
and the busy street that abutted her house. I hated the color of her
carpet in the living room. I spent a lot of time walking in the field near
the school imagining things. I looked at the low cloud cover and tried to
imagine my life in ten years.

One day I was walking home and I decided to go to the tracks to see if
he was there. It was early September, and everything pretty much
looked the same except there was pussy willow, but the wildflowers
were still there blue and small purple flowers moving in the wind. The
small buds were reassuring to me somehow. I walked up the tracks. It
was still hot, so I was wearing my shorts and Jack Purcells. I knew my
hair was messy, but I didn't care. I didn’t care about that kind of thing
then. I just wanted to see if he was there and if he would remember me.
I wanted know for sure that at least one time I had essence that was
real and not just desired. But I also wonder if desire isn’t part of being. I
wanted it to be and I think it makes it so.
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Steve Wiley

The Mermaid Effect

My name is Lucy. I was born with no legs as most mermaids are, but
that was about all we had in common. I had no fins or gills. Couldn't
hardly swim. Doctors called me “malformed,” which is a doctor way of
saying “deformed.” My father explained the matter to me quite simply;
he said I had no legs because I was a mermaid and who wouldn't want
to be a mermaid? I liked that.

I was given the gift of legs at seven years old. A local shoe and table
maker, by the curious name of Simon Simantz, manufactured for me
two legs out of goatskin leather and birch. I did not take to them. I
lurched awkwardly from foot to foot like a circus dog strutting on her
hind legs. This of course gave my schoolmates a good laugh. They called
me “Lucy leather legs.”

Lucy leather
What's the weather
You shake like barley in the wind

One day in math, I removed a thigh and smote the author of that awful
song upon the skull with the force of God. The whole class laughed and I
was not disciplined as a testament to the righteousness of my cause.
When I returned home, father danced with me all around the parlor as if
I were a mermaid princess. I will not forget that dance it was my first
and last with him or anyone.

I kept the legs on just long enough for my mother to drag me to a fancy
studio in a fancy dress so that I might take one fancy picture as a whole
human being. I wonder if that picture survives me? It would be the only
one. I am only smiling in it because the deceitful photographer tricked
me into believing a Russian babushka doll prop would be mine should I
obey his commands. I regretfully obeyed that trickster! In return, I was
given no more than a slap on the wrist from my mother for the trouble I
gave.

The town we lived in was called Singapore, Michigan. You'll find that
town now drowned under the waters of Lake Michigan. After the Great
Chicago Fire, the town was completely deforested supplying Chicago
with lumber for rebuilding. Without the trees, the winds and sands
coming off the Lake devoured the town. Within a few years the place
was no more than a poor man's Atlantis.

The town's demise secretly delighted me.

Soon after Singapore drowned, I found myself aboard a ferry headed for
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Chicago. The city when I first saw it was a curious misshapen illusion on
the lake like a carnival fun house full of twisted mirrors. This
phenomenon, I was told by our ship's captain, was known as a superior
mirage, formed by a rare concentration of warm over cold air. The fact
saddened me. I had hoped for a moment that the city was a
malformation, like me.

In the city I worked plucking chicken feathers in a giant stinking poultry
factory from sun up to sundown six days a week, as was customary
then. The job was thankless and low paying. It was then I turned to the
whiskey for relief. It was drunk by many of the factory workers with
regularity throughout the day. Soon I was named mermaid not because
I swam in water, but because I swam in whiskey.

Until it became too expensive. Then I started on an opium tincture called
laudanum. Laudanum was in fashion with the lower classes at the time,
cheaper than a bottle of liquor because it was not taxed as such, being
still considered a medication. The problem with laudanum was the
frequent fainting spells, or overdoses, it caused.

Anyone who explains to you what an overdose feels like has not truly
overdosed. If you could feel anything during an overdose you would not
have overdosed, you would have simply overdone. The real overdose is
achieving the state of consciousness between earth and oblivion which
occultists seek; all characters of life, both living and dead, are with you
and there is no way to distinguish the real from the unreal. The body has
no more feeling than that of a tree tilting in the wind. Then you wake up,
or die.

My last overdose took place on the front door of the city, at Buckingham
Fountain. I took a hearty swig of an uncommonly powerful (and deadly)
mixture of laudanum and gin. My head exploded with blinding fireworks
as I tumbled backwards, straight into the fountain. Under the waters I
saw other mermaids swimming about and riding on the backs of the
great stone seahorse statues like sunken cowboys. One swam right up
and kissed me on the lips! She tasted like rosewater. I held her hand as
we swam out into Monroe Harbor, where we watched the moonrise
bleach the city skyline.

The opiate overdose is a magnificent way to die.

When I was a girl, I visited my grandma in this dreary mausoleum for
the living called a “retirement home.” The residents stared at me with
wonder in their faded eyes as my father wheeled me down the ghastly
halls. Most of the old residents were quiet, sad, and generally boring, at
least in the eyes of a girl. I asked father why this was. He explained to
me this was because most lively, enjoyable people don't actually grow to
be very old. He said the fun ones are much too adventurous to grow old,
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and so they all tend to die young.

He named this phenomenon the mermaid effect, after me of course. He
said I was doomed to a short life. He said there was never a mermaid
who lived to see a wrinkle in the mirror.

That is so.
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Mary L Westcott

Shadow

I stand in the shadow

and wonder where to go next:

I drift directionless over emerald
hills and mountain terrain,

over cobalt oceans and small
tide pools of Nosara’s beach.

I want a long deep sleep remembering
nothing. I see the million

stars of last night and don't
question a life beyond.
Preparing to die hardly seems
necessary. Isn't it living I should
do now?

I'm waiting, says my pen,

for answers or at least a poem,

a drifting melody of lightness,

a dawdling drive to the next town.
Time stands still,

no answers appear,

it is a quiet afternoon,

no visitors, slow energy.
Somewhere a holiday is celebrated,
but that observance seems far away.
This time is just a peaceful interlude
before the next path appears,

a time out to heal, a time out

to be.
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Mary L Westcott

Stopping by Ocala Woods, A Decima

The fan palms damp with drops

of water from the drizzling sky

that rains quietly on ferns and high
pines at Marshall’s Swamp, a stop

To see the marsh, the oak treetops

in a cool pace, to sit meditating
Surrounded by tall cypress abating

The whirl of life, the shop-strewn world,
commerce, cars and new stores unfurled
like a million black ants proliferating.
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Wesley Shainline

Figment of my Imagination

It all began by my receiving an e-mail from a college friend—someone
with whom I hoped vainly for something more. Whenever 1I'd discover an
e-mail from her, Miranda, my heart would race and my soul would smile.
All was right with the world, at least for a while.

This went on for several weeks—each e-mail attaching a little more of
my being. The uncanny part was, she remembered things I had told her
years ago—remembered like yesterday.

Also, she seemed to be a mirror image of myself; all of this together
made me vaguely uneasy. I made the joke that she was too good to be
true—that she couldn’t be real. She, of course, echoed this feeling.

What was happening? As cynical as I was, she melted the tough, built-
up exterior—she knew me alright, down to the finest detail. The fact that
nothing could ever come to fruition, had no effect, didn’t deter me at all.
What was I thinking? Not very much, obviously.

The e-mails became like clockwork—I'd e-mail her before I suddenly fell
into a deep slumber from exhaustion. I would wake to find an e-mail
from her—what a great way to greet the day!

The weeks turned into months. I seemed to know every element of her
life, as she did mine—it was so much better than I ever hoped for. I'd
never had that connection with anyone else.

One day, I encountered the dreaded blue-screen. Nothing would work—
no internet, no e-mail...nothing. A cold fear gripped me, starting from
my stomach and travelling upwards. My head swam, making me
completely dizzy. How could this happen? Would she think I'd met some
untimely demise?

I couldn't let this situation stand. Taking the lap-top in hand, I drove
erratically to a nearby electronics store. I waited impatiently in a
seemingly interminable line. Tapping my foot impatiently, I heard every
complaint imaginable—from, “I can’t burn CD’s”, to the dreaded virus
concerns, which is what I believed my laptop suffered from. Eventually,
after an eternity, I reached the head of the line—finally, I'd rectify the
problem.

After running a brief diagnostic program, the glasses-clad clerk, looked
up and said, “"We'll have to check the unit in....”, he looked over his
shoulder and continued, “we’re kinda stacked up...we'll give you a call
when it’s ready”.
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I sighed heavily, but I really had little choice. I gave him my number
and reiterated the importance of getting my lap-top back quickly. "I
need it for work,” I lied convincingly. He didn't even look up as he said,
“Of course, dude. We're working as fast as we can.”

So, I left empty-handed after all. I drove anxiously and erratically home,
and went upstairs—absent mindedly drumming my fingers. I had no idea
what to do without my connection to Miranda. There was nothing else I
wanted. I just flopped into bed and stared at the ceiling, counting tiles in
a vain attempt at distraction. Eventually, I fell into a fitful sleep. No, this
was not good at all.

After several unpleasant days, I finally received a call from the store,
they had my lap-top ready at long last.

Driving was frantic; every stop-light along the way seemed to last for
years—every car seemed to be an obstacle. If only I could magically
levitate past these roving roadblocks.

At long last, I was standing in front of the disinterested clerk.

“We finally reconstructed the hard-drive and removed the virus—a
nasty one. Oh, and what do you want to do with the other e-mail
address?”

“What other address?”

“The miranda@yahoo.com one.”

Oh, no! That explained so much. In my psychotic obsession, I'd totally

created Miranda from my old college memories. I'd email her, fall into a
deep slumber, and my insane alter-ego would respond in the middle of
the night.

I saw spots and everything went dark.

115



Joann Grisetti

Scales of Justice

Daphne grew old scaling fish for her father, then for her brother. Grey
washed her hair, her skin, and even her smile when she bothered. Her
skin dried, carved by salt air just as the limestone along the shore grew
chiseled by the ocean. She loved a man who ignored her completely.
She fell in love when just sixteen; he was twenty. She thought him
perfect in every way but one - he did not notice her however she tried.
Twenty years of trying left marks on her soul. Daphne carried her love
even as it bent her shoulders and crushed the life out of her.

One day, Daphne’s brother caught a very large red fish, of a type
Daphne did not remember ever scaling before. The fish seemed to look
at Daphne directly into her soul. She smiled a real smile. As she
removed the scales, gently to honor such a beautiful fish, her hand
brushed her face and reached to tuck a stray bit of hair back behind her
ear. Her skin shed its grey. The deep crevices disappeared, replaced by
a smooth olive complexion, glowing in health. Her hair lost its paleness,
becoming a warm rich brown, as a wild horse running across the
steppes. Gentle waves brushed her shoulders like a calm sea lying in the
sun.

Daphne felt rather than saw these changes, until she stepped over to
the washtub. As she looked at her image her brain did not register it was
her own image that stared back. She slipped one hand into the water,
and a streak of grey appeared in her hair. As she pulled her hand out in
surprise, the grey faded again. Daphne decided not to trust her luck by
washing her hands. She carefully picked up the red fish, now shorn of its
silvery scales, and took it to her sister-in-law inside the fish shop.

“Can I help you, madam?”

“It's me, Daphne.”

“You don't look like Daphne. How do I know it is really you?”

“You did not know me when I was young, but I have cleaned and scaled
this fish Tomas caught. He is special, this one. Somehow, he has made
me young again.”

“I don't believe you.”

"I don't really believe it myself.”

“You do have Daphne’s eyes. When is your birthday?”

“The same as yours, Chloe.”

“Alright, suppose you are Daphne. What... I mean, how ...?
“I don’t understand, but something about this fish.”

“What do I do with him?”

"I guess sell him. The changes seem to come from his scales. I kept a
handful of them.”

“Let me try. I'd like to look younger again.”

”
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Daphne handed a silver scale to Chloe, but nothing changed.
“Try rubbing it on your face.”

“Ewe.”

“Well, that’s what I did, accidently at first.”

Still nothing changed in Chloe’s looks. Her hair remained streaked with a
few grey strands, her eyes kept their crow’s feet. The only change
seemed to be her jealousy at Daphne’s good fortune. As it grew and
festered, their home became a place of unhappiness. Finally, Tomas told
Daphne she would have to leave. Daphne began to cry, her tears
washing down her checks. As she cried, her hair turned clear, a streak
running down her back like a mountain stream. Daphne walked through
the town to the main square.

The men stared at her, a beautiful stranger to them. Daphne kept an
eye out for Stephano, her love, where his vegetable stall usually set up.
He was busy serving customers, but caught a glimpse of Daphne while
wrapping a package of peas for a steady customer. He lifted his head
and stared, not recognizing Daphne until she spoke to him.

“Hello, Stephano.”

“Daphne. What... How... ?”

“A special fish.”

“Aw, c'mon. What really happened?”

“A long story.”

Daphne’s heart beat faster with every word she spoke. He noticed her.
Stephano, her love. Her eyes fluttered and he smiled. Something
snapped inside Daphne’s head - he noticed her only when she grew
beautiful. He did not really see her any more clearly than the day before.
He saw only her looks, not all of her good qualities. Daphne turned, and
walked out of town. She could find some place to live and work and
maybe love.
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Emily Strauss

Walking at Night

at dusk from the dry weeds
on the roadside a skunk
emerged sleepily

to shamble across the hot
pavement

saw me passing

was startled

hesitant

turned back into the thorns
quietly, unsure of my steps
I paused, then moved on
nodded a silent greeting
turned my flashlight away
didn't look back
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Deborah Rocheleau

Bottle Rockets

I got a postcard once that said

Live your life like a disposable camera
strapped to a homemade bottle rocket

bound for the stars and slapped together

with duct tape and a hundred and fifty dollars.

I'd like to see a hundred grand get a view like that
Earth’s rounded curve the straightedge

By which to measure the universe

Larger-than-life

Breath-taking

Amazing!

And other billboard adjectives.

It changes you

a road trip with no itinerary

and a healthy dose of Discovery!

How far can a tank of gas take you

and which way do you turn at the International Space Station?
I hear the cell reception’s great out there.

Until the truck runs out of gas

the sparkler refuses to ignite

highway lines and mile marks

fading on the fuel station map

like the uncropped edges of amateur photography.

I'd send occasional postcards

with snapshots of the stratosphere

and Wish You Were Here

scrawled under the stamps of Greek astronomers.

You’d complain about the graininess

the jiggle of the camera upon reentry

sun flares and solar eclipses blotting the image
film blackening, low on juice, or atmosphere.

I'd leave nothing but moon-dusty footprints
Nothing to show for my travels

but saggy tires and lousy pictures

What'd you expect for a hundred and fifty dollars?
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Ken Leland

For Betty

Betty Harris unlocks and pulls open the glass-paneled front door, then
with her toe she slides a wedge into place. Through the outer screen, a
tincture of leaves burning in the street flows into the store. The morning
breeze rustles her print dress and she sighs in relief that cooler days
have arrived. Betty flips a wall switch and an orange ‘Open’ sign glows in
the Hometown News display window.

She takes up a straw broom and begins to sweep clean the sidewalk of
red and yellow leaves. As they swirl waist high, she imagines gripping
the broom like a softball bat, her hands choked up to smash a high
bounding roller over a shortstop’s head. As she is about to launch a
roundhouse swing, she notices them, John Corey and his dad, the young
man clutching a Greyhound ticket, his father, a battered tan and brown-
striped suitcase. The 7:59 southbound pulls to a stop on the street
beside them, and after a few moments, rolls away. Betty can see the
younger Cory waving goodbye from the crowded bus.

“Morning, Mrs. Harris,” the father says as he pauses beside his rusting,
blue Plymouth. “John’s classes start Thursday.”

“Best of luck to him,” Betty says as she raises her arm to block the
morning sun. Mr. Corey backs out and drives south two hundred feet to
the town’s only stop light. There, he turns right and disappears out of
sight behind the Savings and Loan.

Directly opposite the Hometown News is the Forest Restaurant, ‘Fine
Dining’ already gleaming as its owner steps outside to greet Betty.

An 18-wheel semi rolls between them, roaring as it upshifts from the
light, making its way northbound on Highway 31. To the man across the
street, Betty mouths ‘Hello.’

When Betty’s father ran the Hometown News, he lost the Greyhound
ticket franchise to Mr. Forest. She’s thought of bidding again, but she
decides, no. She can guess Forest’s weekly take and it doesn’t amount
to much. Why play beggar-thy-neighbor?

A couple of farmers park beside the restaurant, and with a winning
smile, Mr. Forest ushers them inside for breakfast. As the sun warms
Betty’s shoulders, she considers the Hometown’s display window,
wonders whether to let Back-To-School specials run another week, or if
it’s time to dig out Halloween ghosts and goblins.

Her day truly begins about 8:30 with the arrival of subscription
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newspapers and Betty spreads them in stacks over the cash register
counter. It's Monday, so there are a few, a very few, big-city weekend
newspapers: Chicago Tribune and New York Times, even a single copy of
the Wall Street Journal. Betty lays these aside, there’s no point looking
through them, but she gathers copies from nearby cities: Kokomo
Herald, Fort Wayne Journal, South Bend Tribune, and of course the local
village weeklies, the Bremen Citizen, Argos Reflector and Warsaw Union.

With a deep breath, Betty steadies herself and begins. After a little more
than a year’s practice, she knows exactly where each paper prints its
obituaries. She scans the summary boxes, but to be certain, she reads
the first lines in each memorial beginning with the letter ‘*H.’

When she finishes, today is like every other day, hers is a perplexed
sadness, mixed with a little relief.

Most customers arrive by nine o’clock to pick up their subscriptions, but
there’s another, smaller flurry around lunch. There was a time when
Dad’s subscribers actually brought in a bit of cash. How long ago was
that, three years maybe, back before the outboard motor plant closed,
before a hundred families folded their tents and moved away, back when
she and her husband Tommy Harris still had a place of their own,
halfway down Maple Street.

At noon, things are pretty slow at the store. Betty stares through her
window, over towards Mr. Forest’s restaurant where he does a land
office business for an hour or so serving lunch, then the town dries right
up. Of course, there’s the 1:45 Greyhound heading south, and the 2:30
northbound, but they don’t bring any trade, only a moment'’s release
from boredom. Someone might come by hankering for salted nuts or
looking for a birthday card, but it's a long time till the Christmas holiday
bonanza. It's only September and around 3:30 when school lets out,
there’s a troop of high school kids looking for colas and ice cream bars.
By 4:30 though, you could fire a cannon ball down the sidewalk and not
be cited for disturbing the peace.

Betty glances next door as a housewife walks into Schnoover’s Causal
Clothing. Betty remembers when she could do that, when she could
afford a new sweater, or a shirt for her husband. She remembers how
Tommy used to slide that manila envelope with his pay inside across the
table to her, and he'd say . . .

No, Betty won't think about that right now. Besides, Constable Bill
Snyder has found a parking spot on the Hometown side of the street,
just as he’s been doing most every Monday for a year now.

“Hello Mrs. Harris. Nice day, ain't it?”
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“It sure is, Officer Snyder. The usual?” Betty digs into an ice cream
freezer for a Bronco Bar while Officer Snyder stands in the doorway,
listening to street traffic.

As he peels away the ice cream wrapper, he glances at the wall display,
at rows of magazines, and beyond them, paperbacks, then lowers his
eyes to newspapers, neatly stacked on the lowest shelf.

“Monday’s come again,” Officer Snyder says.
“Yes. It has a way of doing that.”

Long since, they’'ve both given up confirming that nothing’s been found,
neither in Betty’s newspaper searches, nor in Snyder’s queries to nearby
county sheriffs.

Tommy Harris has disappeared, without a trace.

Her dad used to say the store was a one-man operation and he didn't
need any help. What's more, Betty and Tommy expected they would
give Mom and Dad a grandchild, or two, or three, and so Betty took
what she thought would be a temporary job in the plant’s accounting
office, right out of high school, as soon as she and Tommy returned from
Niagara Falls. But a baby didn’t come and somehow Dad got old.

Eventually, he asked Betty to join him, to learn the family business, such
as it was.

That was about ten years on, right after the factory closed its doors
forever. Tommy, Betty and a hundred others were on the gravel path
outside the plant gate, carrying signs, when the business manager
walked over with the announcement. Betty and Tommy had a little
savings, but both their jobs were gone.

That winter, the town hollowed out, so many families moved away,
leaving whole streets where every other house was dark at supper time.
It was only because he was a local boy, born and raised, a classmate of
a town councilman, that Tommy caught on part time with the Street
Department. Snow plowing, filling potholes and leaf burning filled his
days. Betty worked with her dad at the store, watched Main Street grow
quieter, and deposited leaner receipts at the bank every Friday. Living
hand to mouth, savings gone, Betty and Tommy gave their home back
to the bank and moved in with her parents, into the old white and
green-painted house on Monroe Avenue.

About two years later, her dad collapsed with a stroke in the store’s back
office. The three weeks of hospital bills and two months of nursing home
charges until he died, left Tommy, Betty and her mom with debts and a
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new mortgage, this one on the Monroe house, a mortgage that the three
of them could manage if they were careful.

But now Tommy has been gone a year, and Betty and her mom are
hanging on by their fingernails.

Friday evening, eight o’clock. Betty switches off the neon sign and locks
the front door. Street lights have been on for half an hour, a warm glow
on a night Betty Harris finds her wool sweater a comfort. Next door, Mr.
Schoonover is locking up too, and when he sees Betty’s receipt bag, he
jingles his own as he approaches.

“Mrs. Harris,” he says with a gentle smile, *might I accompany you to
the Savings and Loan?”

“Why, yes, Mr. Schoonover,” Betty says, “I'd be most delighted.”

He offers his arm, she loops her own through and around, then both
stroll to the night deposit.

“Almost Halloween, Betty. Got your witches and corn stalks ready?”
Betty sighs, holds open the deposit lid as Schoonover slides his money-
sack into the vault with a solid thunk; her own, much lighter receipts,
follow.

“Is it worth the effort this year?” Betty asks.

With open palms upturned, Schoonover supports her hands between
them. “Please, Mrs. Harris, if there is anything I can . . . Don’t give up,
Tommy’s somewhere close, I know he is. How could he ever leave you?”
“He has.”

"I know,"” Schoonover says with downcast eyes. Then he brightens,
“Tomorrow, bag lunch from the Forest? My treat this time.”
“Tomorrow, it is,” Betty says as she turns west onto Monroe Avenue.

Her mom says the tree outside their house was tall when she was a little
girl. Everything’s tall, Betty told her, if you're small enough, but there’s
no denying the front yard’s red maple is an ancient soul. Where its roots
make the sidewalk bulge uneven, Betty slows to a stop amid curled
leaves covering the ground. Inside, on her bedroom wall, there’s a color
Kodak, thirty-one years old, of Betty as a brown-haired baby, clapping
hands with great delight as she sits waist deep in autumn leaves, over
by the snowball bush, next to the wooden steps.

One night at bedtime, Tommy looked at that picture and said, “Oh,
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that’d be nice, Betty, a little angel playing in the leaves, just like this

one.

It was only a week or so later, they sat quiet, close together in old
Doctor Hansard’s office, their medical histories from childhood open side
by side on his desk.

Doc Hansard looked up at Betty. “You remember when you had the
mumps?”

“Sure I do. I was in junior high. Near everybody in our class got them.”

“Well, Tommy did too,” Doc Hansard said, twisting the file so her
husband could see. “A bad case, it must have been, Tommy. Says here,
I kept you out of school for three weeks.”

“Doc,” Tommy asked, “is that why we can’t make a baby?”
"I expect so, sometimes mumps leaves a man sterile.”

As Betty chatted with the receptionist, Doc Hansard lay his hand on
Tommy’s shoulder and said, “It's probably mumps, but if you can afford
it, there’s another test we should do.”

“Hello, Mom.”

Betty stoops to pick up the pin cushion and thimble that have rolled
from her mother’s lap. Mom is asleep in a padded armchair, a three-
bulb, standing lamp blazes over her shoulder. A bride’s dress for the
Shivers’ wedding spills from her mother’s knees, onto the linoleum floor.
Its train spreads out almost to the television, an old black and white
Sylvania Dad bought in the 50’s. Its sound is turned loud as J.R. on
‘Dallas’ is rushed to hospital.

Her mother starts awake and kicks out at the dress train covering her
legs. “Betty, what are you doing home? You shouldn’t leave Dad alone to
close on Friday!”

Betty remembers the wedding isn’t until next weekend, there’s still time
to help finish the dress.

“It's Ok, Mom. Mr. Schoonover will walk Dad to the Savings and Loan.”
“Really, Betty, always thinking of yourself.” Then, “Turn that thing off.”

Orderlies wheel a bleeding J. R. along a hospital corridor to surgery. “I'm
going to bed.”
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“Yes, Mom."” Betty holds her mother’s arm, pulls the bride’s dress aside
as Mom levers herself upright.

“Betty, where’s that nice Harris boy, used to be round here all the time?
There’s leaves all over the front yard.”

“Tommy had to move away.”

“If you don’t give a man what he wants, girl, he'll leave you. Like Dad
did.”

“Dad didn’t leave us, Mom.”
“Then where is he?”

“Mom, he'll be home in a little while, just as soon as he closes the
store.”

Her mother climbs the wood-railed stairs on her own. By the time she
reaches the second floor, she will have forgotten about Betty, about
Tommy, about Dad.

Betty collapses in her mother’s deep armchair, reaches up to pull the
lamp chain and sits in darkness until Mom is asleep. When all is quiet,
Betty goes up to change her clothes, to put on a red, scooped-necked
dress she likes to wear. In the second floor hall, she listens for her
mother’s soft breathing, descends the stairs and pulls on her coat. She
locks the front door and walks to the Highway 31 Bar and Grill.

The bartender, Jimmy, will be worried if she’s late.

A small window with heavy, dark glass inset in an oak frame, Betty
pushes through the door, for the thousandth time missing Tommy’s arm
over her shoulder, leaning to help open the way. Inside, the crowded bar
is a mixture of shadows and colors, its ceiling midnight black, the juke
box a riot of red, green and warm yellow.

‘Howdy, Mrs. Harris. Your table’s clean,” an aproned Jimmy says as he
draws tall beer glasses. Behind him are a score of liquor bottles in as
many colors, their reflections gleam from a long wall mirror. “I'll bring
your order in a jiffy.”

Betty hangs her coat beside a high-backed booth of padded black vinyl.
She swings her purse over against the red painted wall, shows a bit of
inner thigh as she slides onto the bench. Tommy enjoyed seeing her do
that, so she tries to remember, hoping he’s in a corner somewhere,
watching her.
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Jimmy brings two Lites and a half order of nachos.

“Maybe tonight,” he whispers, as he puts one coaster and beer glass
opposite her, near where Tommy used to sit, then positions a small plate
of chips midway between them on the green Formica table. Betty
reaches over to sip from Tommy’s glass, crunches a few cheese and
salsa covered nachos, before she leans back to relax. Friday night is
date night at Highway 31, ever since the movie theater closed. But
Friday nights, Jimmy won't give away Betty and Tommy’s booth for love
nor money, and she sees several young couples sniggering as she waits
alone with two glasses of beer.

Four unaccompanied men are seated on bar stools, none of them
Tommy, as she knew instantly when she entered. One is Pete, the
town’s famous high school fullback, from the class a year ahead of
Betty. He lurches onto his feet and staggers over to her.

“Lookin’ good, Betty Harris. Mighty good.”
“How’s Cindy, Pete?”

He bends over to rest his fist on her table, breathes in her face. “Cindy
ain’t given me none, Betty. Big as a house, she is.”
“"When'’s the baby due?”

“Not fuckin’ soon enough for me.”

Betty holds her breath as he rocks closer, she tries to catch Jimmy’s
eye, but he’s already on his way from behind the bar.

“Damn fine woman like you,” Pete mutters. “You ain’t gettin’ none
either, Betty. I'd make you sing; I swear I would.”

“Hey, what you doing?” yells the fullback as Jimmy frog-marches Pete
out onto the street.

When the bartender returns, Betty musters a weak smile and wave,
wonders why Jimmy puts up with her. This isn’t the first time he’s lost a
paying customer because she sits alone.

The bar quiets down, someone drops a dime in the juke box. ‘Who Loves
You?’ begins to play, the twenty-somethings are having her on again.
Betty flips through the music selection pages at her booth until she finds
‘Go Your Own Way.” When it ends, young women seated near the dance
floor turn to her and nod.

Tommy’s glass is a third empty, the nachos almost gone. Betty imagines
him there, his wavy black hair and shy smile.
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“Payday,” Tommy would say as he plucked an envelope from his shirt
pocket and slid it over to Betty.

“How much you want back, dear?” she’d ask.

Tommy would gather up her hand in both of his. “Got all I could ever
want, right here.”

He always said the same thing, got all I want, except that one time,
soon after they went to Doc Hansard.

“Betty, I'd be awful happy for us to have a baby.”
“Tommy, you know I can't.”

“Honey, I'm the one who can’t,” Tommy said. Then, “All I want is your
baby, and for sure I'd know it was yours, wouldn’t I?”

Betty looked at him, grew red and angry as she came to understand
what he was saying. That night she walked home by herself. When
Tommy finally came to bed, she loved him with all her heart, and cried
herself to sleep in his arms.

In an ash tray below the music selector is a packet of house matches,
‘Highway 31, Bar and Grill,” is printed on the front. On the reverse is a
cartoon bar maid, a brown-haired beauty in a plunging red dress,
balancing a tray of foaming glasses. “Free Beer,” she smiles.
“Tomorrow.”

That last evening they were together, Betty remembers Tommy picking
up those matches, looking at the cartoon waitress and showing Betty the
joke.

“Tommy, you don’t smoke,” she said.

“Street Department boys are always short a light. Anyway, she fills out
that top near good as you.” Tommy held up the matches again. “See?”

“Not hardly me,” Betty said as he stuffed a matchbook in his jeans
pocket.

“Lord, woman. You don‘t never look in a mirror, do you?”
“No more’n I have to,” Betty said as she grinned at him.

“Tell you what. Give me a sawbuck. I'll go get us all fried chicken.”
“And some of that green cole slaw, Mom likes?”

127



“For sure,” he said before walking out. “I'll see you at home in twenty
minutes.”

Betty waited over an hour, then put Mom to bed before going out onto
the streets to look for Tommy.

That was a year ago.

It’s half past eleven, Highway 31 is emptying out and Tommy Harris, for
more than fifty weeks running, is a no-show. Betty stretches and begins
to swing her legs from beneath their table. But then a stranger enters, a
woman, a short petit blonde, wearing a long coat over green trousers
and sensible, rubber-soled shoes. Two masculine patrons at the bar
swivel to ogle her, then turn to stare in the mirror to watch some more.

The stranger drapes her purse over her left shoulder and digs into a coat
pocket, pulls out car keys and a matchbook. She stuffs her keys back
where they belong and holds out the matches to show Jimmy. Even from
her booth, Betty can see the cartoon waitress with the promise of free
beer tomorrow. The blonde speaks softly, so quietly Betty cannot hear,
but she seems to be describing someone, holding her hand six inches
over her forehead.

Jimmy’s mouth drops open; he stares at Betty who rises to stand beside
the booth. The blonde thanks him and walks towards Betty with a
determined air. All Betty can do is think how pretty she is, how obvious
why Tommy left.

“My name’s Julie Thompson. I'm a nurse in South Bend. Could I sit
down?”

“I'm Betty Harris.”

Nurse Thompson doesn’t even blink at the name. Betty wonders if Julie
has come to ask her to set Tommy free.

“Please,” Betty says, motioning to the bench opposite.

The woman turns to Jimmy and orders a cola. I have to drive back
tonight,” she tells Betty as she tosses down her coat.

She’s sleeping with Tommy, tonight. Betty is numb, yet on the edge of
fury.

“I'm a nurse at a charity hospice,” Julie Thompson says as Jimmy sets a
cola in front of her. Jimmy hovers, but Betty glares at him and he drifts
off to wipe tables.
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Julie sips the cola before saying, “A hospice is something new, most
folks don’t know what it is.”

Betty shrugs, she can’t imagine what this has to do with Tommy.
“It's a place where people go . . . to die.”
Suddenly Betty knows.

Nurse Thompson takes a photo from her purse and lays it in Betty’'s
quivering hand. “Do you know who this is? Do you know his name?”
Betty needs only glimpse the picture of a gaunt, disheveled man. “He’s
my husband, Tommy Harris.”

“Mrs. Harris,” Nurse Thompson says, “I'm so very sorry. He wouldn’t tell
us his name or where he was from. All he had was this.” Nurse
Thompson lays the matchbook on the table between them, its corners
are worn white.

“Most derelicts, sorry, street people, are heavy smokers, but it looks like
Mr. Harris carried these for some time. I thought they might be
important to him.”

Betty shudders. “No, I didn’t think they were,” she says and cups the
matches between her hands.

“"When I saw you, just now, I thought how much you look like the bar
maid. Well, no matter.”

“He's dead?”

“Yes, Mrs. Harris, for two weeks. Tomorrow is the first Saturday morning
I could sleep in, so I thought to drive here tonight.”

Betty hears nothing after Nurse Thompson says ‘two weeks.’

“"Why did he die?” Betty asks.

“Such a young man, but it was prostate cancer. He was living rough, I
don’t know how long or why. Police found him passed out in a flop house
and took him to First Community Hospital, but cancer had spread
everywhere. That was only three weeks ago.”

“Cancer?”

Nurse Thompson nods. “A year ago, surgery, chemotherapy, radiation
might have saved him. They work miracles, you know."”

“A year ago?”
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“I'm sorry Mrs. Harris, it’s really none of my business, but I think your
husband already knew he had cancer. He told our doctors not to bother
with tests.”

Betty walks from the bar; knows she will never enter that place again. A
first quarter moon is setting as she turns onto Monroe and stumbles to a
halt outside the white and green-painted house. She kneels and buries

her face in leaves to weep, wishing she’d had a chance to refuse
Tommy'’s last gift.
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E. Panziera

The Girl Made from Wax

Dearest M.,

I told a story to a man on a train. He had eyes that crinkled when he
smiled, and I know I shouldn't have, but I couldn't help myself. My story
went something like this:

Can you hear me okay? This whole thing happened some years ago,
when I was still practicing as a nurse. I specialized in psychiatrics, the
deeply disturbed. It's not a challenge if you have the right temperament,
which I had. One girl I worked with stood out. She was my last patient
actually. I'll never forget the first time I met her. Her father led me into
the room and there she was, beautiful, with straight dark brown hair and
big amber eyes that just stared ahead at nothing. She had a perfect,
symmetrical face, except for jagged scar that ran just above her left
eyebrow. Someone had placed her rigid body in a wooden, high-backed
chair, and her fingers clenched the handle of a tea cup so that its base
was perpendicular to the table. The chair was pushed so far in that she
shouldn’t have been able to breathe. In any case, I couldn’t make out
the rise and fall of her chest. I almost admired it, how still she kept, like
it must have taken a great effort.

I had worked with schizophrenics before, but never one like Magda. I
took the job; not because the pay was good, although it was, but rather
because I had heard about Magda, the living statue, and I was curious to
meet her. I got weekends off to “visit friends and family", but I never
did. Once a week I would call my mother, and even though I said
nothing, she always seemed to know it was me. "Sweetheart," she
would always say into the silence, "When are you going to come back?"

You know, watching Magda wasn’t such a bad job, and I didn't
understand how she had run through so many nurses. At worst, the
situation could be described as boring. Her father rarely spoke, as if the
circumstances were simply too much for him to handle. I rarely heard
him say more than two or three words in the space of an hour. He was
an American businessman whose company had been shipped to
Stockholm, and who had married a famous Swedish ballerina named
Matilde Stendahl. He worked long days, rarely making it home for
dinner. When I came to the house the first time, he murmured an
introduction and led me to the room I'd be sleeping in. He pointed
across the hall to the room they kept Magda in, as if he couldn’t bear to
enter. Before he left me in the darkness, he handed me a booklet that
had been written by a doctor. It had a description of catatonic
schizophrenia and a list of instructions—throughout, there were
handwritten notes added in a flowery cursive (the wife's, presumably)—
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"Please play chess with her. It's really her favorite game; She loves
solitaire. Be sure to lay out the cards; Here is a list of her favorite
dresses; ...". They were asides in the margins, words going off in
different directions, as if they had been written with no thought or care
about my understanding.

I amused myself by waiting for the girl to slip up, as if this were a game
we were playing rather than a disease of the mind. But really, as I said,
Magda was no work at all, and if that had been that, I might have days
and days of peaceful quiet alone in that room—I could have read a
couple of long novels.

But of course, if I'm giving you the impression that it was just peace and
quiet in that house, I would be misleading you. Upstairs, all day and all
night, I could hear the muffled sound of what must have been a terrible,
violent sobbing. Occasionally, this was accompanied by the sound of an
untuned violin scratching out a half-recognizable dirge. This, I surmised,
must have been the mother. Even after weeks of working there, I had
never seen her, except for the glimpses I caught from peeking through
the keyhole—the tattered, dull-colored nightgowns she wore, and
tangled white-blonde hair that fell around halfway down her back in
straggly clumps. I brought her meals every day and left them sitting by
her door.

Owing to the long hours the father kept, I rarely saw him. Sometimes
we would pass each other in the hall as he left for work. He would say
nothing and refuse to look me in eye. I can't explain why, but I'd be
filled with longing to have him speak to me. On rare occasions, he would
come home, hanging his head in guilt, trying to make small talk,
perhaps a story or two to pass the evening. And in those moments I
would hate him the most. I would yawn and yawn until he would
announce that he was going to bed, and then I would be free.

Mealtimes were the only difficult part of the job itself—"Open wide," I
would say, "let the airplane in." But that didn’t make a difference.
Getting her to eat was always a struggle. I can't forget that first morning
when I tried to open her mouth—it was like her teeth were glued
together. I pushed down her chin and I squeezed her nose between my
thumb and forefinger—I pulled so hard I thought I would break
something. When I finally forced her mouth open, I choked on the rancid
smell of her breath. I wondered how long it had been since someone had
brushed her teeth. I certainly wasn’t going to pry those teeth open any
more than was necessary.

"Why don’t you use a feeding tube?" This was the one question I ever
asked her father. We were sitting at the table for breakfast. I had made
oatmeal for Magda. I could only make things that she didn't have to
chew, despite my instruction manual’s insistence that her favorite meal
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was herring with pickled cucumber and boiled potatoes—and that I
should make it for her at least twice a week. He was reading the paper,
and didn’t respond. Instead, he just kept flipping through the pages,
occasionally muttering comments under his breath. Eventually, without a
gesture to me of any kind, he picked up his newspapers and the
briefcase that leaned against his chair. With his back to me, he said,
"Those tubes and machines are for the dead and dying."

When he left, I went about forcing Magda’s day clothes onto her rigid
body. When that was done, the girl and I sat together, staring out the
same window into the wind and icy rain—the only sound that ever
drowned out the mother’s constant wailing.

The window was not the only thing to look at in that room. Behind
Magda’s back, as if she were purposely avoiding it, was a portrait of her
family, presumably painted when Magda was healthy, before any of
these horrors. When I first saw the portrait, I wondered how such a
happy family could have come to this end, but as my life with them
continued, I began to see the portrait for what it actually was. The
father was much thinner and with fuller hair, holding the mother’s hand
as if he wouldn't let her out of his sight. Although he wasn’t smiling,
there was a look in his eye like he had the world just where he wanted
it. The mother was one of the most gorgeous women I had ever seen,
and when I gazed at her, it seemed like she was looking out from the
painting and admiring her reflection in my eyes. Her blonde hair flowed
past her shoulders, and she wore a shimmering green dress,
embroidered with lace, her red lips curved into a smile—and then there
was Magda, raven-haired and just as beautiful, her face unmarred.
Whatever had caused her jagged scar hadn't happened yet. Or perhaps
the painter had decided to leave it out. But whatever he had done to
paint over reality, he hadn't succeeded in making her forced smile look
real or in blotting out the sadness in her eyes.

Some months passed before strange things started happening. One
morning, when I came in to feed Magda her breakfast, there was a key
sitting directly in front of her on the table, and even though her head
was still angled to the window, it seemed to me, though I chalked it up
to my imagination, that her chin was pointed down at the key, as if to
bring it to my attention. Well, I couldn’t think about it long, because I
almost immediately noticed that Magda had wet herself, which, as you
might imagine, distracted me from anything else. In my rush to clean
her, I simply slipped the key into my pocket. I assumed the father must
have left it there on one of his rare visits to the room, and I completely
forgot about the entire incident.

A week went by as usual, but then one morning, I went into the room,
and sitting in front of Magda was a small wax figurine of a ballerina. I
picked it up with the tips of my fingers. I'd never seen a wax figure
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before that I didn't find garish and terrible, but this one was different.
The body was long and graceful, and if I hadn’t been touching it, I would
have truly believed that the tutu was made of the finest silk, rather than
wax. It draped across the body with—what do they call it? Artful
artlessness, I suppose. The light brown hair seemed to be in motion, a
few strands loose from the exertion of dancing. As I balanced the figure
in my palm, it seemed almost to turn in a graceful pirouette, but I knew
that must have been an illusion. I touched her temple as if brushing a
strand behind her ear, and was brought back to reality when my fingers
touched the waxy surface. I looked into Magda's sad, unmoving eyes.
Was her expression slightly different than before? It seemed so, but I
felt I couldn't trust my own impressions of things. On a whim, I reached
out and touched the ugly white scar that ran above her eyebrow. The
warmth of Magda's skin surprised me.

I didn't know what to think of the ballerina. It didn't seem like
something the father would have anything to do with—perhaps the
mother had put it there, maybe during the night? My hypothesis was all
but confirmed the next morning when I came into Magda’s room, and
there was somebody already there attending to her. I held back a little
gasp of surprise. The woman was dressed in a very fashionable royal
blue sleeveless dress that fit her body very snugly and stopped just
above her knees. Around her neck hung a gold chain with a medallion
the color of peacock feathers. Her long blonde hair was brushed back
into an elegant braided bun.

I would never have recognized her if it weren’t for the portrait that hung
above. The mother, just as beautiful as the old days, the lines of grief on
her face barely perceptible through her bright smile. I wasn’t aware that
she had lucid days, but it happens sometimes, even to the most severely
disturbed.

"Oh, Magda. You silly girl," she said as she spoon-fed Magda a bowl of
soup. Her soft voice was somewhat babying, but soothing. Of course,
she had no experience in caretaking and the soup dribbled down her
daughter's lips and onto the white dress she had been changed into. The
mother's eyes didn't seem to see the mess she was making.

Despite her motherly incompetence, I felt a rush of gratitude towards
her that I can’t quite explain. Maybe I was just grateful to see the
mother finally acting like a mother, or at least doing her best.

She seemed to catch sight of me in the corner of her eye, and spun
around, dropping the spoon.

"Oh dear! You frightened me," she clutched at her chest, ever the
performer.

"Good morning. It's nice to see you awake."

"Oh, well, you know, I always try to keep busy. Oh how rude of me. You
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must be one of Magda’s friends. I'm her mother. Call me Matilde."
I frowned, and the mother turned back to Magda.

"I know it's hard to watch," the mother continued, "but she always gets
this way when she’s ill. She just completely shuts off. The doctor says
it’s really nothing more than the flu that’s going around, and she should
be up and about in less than a week." She smiled up at me, her eyes
sparkling.

After a moment of hesitation, I nodded, "Yes... that's what I've heard."
The mother's smile dropped, "I certainly hope we're not the center of
gossip!"

We lapsed into silence, and I watched her hopeless ministrations until
the quiet became unbearable and I offered, "It's nice to see you take
care of her."

Her eyes widened, "She’s my daughter."

"I know," I said. But the mother didn't respond, as if she had stopped
hearing.

When the bowl was empty, she stood up, "Good girl, Magda. You've
finished all your soup." The truth was that there was more of it on
Magda's dress than in her stomach. When the mother left, I trailed her
out and into the kitchen.

"You know," I said, remembering the figure from yesterday as I watched
her wash the small pile of dishes in the sink, "I saw the little ballerina
you left out for Magda. I think it's very nice. Something to help her
remember."

The pan she was washing clattered against the porcelain sink. Her hands
hovered in the air, her back went rigid like a frightened cat's. She turned
towards me.

"What ballerina?"

The words caught in my throat, "Oh. Never mind. It was--it was
nothing."

"Where did you find it? Show me."

"Oh no, I must have been mistaken." I took a step and found that
without thinking I had blocked the door to Magda’s room.

But the focus had gone out of her eyes. She rushed past me into
Magda’s room. I was stunned for a moment, and by the time I could
follow her, she had slapped her daughter twice across the face.

"Come back!" she shrieked, and pulled at her daughter's hair. "When will
you come back? You stubborn monster. You--you---"...
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I closed my eyes as her screaming washed over me, as if I were the
object of her wrath.

When I opened my eyes the mother was shaking Magda. I shook my
head. I don't know why, but it was like she was shaking me, my brain
crashing against the sides of my skull.

"Stop!” I said. "No!" Or at least that's what I think I said.

My words, or perhaps her own exhaustion, eventually stopped her. She
staggered back and fell limp against me. I looked down at her body. She
looked so small, but it took all of my strength to usher her limp-
weightiness up the stairs and into her bedroom. When I pulled open the
door, she wandered back to her rags and violin. Before I had even made
it downstairs the haunting music and wailing had started up again.

It was with the thought of this strange ballerina figurine that I returned
to the room. But when I searched the shelf upon which I had left the
figurine, I found that it had disappeared. I searched the other shelves
around the room. Then, as I was dusting my hand across a shelf that
was nearly out of my reach, my foot hit something. I looked down and
saw that it was the edge of the carpet and that there was a small lump
beneath it. Crouching to my hands and knees, I lifted the edges of the
rug and found the little figurine hidden there. But there was something
else under the carpet. As I peeled the rug further back, I saw that it was
the outline of a trapdoor.

As if in a trance, I reached into my pocket and felt for the little key that
I had found by Magda’s hand days ago. I propped the door open and
there was a very short ladder leading down into the darkness. I lay
down flat on my stomach and gripped the edges. I leaned in, peering
into the darkness. All I could see were shadows, and I thought if I stared
long enough my eyes may adjust. Then, somewhere in the darkness,
there was a creaking sound and footsteps—my stomached lurched. But
when I stilled my body and listened carefully, I realized the sound was
coming from somewhere else in the house. It must have been the father
coming home for his dinner break. I scrambled to my feet, pulling the
trapdoor closed behind me.

Days passed by and I didn’t have the nerve to take another look in that
trapdoor. Then new wax figurines began to appear every morning,
always the same ballerina, and always in a slightly different position, like
she was performing a very slow dance. This continued for weeks until
one day there was no figurine. I looked all around, and finding nothing, I
thought this was my sign to venture once again into the trapdoor. For
days I'd been carrying around a flashlight, just in case.

Considering this prospect, I turned back to Magda, and I noticed
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something was a little off in her face. I couldn’t quite place it at first. I
had grown so used to her unfailing stillness, but when I drew closer 1
saw that her long, jagged scar was violently red and seemed to be
pulsing against her skin. I stared for a moment into her eyes, which
were just as glassy and lifeless as ever. But in the silence of the room, I
could now make out a very soft gurgling sound coming from her throat.
With shaking hands, I pried the girl’s jaw open and shone my flashlight
inside. Yes, there was something there, lodged in the back of her throat.
I ran to the kitchen and grabbed a spoon from the countertop. I shoved
it down her throat as far as I could reach, and she began to gag. Finally,
she choked up an object into my waiting hand. Without even so much as
wiping her spit away, I held the object into the harsh light.

It was one of the wax figurines. Its slender arms and legs distorted by
having been lodged in Magda’s throat. I stared at it, and when I looked
back to Magda, her eyes were as placid as ever.

Determination drove the fear from my mind. With one last backwards
glance at Magda, I pulled up the edge of the carpet and yanked up the
trapdoor. Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I gripped the edges of the
short ladder and worked my way down. I planted my feet on the floor,
which was soft, like it was coated in dirt, and I looked around. I could
barely make out an object in the depths of the room covered by a long
white sheet. As I stared, it seemed to move towards me, but maybe that
was just the shadows playing a little trick on me. Shining my light above
me, I noticed a string for a light bulb, which was just out of my grasp.
On my tiptoes I reached up, and my fingers barely touched the string,
but not enough to get any sort of grip.

My trembling hands shook my flashlight's beam, conjuring more dancing
shadows. I continued forward, toward the sheet-covered object, and
soon—too soon—TI reached it. There I stood, quivering as my arm
reached out. When my fingers touched the cool fabric, a wave of fear
crashed over me. I turned away, forcing myself to breathe slowly,
unsure why exactly I had lost my nerve. I glanced behind my shoulder,
back at the sheet, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see a black
polished shoe peeking out from under the sheet. It looked just like one
of Magda’s shoes. Without a second thought, I squeezed my eyes closed,
then ran blindly to the edge of the room and clambered up the ladder. I
couldn’t look. I simply couldn’t look. Somehow, even then, I knew
exactly what I'd seen. But as soon as I was out of the room, the rational
side of my brain took over. Storage, I thought. What else could it have
been? No. No. It was only storage. I told myself again and again.

The next day, it was too late. That morning I went into Magda’s room,
and I immediately felt that something was wrong. Everything about her
was the same—her rigidity, her long scar, her lips. But something about
her eyes seemed different. I stared at her for a moment, but couldn’t
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quite put my finger on it. I went to the kitchen to make her breakfast.
Oatmeal with a little baby food, just like always. Sitting back down by
her side, I reached up to pry her jaw open. That's when I felt it.
Something was wrong with her skin. It was hard and slick. I scraped at
with my fingernail, just under her jaw where no one would notice. The
skin came away in flakey curls. I jumped back and stared at her for a
long while. But when I touched her again, I let my fingertips slide
against her cheek. There was no way I could deny it any longer. She
was made of wax!

What more can I say? In an instant it became clear to me that she had
made the figurines, that she must have plotted her escape for some
time. Yes, the daughter had vanished, although the replacement she left
behind was hardly different. That was the end of my job there. I
considered not telling the parents. I could have gotten away with it, I
was sure. But what would have been the point? When I told them, the
mother just sat and stared ahead, humming her little dirge, and the
father choked several times, his eyes bulging out and then squinting,
like he was doing everything he could not to cry in front of me. When I
had finished my story, he stood up and marched away to make a series
of phone calls. I thought they might try to punish me for my
carelessness, but I was quickly forgotten. I crept out that evening,
leaving the keys in a plastic houseplant by the door.

~ren 000~~~

That was the end of my story to the man on the train. My listener was
attentive. He asked me nothing, just as I had hoped. We passed the rest
of the night in silence. The next morning, I woke up early, well before
my companion. I thought about sneaking off, but the slowly unfurling
light seemed to hold me there. When he awoke, I was preparing to
leave, rolling up my night-clothes into my suitcase as the train slowed
toward its final stop.

When I heard him come down from the upper bunk, I turned toward
him. He seemed surprised to see me. In the light of day, his look
lingered on the crown of my hair, where I knew the dark roots were
growing out from underneath the blonde. His eyes fell on the heavy
coats of makeup covering the scar over my left eyebrow. I turned away
from him before he could decide what he was seeing.

I realized then that it had been a bad idea for me to stay, but before I
could leave, he spoke, "And what will they do with the wax figure, do
you think?" he asked—it was his first and only question.

I hesitated before answering, "Well, it certainly wasn't made for them,
and who would want such a thing anyway? Knowing them, they’d
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probably like to have a funeral, but they can't really, can they?"

As I left the compartment, I looked back and smiled, "I'm sure they’ll
keep it for a while. It's not much different than the real thing. But in the
end, I guess it’ll be thrown away, along with her clothes and shoes and
books.”

Very truly yours, with more love than you can imagine...
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April Mae Berza

Canvas

your back is a blank canvas

where my skillful hands paint with
desire, bathing the nude canvas with
oil as my hands feel the

smoothness of your back like a

night sky with a constellation of
moles

I inhale the scent of grief as I
color the canvas with the tint of
tears

painting your back follows a pattern,
burying the alphabet is an

art, lost until love found

reason

pressing, pressing my fingers
against the virgin canvas, I stroke
with my gentle hand, brushing your
back back and forth, I mix

my salty tears with oil as

I imprint my signature on your
back
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John Horvath Jr.

Loving the Dust

This re-dug region of uncovered earth
that seems a garden where we have lain
is no prison that can hold us separate
from each other; nor can skill or craft
with wood, nor steel, nor iron conquer;
war and famine are but pleasures

with you here beside me, darling.
Against a silky pillow, soft as petals,
perfumed scents of roses, lilacs, lily
rise. As a seed desires sunlight, from

a darkness hidden in me, love long kept
fertile, sown by glances cast my way,
grows toward heaven spread with bright
and gaudy sparks or spirals, stars that
struggle, though they fail, to outshine
our love aspiring to forever, to become
eternal, last beyond this mortal coil
(Morning sunrise sadly falters to outdo
the warmth of love ascending into skies
too fixed to hold you). I shall protect
you with my arms around you from harm
by heaven storm or worldly worm. I will
kiss you, keep you safe from all eternal
degradations: None shall know such firm
embrace. One certainty in circumstance,
one certainty in all calamities of life
exists: that all fates move toward death;
that I will love you without question

for all ages to all ages, love eternal,

and love undying, love strong beyond
the grip

of death.
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John Horvath Jr.

Blushing Garden

Where willows clothe their ranging limbs
with long green lace and nymphs along

a splatter brook behind strong rocks and
hidden among eroded boulders play just
out of sight, skip weather worn pebbles
toward an eventuality of salted sea -

their wanton giggles sparkle through thin
air — the wood is half asleep, its darker
center already wrapped snug in dreams.
There, there, there would I dare sleep
among dear but now forgotten elves, where
storied goblins and rough gnomes once
made their homes beneath a random log
whose lichen blaze with diamonds wrought
of dew, where fairies gorged on laughter
light my wandering where no path was made
before. No sin. Figs keep their leaves;
apples flower like the roses they were

that never knew of thorn. But, as prophet
Adam did, a woman would I crave. A fool
is never more a fool than when alone.

A child knows. That tree has withered
since once upon a time; it begins to die
the moment its first child first climbed
among branches gnarled like the walls

of catacombs, as cooling as a Nile bank.
Its naked root becomes a snare to catch
an ankle unaware, to reach in where magic
lips and soothing words can never touch,
to hold in place what otherwise might run
endlessly uncaring toward bright ending
day, all night, until another new morn
light. The brook is dry, its source now
sand, its fairies broken twigs misshapen
lay solemn silent beside a grub’s delight
(the feast of beetle, worm, and pus where
nothing lives but that it lives off death).
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A child knows. Long after monstrous foes
have been dispatched with flaring sword
from closet, under bed, and night’s woes
are revealed to be but fleeting dreams;
longer after prayers become a fetid whip
that comfort not, become dreary drones,
drones that end the droning day to day;
when heaven, too, becomes a childish
fantasy. A child knows. He has become

a man. He does not cry. His tears once
shed have found their place amid dung
hills and trash bins behind new built

alike a row of sheds whose faces have

no doors, nor windows into souls. A man
must know he stands alone. His tree but
what was once and now a stump, a some
half dead hollowed out, where rabbits
hide or thrushes nest or dangers rest.

A man cannot let the child go out where
dangers rest. A man knows this. He knows
venom from the snake, the woman'’s kiss,
the sour apple, knows that willows weep.
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Paul Soto

Polaroid

The boy had tamed the Labrador with his new stick, and now looked to
change the direction of the wind. He had found the stick at the edge of a
creek between his street and the woods, and he knew from the way it
stood, smooth and straight in the grainy mush, that it was special. It
had not been there the day before. The boy stood behind the picket
fence of the Braun Street ghost house and watched the old swing rock
into a Iull. The house, glazed over by a bleak, country orange, looked
out into the setting afternoon and offered no remarks.

He whistled the beginning of his favorite song again and again, starting
over if he missed any notes. It was a glad little tune, and though he did
not know its name, he always asked his father to play it on mornings
before school. He spun the stick in his hand. He hoped to bless it with
bath water and a prayer once he got home.

The boy looked back from the fence, toward Edwin’s front door, hoping
he would not see him rumble out of his house and onto the street. Today
he took the far sidewalk, running past Edwin’s house, eyes on the
concrete. He did not want to see him again after what had happened.

Their shoes had stuttered in the earth as they trudged over the old,
fallen branches the day before. Edwin complained about the mud on his
shoes and threatened to tell his mom it was all the boy’s fault. Edwin’s
mother had once gotten a boy at school sent to the office after he had
accidentally taken a bite out of Edwin’s sandwich, thinking it was his
own. The boy did not like to think of Edwin’s mother knocking at his door
because sometimes adults believed other adults more than kids, even
when the kids were telling the truth.

“"Where is it?” Edwin’s breath sounded like wind over bottles, but ugly
because of the phlegm in his throat.

“Almost there.” The boy wished that Edwin could be quiet and wait. He
liked seeing new faces in the bark every time but Edwin didn't and was
probably just coming so he could burp and laugh like a big
hippopotamus.

Whenever Edwin ran, even a little, his face got red and sweaty and he
started to smell like the hippo cage at the zoo. Edwin leaned toward the
boy, bumping into him with his damp shoulder.

“Did you know that killer clowns live in basements and closets and in the
ghost house?”
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“That's not true.”
“Yeah-huh. And they’ll eat you. I saw a movie about them on TV the
other night. My parents let me stay up late if I want to.”

Edwin’s parents let him drink Coca-Cola for breakfast and play in the
rain, and the boy did not understand how Edwin’s mother never called
him in for dinner or drove him to school. As they hopped over a root and
onto a grave of leaves, the boy wished that Edwin’s mother would call
him back home.

Snapping a weed under his foot, the boy cleared a branch from his face
and pointed at the timid stream whispering between the rocks. Edwin
stumbled behind him and made a horrible noise, like an angry vacuum
cleaner, and stomped his foot into the mush.

“You said it was a river!”

The boy didn’t understand. It was a river. There was flowing water and
dragonflies and, on sunnier days, the tadpoles shot out of the moss and
nibbled on the floating leaves. It didn’t have to be big to be a river. As
long as there was life in it and it was deep enough to walk into, it was a
river.

“It's a river. There’s tadpoles and stuff.”

“So? Tadpoles suck.” Edwin laughed but it sounded made-up, like the
way The Horned King did in the movie about the black cauldron.
“What's that?”

Edwin pointed at a small dam in the stream that rose neatly over a
glassy, bronze puddle. The boy had spent a whole Saturday picking out
the smoothest stones in the woods. He had found crickets and worms
under the stones and promised to make them a great lake in return. He
had found the best branches around a log and alongside them, hundreds
of gray, spindly urchins that had fallen from the trees. The boy had
taken his things to the base of the stream and built his dam for all the
tadpoles and dragonflies and leaves and, maybe one day, even real fish.
He had come to visit it for the past two days and watched the trees
above him waver on the surface.

“Hey! What is that?” Edwin pointed at it again.

The boy crossed his arms and looked at his shoes.

“That's my dam.”

Edwin hollered and peeled his eyes at the boy.

“I'm gonna tell my mom you said that!”

“What?”

“You're lucky I'm your friend.”

Edwin ran to the edge of the stream and stood over the dam. He studied
his face and leaned over to see if he could find anything else. Then,
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scraping his breath, he spat out a pale, foamy glob into the boy’s pond.
“Hey!” The boy stood in his place, hands crawling towards his pockets.
“Stop! Please. Please stop!”

Edwin laughed his made up laugh, and spat with his whole body at the
puddle. The boy watched the spit spin and spread through the water. He
wondered if the tadpoles would be alright. The boy felt like a ball rolling
in a gutter. He stood in place as Edwin reached for the stones on the
dam and began throwing them at his pond. The stones ripped through
the water and splattered on the shore, wetting the tips of the boy’s
sneakers.

The boy balanced himself on his toes and peered over the picket fence
into the yard. The swing whined for him. He planted his elbows between
the spades and studied its slow, perfect movement. It reminded him of
his father's breaths when he'd nap on Sundays after lunch, with an issue
of TIME rising and sighing over his chest. A crow dropped onto the yard,
scanned, and left hastily, scattering behind a brief flutter to coat the
creaks.

The peeling old house did not intimidate the boy like it did his friends. It
summoned in him a vague feeling of home, as if he had lived there
before. He felt as if he could imagine its familiar smell, although he could
not find any wisp of it in his memory. The house had become the focus
of his bike rides around the neighborhood since last Halloween, when his
mother had sharpened her pace past its chipped and sullen fences. Its
windows whispered secrets to him, and though he could not express
them, even to himself, he cherished the private feelings that they
invoked within him.

He asked his mother about the house the next night. She took a few
meditative breaths and placed her hands on his chest.

“Not all families love each other. Sometimes they treat each other very
badly.” The boy’s mother grazed through the roots of his hair.

“How?”

The boy’s mother pressed her hand over his hair and pushed it down,
sliding back to his neck.

“Some families just don't love each other.”

“But why?”

The boy’s mother sighed and leaned away, dropping her hands on her
lap.

"“Your Popo was their dentist so he knew them well. He gave the girls
their braces and fixed their cavities.” She kissed the boy’s forehead. "But
their daddy drank very much. When you're a grown up, it's okay to drink
grown up drinks - but only a little bit. Their daddy drank very much and
would get angry at the mommy and the girls for no reason. Then they all

146



stopped going to church and no one from the neighborhood really saw
them anymore. One of the daughters put her things into a backpack and
ran away one morning, and no one ever saw her again. And one day
their daddy drank a lot and ended up driving into a little canal off the
side of the road. After that the mommy was very upset and she left with
the other daughter to another town far away.”

She kissed the boy’s forehead again.

“And the daddy?”

The boy’s mother opened her mouth and said nothing. She squeezed his
palm and kissed his knuckles. She smiled but the boy knew that smiles
were only real when people smiled with their eyes. Her eyes looked
worried. He held her hand tighter.

“What happened to the daddy?”

The boy’s mother offered the same smile again, and she placed her hand
over the boy’s waltzing chest.

“Their daddy stayed in the house and kept drinking. And one day his
body could not take any more drinking so he passed away.”

“By himself? In that house?”

She looked past him and said, “Yes, sweetheart. But that’s only--"

“He died all alone? Without anyone else?”

“Yes, but that’s why it's important for families to love and take care of
each other, so we can be there for each--"

Her voice began to float away and blend with the whir of the fan. The
boy felt heavy in his insides, like he had just swallowed a rock. He
imagined the father’s ghost, all alone in that house, floating between the
rooms, wailing for his family to finally come back. He could see it, tired
and crying, checking its watch and looking out the window like his
mother would when his cousins came over for Easter. The boy felt a
touch on his shoulder.

“Sweetheart, you know I would never let that happen to you. You know
that, right?”

The boy watched her eyes sharpen, like she had just seen a killer clown.
“Do you understand, honey? I would never, ever let that happen to you,
or your father, or anyone else. This just happens when families don’t
love each other. You trust me, don’t you?”

The boy nodded.

“I'm sorry,” she sighed, kissing him on the forehead, “some things are
better understood when you are older. But I just want you to know that
I will always be there for you. You know that, right?”

The boy nodded again, confused by the glaze over her eyes.

He knew that he would be okay and that his mother would always love
him, even if he died one day. He also knew that the ghost in the house
would be okay and that one day his family would come back—that he
would go back to being a person and the grass in their yard would come
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back too. But the boy didn’t know why his mother’s grip teetered over
his own and why her breath shook through her gown and into the bed.
The boy thought that heartbeats made people real, but now, in the dry,
distended moonlight, his mother’s heartbeat frightened him and he
wished it would stop. The boy kissed her hand.

“I love you, mommy.”

"I love you too, sweetheart,” she laughed like it hurt. “But it’s just
sometimes - you just have to know that sometimes even mommy and
daddy don’t know everything. Mommy and daddy have as many
questions as you do about things, and a lot of times we don’t have
someone to tell us - but as long as we love each other, like I love you,
it's okay. You know that, right?

“Mhm.” The boy gripped her fingers and nodded.

"I love you, sweetheart.”

The boy felt like his river when his mother said she loved him. He loved
his mother, and wished to marry her until his father had laughed and
patted his back, telling him that he would have to find a pretty girl of his
own to marry. But the boy wanted to feel like a river and when his
mother passed by to say goodnight he always felt most real, like his
spirit had been sleeping the whole day and just now rose to burn
through his fingers as he’d play with her hair. But the way his mother
spoke worried him and now she lay on him, her hair flooding over his
chest. He could feel her heartbeat knocking on his belly. Maybe her
heartbeat was looking for his.

“You know what'’s the best thing to do when you’re scared, honey?”
The boy shook his head.

“Pray. You pray by yourself don't you?”

The boy nodded.

"“You know that your guardian angel is always there for you, right?”

The boy nodded and kissed her head, hoping that she would feel better.
If he kissed her and held her hand she would be okay again. He decided
to ask about the daughter who had run away, and she said that she did
not know her well. The daughter was much older than her, but she was
known for wandering the trails behind the neighborhood and for playing
her guitar in the yard, singing for the neighbors and the dogs. His
mother said that her voice was the best in the church choir and that she
was very pretty with hair like a mermaid. The boy flittered. He loved
reading about mermaids and hoped to take to the sea one day when he
was old like his father—and find one to marry.

His mother’s sleeping breaths whistled toward the moonlight as he wove
his fingers through her hair. Her arm slung over him and dangled over
the edge of the bed. The boy thought that his mother was the prettiest
girl in the world. He loved her hair and her face and the way she loved
him. But the boy kept wondering about the mermaid girl and her guitar.
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He imagined that she never wore shoes and that she was out
somewhere in the night, maybe even in the woods, walking barefoot
across his river. The boy counted his mother’s breaths and thought of
the mermaid girl until she appeared to him, singing.

He imagined her skin glowing in the darkness as they’d kneel together to
pray a Hail Mary every night. For weeks, she’d take him to the ocean
when his parents fell asleep—they’d swim with dolphins and hear the
soft voices of all the other mermaids. She’d teach him how to breathe
underwater and talk to fish. Once the moon sank in the sky, he’d take
her back home and hide her in the bathtub where she would wait until
he returned from school.

He made many names for her, and changed the color of her eyes,
drawing her in the back of his old notebook where no one else could
ever find her. He felt her living in him when he was at school and at the
grocery store until, after Christmas, he forgot her song.

The boy, touching the gaps between the fence posts, felt that this house
was more of a home than his own. The yard was wild in a way his was
not and, feeling the sun drift behind the roof, he knew that his guardian
angel had sent him there. The boy felt this in the space between his
stomach and his heart, where he imagined the cove of his soul.
Thumping his belly with the magic stick, he opened the chipped gate and
entered the yard.

The tree on which the swing hung was strong and gorgeous. Its
branches looked like the arms of God, though only in the way the boy
imagined God to himself. He looked up into the twining wood, making
out shapes and words like “why” and “Him.” His neck began to hurt and
he looked back in front of him, approaching the creaky swing as if it
were a sleeping wolf. He reached for the worn chain and caressed it
carefully. The rust nibbled at his fingers. He gripped the chain and
pulled. The swing wobbled and stayed in place, squealing a frail cry.
Exhaling, he sat on the swing and let the breeze push him toward the
house.

The house had a worn, gray patio, the color of a summer day hesitant to
rain. Several isles of peeled wood lay scattered across the patio,
guarded by whittled, uneven columns. The door was battered and bent
on its hinges. Even if it were open, the boy had a bad feeling about
going through it, for he was sure he’d find a killer clown or maybe even
the lonely ghost. The boy hopped off the swing and headed toward the
backyard, holding his stick like a sword. His palms began to sweat.
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The sky slid into a thick, bloody pink, and dripped its tired hue over the
remains of the back garden. Between the clumps of dirt lay a few
scattered cacti. The boy squatted to examine the dusty soil, sifting with
the stick for new stems or seeds. Finding nothing, he reached over one
of the cactuses, a stout, proud plant, hovering just enough to avoid
being prickled. He found it sad that only the mean plants lived long.

The boy walked through the weeds. A tennis ball lay cracked and gray,
nestled between several tufts of wild grass. He found it best to leave it
as it was. He stepped toward the back patio. One of the windows hung
open, revealing an incredible darkness, the kind of darkness that only
existed in the Horned King’s cave. His heart rolled down like a ball
toward a gutter. The boy dragged his hand over his shirt and gripped the
stick with the other.

Though the slanted window scared the boy, the secret feelings that the
house had whispered to him spun and slowed his heart. The stick would
guide him and keep him safe. The house made him feel things he only
ever felt when his mother’s voice would sing to him, or when he would
thank God and the Angels for so many things at once that he felt misty,
full, and no longer human. The boy knelt into the grass, kissed his stick,
and stepped towards the open window.

The glass on the window was riddled with dust, and the rust on the
railing spread past the boy’s sight. He impaled the dark with his stick
and swung it between the frames and into the house. Feeling nothing,
the boy climbed onto the sill and slid over, stamping the floor with his
magic stick.

The house smelled of forgotten fruit, and of the old library by the town
plaza. The boy trudged through the darkness, following a single, tepid
stream of light. There was not much daylight left now, and the boy’s
mother would be out looking for him at any moment.

There were chairs strewn throughout the house. A box holding a hump
of clothes sat tucked into a dark corner. A floorboard screeched and he
jumped, nearly dropping his stick into the murk.

In the dark, the fireplace looked like a face. The boy wondered if that
was where the old ghost waited, and whether he had left the window
open for the boy. The boy poked inside the hearth. The ash smelled like
Thanksgiving and, closing his eyes, the boy imagined the ghost and his
family having a big dinner together and eating lots of mashed potatoes.

The ceiling rose and folded above him, high like the one at the movie
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theater. He felt safe in the house now and was sure that if there were a
ghost, he would be nice and happy to have a visitor. If the ghost really
missed his family, he could use the boy’s stick to bring them back. All he
had to do was kiss it and whisper his wish and his family would come
back right away. The boy would just find another one at the creek
tomorrow, and maybe one day he’d come back to see if the ghost had
used it. He spun a circle with the stick and brought it to his chest. The
boy kissed the stick and set it on the floor.

He looked back at the open window, watching the light thin and recede
into the yard. It wouldn’t be long before dark. He stepped toward the
window, keeping his eyes on the stairs. Whatever strange, sacred air
flowed from the house, the boy felt that it came from upstairs.

He ran up and, expecting to fall through the loose wood, leapt onto the
second floor, stumbling onto a hard red rug. He shot up and followed it,
passing the empty rooms and musty walls. He reached a dead end
where an empty bookshelf stood caked to the wall like a thick scab. He
ran his hands over the wood, even though he believed it held nothing for
him. He skimmed the surface of the three shelves twice before he felt
something in the right corner of the bottom shelf.

He drew it out carefully and rushed to the window. Turning it perfectly
under the ebbing light, the boy squinted into his palm. It was a stale,
brittle paper, faded and smudged—in elegant and swooping writing, the
bottom corner read, “Tamalpais, 1973". Tenderly pinching the top of the
paper, he flipped it over. The boy’s heart swooned.

It was a picture of a young woman, and immediately he knew that he
loved her. She stood at the edge of a lake under a gentle morning sun.
She wore a small white blouse and jeans. The boy turned the picture,
hoping to somehow see the shape of her feet. Her collarbones curved
and melted into her warm shoulders; her delicate neck hid half of itself
in the flow of her mermaid hair. Her brows stood thick and woven like
his mother’s, and her eyes, ardent and hazel, looked through the picture
and into the boy, as if she knew that the photograph was for him. Her
lips promised love in a way that a normal smile could not, and upon
understanding the angle of her mouth, a bolt of hot shivers swept
through him.

The boy loved her and fought with his memory to retrieve her name.
The picture rattled in his hands as he stared back into her, attempting to
recall her name, her voice, her song. Embarrassed by the sudden
awareness of his actions and thoughts, the boy descended swiftly into
numbness, only to feel his heart swoon again at the sight of her subtle
smile. Her name hung on his tongue like a forgotten prayer and he could
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not find the strength to muster it through.

The light had almost gone, and the thought of curfew dug into the boy’s
frenzied heart. He imagined marrying her by their river in the woods—he
pictured his lips thawing into her forehead. He imagined the joy of
tangling his fingers in her hair and the prospect of her name, her
forgotten name, as the focus of all his whispered prayers. He kissed the
photograph.

The boy’s mother called him from the street. Swallowing hard, he shot
up and galloped down the stairs. He hurdled through the open window
and hustled through the yard, nearly tripping into the wild grass and its
singing crickets. He heard his mother call again. He ran forward and
stopped under a street lamp momentarily to glimpse her picture once
more. The cove of his heart could no longer contain his emotions—he
ran towards his mother at the end of the street, burning through the
asphalt night. He had remembered her name.
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Teddy Kimathi

Not Cremated

They say he was burnt to ashes; not cremated.

“Humans with a soul without conscience are like firewood.
It's only people with a heart to embrace a drop of love
are cremated,” they bitterly lamented.
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C. Z. Heyward

When the Old Hag Rides

Thrice in twelve measures

succubus has defiled and mortified me

Perched on my ebony planks

I sit beside her this dawn as a gargoyle surveying that which is me

I try to look up but cannot see the demon and myself nestled on my
shoulder

Only hear what is to become of my discarded marrow for the carrion
feeders

A pact is made

Muted murderous wails for the Messiah's mercy resonate within my
head
But I have no voice in the matter

My heart thunders as if to sink me further into this abyss
Leaden limps are water logged with desperate sweat

Is this Jordan's crossing in the sunrise?

Arch angels don't sing to announce my coming
Just my own terror

I can smell my fear

I pass out within suffocated screams

I wake again to my grandmother's kitchen offerings
Warm buttery Grits

Fat succulent Bacon

Strong Black Coffee

Cornbread

The sheets now soaked and stained as I rise

I greet her as I was taught

And tell her

"The old hag rode me and this time I thought ..."

She places her pecan brown gnarled fingers over my lips and reads from
her book.

In the morning they rose early and exchanged oaths. And Isaac sent
them on their way, and they departed from him in peace. Genesis 26:31
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I bathe then eat, and

As I change the linen, I know the she demon will come again in this life
And the price I will pay for my sins will tip the scales of my

Sanity

Humanity

And dignity

As it did with my father
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Shirley Smothers

Are We Alone?

Twenty-two years ago I had an epiphany.
Actually a dream, but the

implications were so grand I

have to call it an epiphany.

I was given a tour of the galaxies.
Save for a small planet trillions

of miles from the earth we were
the only life.

The inhabitants
of this far away planet were
incapable of space travel.

At first

I was disappointed. I fancied all
the tales of UFQ’s, Space Aliens,
and abductions that I had grown
up with were true.

But then something
much more sinister became clear.
What if we are the only planet with life?

What are we doing? We are

killing ourselves and our planet.

We have to stop the hatred, the

killing and the pollution that is choking
our planet.

How? I don't have any clear

answers but I do know that we have to
get our heads out of the clouds and
our feet back on earth.
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Ethan Forrest Ross

The Accident

By the end of the third year of their marriage, Charles Taylor had at last
found work at the mountain tunnel and Mrs. Taylor began to think more
often of her husband’s death. Until then she had thought only fleetingly
of it. His death like many years past or many, many years down the
road of life. Now this was a freshly death, and she imagined herself in
the moment of its realization.

Your death? She would think. How can that be with all your mannerisms
still fluttering like dust in our home? Your creature-like way of sitting.
Your facial jerks, although I never quite understood them. How can we
have death when our air is still thick with your ways? The sounds of your
night-blindness knocking into the sofa as you feel your way to a glass of
water. Keys on the table just where you set them, just in the way you
set them.

Charles’ death was unfathomable, and it begged to be fathomed by Mrs.
Taylor. She could not help but envision it, envision herself in the shock
of it: My husband. Cut up in the machine. Parts of him are. Other parts
not. Or crushed by loose stone. Or a man standing awkward in the
doorway saying, “There were gasses, ma’am. Toxic ones. We didn’t
anticipate.”

In the evenings she would look up from her quilt project and watch
Charles sitting in his chair from across the room. His eyes low-cast on
yesterday’s newspaper. Finger-tracing the words. His head rhythmic to
the finger work as if music played. She would stare at that space
between his eyes and think, but if he were dead. If a bullet shot through
the window just now and took him. This is him right here. But what if he
were not?

All these thoughts steeped through Mrs. Taylor’s mind as spring bled
into summer and the hours at the tunnel increased. Each day Charles
began the two-mile walk just as the sun appeared, his brown sack
already grungy in his hand, an undecorated biscuit in the other. It
wasn’t until that sun had about set, when his figure would appear again
over the only hill on that idle horizon like a black and faceless apparition.
They ate their suppers with the crickets and sat at the small table in the
kitchen because it was just the two of them. A platter of boiled dinner
and a half-loaf of sourdough. Him talking about the fields and what the
farmers should be doing, negro shenanigans and how oddly textured this
particular bushel of potatoes was.

Whenever it was dark, Charles was there in the usual sense. Present and
solid with the quarter of a potato on his upright fork, the elbow squat on
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the table’s edge. Huffing as the bites went down his veinous neck. He
was the most living of living things, thought Mrs. Taylor. Yet she was not
quite able to forget the prospect of his death, how fleeting this stability.
Of this, she was becoming expectant. As if Charles’ death was a wanting
of another kind, and her luck that he would die early. As for Charles, he
did not think of her death. Charles did not think of his wife two days to
come.

There were times when these visions all seemed put into their righteous
perspective. Of course Charles would not really die. Of course he would
live many, many years. It was the idea of death which chipped at Mrs.
Taylor all the long day on the quiet patio or standing in the grayer parts
of the sunlit kitchen. Not death actually.

But even if life or death. Charles in his chair or not in it. The sounds of
him or the mutters of an old house made audible in his absence. She
would sit alone in the pew at the women’s worship service, her legs
crossed. Sit with her warm lap-hands while the women rose and sang.
The stationary hymnal on the shelf in front like a bookmark to her
stillness. And she would think of how the idea of death is not so fleeting.
Every soul wastes a dark night yammering himself hoarse at the
frightfulness of it. But death itself? Now that is fleeting. The fear
unjustified. For what is death, if heaven is? Nothing more than moving
on to the inevitable and lovely. On to the big city where there are many
lights and there is no married. How could she sit in the pew and just
breathe and not feel the impossible warmth around her as another sign?

So she took it as His witness. His indication, that her husband would die,
and soon. Charles on his way to that lofty city and space on that
fragrant road for his boots only. She had never known a conviction this
strong. Not at the moment of her mother’s death when she witnessed
the seeming glow of the woman’s dying skin. Not on the day it became
certain that she and Charles would marry, although it was like no option
in life would know its fullness if they did not. Strange when a conviction
morphs more than it withers. Any day and Charles would be called to
meet up with everyone else in that great city who wasn’t married. The
men with their new bodies who weren’t married. All the women with
their new bodies who weren’t married.

She thought of herself sitting in the church pew just like this. Forty years
and an installation of new pews and another some decades after. Sitting
just like this as the times grew into better methods of the progressing
world. Except her shoulders would be low into her bowing back, her hair
more white than gray, her dry hands always cold. Forty years and longer
with the doctors doing what they do, and will you still go to heaven if
you don't let them?

Deviant thoughts have a way of becoming usual. Acceptances brewing
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out of old disbeliefs. The probable and common is a matured
outlandishness. Mrs. Taylor had begun to picture herself as a widow.
Waking up in the quiet. Bedding down in that absolute stillness with
Quiet’s own melodic moans. Widow as if it were an occupation. Like
being a florist. Becoming a teacher. Live and dress as a widow. Wear
widow on your face. Charity and availability and charity and charity. The
Widow Taylor.

What was fearful was how accessible this vision had started to become.
The ground settling as the earth reaccepted Charles and fertile grass on
that lot like no gravedigger's shovel had tried. Her life, alone again and
for the long rest of it. Was this so different as it had been or was nothing
different? The house was her house before it was his, and it would be
her tired house again with all its need and want. Because it was she who
had plucked Charles from his mother’s home. Placed him in the center of
her life already. Bid him stretch out his limbs and stamp his residency
into her systems. For three years he hadn’t worked, hardly, and it was
Mrs. Taylor making certain they ate. Mrs. Taylor going away for a
night—once in a handful of moons—and making sure there was
something warm in the pot.

The afternoons ticked, and it got to where she didn’t know if news of her
husband’s death would surprise her more than his return. Gasses,
Ma’am. Toxic ones. Each morning Charles would go off as if nothing
mattered this moment more than any, and she would wipe away his
crumbs and wonder if they were the last of him. Then it was dark and
Charles was back in the evening with his finger tracing, his legs bent
creaturely in his chair, breath hard and mechanical and robust. She felt
injected with the icons of his presence and yet denied of it. The prospect
of his death was once something she couldn’t believe, and now his life
felt equally astonishing and impossible. Charles is here. But suddenly he
may not be. And here I will be still thinking as I do. My thoughts and his
image. My thoughts and his image gone away. My thoughts.

Whether Mrs. Taylor shared these anticipations with anyone is uncertain.
Perhaps there was a friend in the church on that day, to whom the wife
had expressed her musings. A woman sitting silent in the pew as Mrs.
Taylor had often sat. One who could not help but shake her head at the
sour odds as she passed the wife’s closed casket.

As for Charles, the accident made it now very easy to continue what had
been occurring with a Mary Clarkson. So good these days to be working

and young and unmarried with a house already. Or could he even think,
these days. The glasses dinging and the bottle pulsing out its purple on

the sheets.
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Mary Bamburg

Wanderer

Never before have I turned

to the Silver Lady for comfort.

Who would ask the wild queen,
jealous of her solitude, for a bedtime
story or a sympathetic touch?

But now, different earth beneath my feet,
the Yangtze River beside me

instead of the Mississippi,

I look to the night sky.

She has laid aside her bow;

her hand is cool on my cheek.

Her grave eyes remind me:

she knows all about wandering

and, it must follow,

all about going home.
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Mary Bamburg

Snapshots

The craze of lightning bolts shrieks
across the inky sky,
irradiated, violet.

Lances of rain pelt the ground;
a haze rises, spray shattered
from the asphalt.

Black above, black below,
curtains of summer rain,
taut, glitter beneath streetlights.
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Mary Bamburg

Adolescence

I'm not the only one who can't live up

to Mother: impossibly sweet apple

pies, pristine vanilla cream, tiny snake

tattoo coiled just above one exposed hip.

She knelt in her lush rose-thicket garden

for hours, white shirt clinging to damp skin.

A spotlight of sun tracked her across the grass.
Never a swan princess, I was half-grown,

an awkward cygnet with pinfeather frizz.

Those hushed afternoons I wanted to be a lily,
some slender flower, immaculate curves.

No oily skin or greasy handprints where

all of us crowded inside the glass doors, watching
her hands get dirty and her hair gleam like a crown.
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K] Roby

Bright White and Impossible

The lights are on—freshwater flows.

Between the television and the fried chicken
lie the cigarettes floating in the bowl.

Caught in the headlamp,
married the deer slayer,
the key to true love—except she isn't.

Between the tomato plants and the Cremora™ colored coffee
lie the guns.

Bright white and impossible
kindness that doesn't mean anything kind.

If you tell me
where I can
speak and when

I can speak,
that's not freedom
of speech.

If tomato then purple bruises.

Mama's not worried.
Mama's got the magic.

Giving me eyes to view it.
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K] Roby

Clearwater, 1962

I thumb through the box
to find one photograph,
black and ecru,

four adults

smiling.

My mother as a young woman,
string of pearls, bouquet of flowers.

Your hair is combed, but
one curl reaches high.

I can only

imagine your
expression.

Your craned neck lifted up as
double-chins and cat-eye glasses beam back.

The men wear carnations; women,
what passed for hats.

My mother bends

down to

speak,

while my father stands, hands crossed,
the minutes-old ring on his finger.

And now fifty years later
My mother hands me

a small glimpse

of our

childhood.

Your innocence, my cross to bear,
but proof we were both loved.
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Eric Bonholtzer

The Outsider

Zan's stomach churned and knotted, his fingers on the door. When it
opened, there would be a new beginning. No more being an outcast. No
more ridicule. He had had enough of that to last a lifetime. The heavy
metal door represented an escape, a chance at a new life. What will they
think? He wondered. Will they torment me too? He wasn't sure, but he
didn't think so. These were different people, an entirely different
situation. No more taunting. Nor more lost lunch money or being an
outsider. When you are young things like that still seem significant.

I'll always be an outsider, he thought, his fingers making a hasty retreat.
Indecision gripped him. No, you didn’t come all this way just to give up
now. And how far he had come, he reflected. Seems like a trillion miles.
His long index digit wrapped the door handle. This is a breakthrough,
Zan thought to himself. The door to the space shuttle door opened and
Zan stepped out, feeling the reassuring texture of the solid Earth
beneath his claws.

“A new beginning,” he muttered, with a slim smile, the setting sun
glinting off his pale green skin, “A new beginning.” He trudged forward,
his tail trailing behind with high expectations.
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Linda Sacco

Murmur Aid

Causeless chatter on check,

Sun-dried emotions set for sail.

Dive into the deep end,
Off this shallow ship...

Finally, learn to breathe.
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Linda Sacco

Three Wishes

Three dogs lurk at the gate
Bark, woof and growl
They were expecting someone else?

A rainbow-colored bird
Catches my eye
I pretend to stare, hypnotized

It doesn’t mind
It understands imprisonment
Is not a choice

Every birthday
She has nothing to wish for
She has it all

The missing link

Repeats the obvious
Repeats the obvious
Repeats the obvious

Until the three dogs
Once again
Release me
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Nicholas Roos

Slice us in Half

My friend Kevin

conducts social experiments
on the ants

invading his apartment.

He figures they can learn,
so he smashes them

with a box

of granola bars

or whatever

he happens to have handy.

Leaves the killing
fields untouched
for days

as warning

to the colony:
Death is likely,
sugar is not.

But the ants

learn

slow

like me

that cocaine summer
loving

my bisexual soulmate
fresh

out of rehab.

Gravity

gets thick

during those midnight
walks

and three a.m.

picnics—

the ground always invisible
and rising.

I visited Kevin

the other day

and saw

the corpses

on the coffee table.
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The ants
are learning,
he swears.

But I'm thinking
maybe
he’s killed them all.

As we sit,

one

ant

appears

and scurries
toward a body--
inspects, lifts

and carries it
toward home

on a rescue mission
or a funeral procession.

I watch

While Kevin bisects both
with his beer can

and wonder why

they keep coming

and whether

they always will

no matter

how many

he Kkills.

No matter the cost.
Like me

that soulmate summer,
when midnight pulled
like gravity

toward invisible
razorblade futures
always waiting

to slice us in half.
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Ashley Dean

I Would Swear It If I Believed.

He turns away, he meant it, not to kill her but to strike
To regain that cultural sense of manhood that

says men are never beaten by their wives.

He isn't crying.

He meant to do it.

He doesn't understand that magic must be given away
Stigmata, he thinks. He can still smell the oranges.

He thinks, I have never eaten oranges in Jalalabad.
that era's gone; he thinks, We grow in one direction only.
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Mitchell Allen

The Orchard

Everyone's a fruit in this giant orchard
Mix and match genetics to bear new blossoms
after the gift of the dowry

With every new combination, some nine months hard labor
A bountiful harvest of hybrids

This next generation will continue on with the orchard
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Toni Scales

Chloe

Oh she’s the girl you want, sex and
death falling like orchids from her
eyes. Always the want for it, pale
limbs sprawled across the ivory
satin chaise. Underneath my tongue
lies a fear of stroboscopic kitchens.
Of dingy pianos and teeth of clocks.
I spend my days lying still in
darkened rooms. Smoke scars

my lungs but it’s penitence. I can’t
wash the scent from my hair, your
fragrance from my tangled thoughts.
This morning I was black with
honesty. My hands fluttering like
caged birds. Here it all withers

at the slightest breath. All the
metaphors hauntingly inept. I

close my lips around the white moon
of a cigarette and feel in my pocket
for the usual casualties. The knife,
the dead frog. Before the delicious
perfection of towels crisply folded.
Now the teacups taunting, their
chipped handles. Spines doubled over
in grief. When I ask if you fear
death, you'll claim

you‘re immortal enough.
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Toni Scales

Leandra

Sweating fever and Chantilly, I'm all
haunted breath, livid with the sweet
agitation of corsets. The way night
spreads its skirt of blackness. Kiss me
and I'll taste of broken glass and dirty
windows. My dress so pink and whorled
it looks like a baby's ear. Our dreams
grow riddled with thimbles. With tiny
violins. Darling, I suffer from the most
vertiginous of echoes. Note the softness
of light, the biology of incandescent
things. Even she smells of sleeping
sickness, museums of absinthe.
Understandably there are moans, sighs,
the tremulous outlines of collarbones.
All the lamps lit like eyes. I'll

moan at stains in a crimson panic,
whisper to myself, “This is what I

shall leave behind.”

173



Toni Scales

Afternoon Service

We bury her in the dark, noisy sanctum
near the air conditioner. The earth

so hard and dry it barely crumbles
beneath your plastic shovel.

Lumps of gray hold her feathers in place,

silk and satin juxtaposed against grime and grit.
They ripple tremulously in the breeze,

mirror the softened trembling of your lips.

Your little hands cannot resist these textures,
tearing at the holes in the stories.

How love cannot save something so fragile,
doomed from the start.

How it won't erase

the black circles under my eyes,
ever bring your father and 1
back together again.
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Stephen Reynolds

When His Eyes Close

I smell bleach.

Disinfectant.

The stench of clean, of scrubbed floor.
Scrubbed tiles and memories.

My brother’s smile. Scrubbed away.

I feel sick.

My stomach in knots.
Watching him, pitying him.
Wondering what he really sees
When he disappears for days.

I hug my mother

And empathize

When the doctor repeats the stories
Of where my brother claims to be
When his eyes close.

I ache to believe

My brother’s tales.

Of another world, another plane.
Like this one, but not.

Better, where things aren’t confused.

I want to understand.

The days he’s awake

He assures me one day I will.
That he will take me with him.
And my questions will cease.

I say goodbye,

And as I turn to leave

His eyes open briefly.

And before the others can see it,
He winks.
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Charles Mercer

Brightly Lit Shadows

Chapter one
D.A.R.K.

“Take care, the tales your lips unfold.

Lies are the shadows that darken your soul.
Truth reflects like a sun lit sea.

Brightly lit your shadows be.”

He is thirty-five years old, but looks closer to forty-five. His name is
Daniel Abraham Ronald Kirtland, named after three of his forefathers. He
doesn't relish the name Daniel, or even Dan, and he absolutely detests
Mr. Kirtland. He prefers his business associates call him by the acronym
his initials form - D.A.R.K. In the business world Mr. Dark’s acronym and
character are well known. Mr. Dark is rich, powerful, ruthless, and a
bully of a man, middle aged, balding and overweight. He has a habit of
smoking fat, foul smelling cigars, and intentionally blowing the smoke in
the faces of his visitors. He has perfected a method of staring unblinking
into the eyes of his callers while they are speaking, giving the
impression he doesn’t believe them or trust them. In his entire business
career Dark has never been known to smile. He is first and always a
predator.

He is currently the C.E.O. of a large contracting firm and rules his staff
with an iron fist. His office is a reflection of the man himself; dark wood
paneling lines the walls of the room with an even darker brown trim. The
dimmed lights cast deep shadows about the office creating a depressing
feeling of foreboding and menace throughout the room. An array of
wood framed diplomas and certificates hang on the wall behind his desk.
These are the accolades that represent his academic and business
achievements. The heavy desk, a sizable polished dark oak piece of
glass topped furniture, rests on a slight pedestal near the far end of the
room. A well-padded, black leather arm chair is centered behind the
desk while his visitor's chair is a single immovable, straight backed,
unpadded wooden chair, placed to one side next to a large planter.
Sitting in this chair is uncomfortable and the occupant needs to lean
forward in order to see Mr. Dark, they also need to be continually
looking up. This was a well thought out psychological configuration to
make contemporaries feel more uncomfortable, and Mr. Dark to seem
more intimidating.

The intercom buzzed. “Yes, what is it?” Dark demanded forcefully. His
secretary replied, “Mr. Fuller is here sir.” Dark growled into the intercom,
“Good. Send him in.” Dark took his place behind his massive desk. He
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moved the chair out and sat leaning on the right arm, his right hand
over his eyes, giving the appearance of being in deep thought. He
massaged his temples with his thumb and forefinger as he waited for
Fuller to enter.

The door opened and a slightly built, smallish, bespectacled man in his
early thirties with short black hair and wearing an ill-fitting crumpled
blue suit hesitantly entered the office and carefully closed the door
silently behind him. “You wanted to see me, Mr. Dark?” Fuller asked in a
thin faltering voice. Dark waved him forward with his left hand without
looking up. The timid form of Mr. Fuller crept forward. He perched on the
edge of the chair peering around the tall planter, his hands were sweaty
so he wiped them on his pants as he sat there nervously waiting for Mr.
Dark to speak.

Dark raised his head, catching Fuller in a cobra like stare, locking his
unblinking blue eyes with the soft brown of Fuller’s. Mr. Dark gestured
toward the left side of the room where an architectural drawing had
been affixed to the wall. *Do you know what that drawing is Fuller?”
Dark inquired. Mr. Fuller glanced sideways at the wall and answered in
his quivering voice. “Yes sir, the Baker project.” Dark droned on, “You
are right, the Baker project, and it is to be the crowning glory of my
career. A high rise condominium designed and built for the fabulously
wealthy. It is almost in my grasp. I can start construction as soon as I
acquire the one last piece of property that I don't yet own. However, I
have a slight problem Fuller; you see the investors on the board of
directors are getting tired of waiting. Do you know what they are waiting
for Fuller?” Dark looked harder into Fuller’s eyes. After a moment of
awkward silence Mr. Fuller ventured, “They are waiting for you to
acquire that last piece of property sir?”

Dark broke his frightful gaze with Fuller and rolled his eyes up to the
ceiling. He folded his pudgy hands across his lap, took a long deep
breath and as he exhaled he turned his attention back to the cringing
form of Fuller. Dark lowered his voice and leaned forward as if he were
imparting a secret, “No Fuller, they are waiting for you to acquire the
last piece of land for me.” Fuller blurted, “Me sir? I don’t understand.”
Dark continued, “Some years ago I acquired a small contracting firm
called Rain Incorporated. I should have absorbed the accounts and
disbanded the company long ago, but I decided to keep the business
active for just this type of occasion. Fuller, as I am the owner, I'm
appointing you as the acting C.E.O. of Rain Incorporated, and in that
capacity you have the authority to purchase land in the firm’s name. In
particular, the remaining piece of property I need to finish the Baker
project. Do you understand Fuller?”

Fuller replied apprehensively, *No sir, not exactly.”
Dark articulated slowly, “"Okay, let me explain the plan to you in simple
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terms. The old lady who owns that parcel of land doesn’t appear to like
me much, I don't know why, I think I'm a pretty congenial person, don't
you Fuller?” Fuller nodded and Dark went on, “One time she told me she
would rather sell her property to a pig farmer before she would sell to
me."” Fuller looked confused, “You want me to tell her I'm a pig farmer
sir?”

Dark stared at Fuller in disbelief; he reached into a large polished
wooden box sitting on the corner of his desk and removed a long twisted
dark brown cigar. He lit the smelly stogie, took a long deep pull of
smoke and, exhaling noisily, propelled the nauseating cloud in Fuller’s
direction. Fuller turned his head and coughed weakly. Dark nodded and
talked on, “No Fuller, I do not want you to tell her you are a pig farmer.
I want you to tell her you are a philanthropist. Tell her you wish to buy
her place and build a children’s playground. Tell her you will name the
area after her.” Dark held up his hands in the air and drew an imaginary
rectangle, as if he were drawing a sign, and said, “The Thelma Frost
Children’s Playground.” Dark glanced over at Fuller and asked, “Clear
enough for you now Fuller?”

Fuller cringed visibly and mumbled, “Sir isn’t that unethical? I mean
telling her an outright lie. What happens when she finds out it was only
a scam to get her property?” Mr. Dark scowled, "Who cares? Once the
deal is done and you take possession of the place, the rest is none of her
business.” Fuller stared at the floor with apprehension; he shuffled his
feet nervously and whispered, “Yes sir, I guess I understand.” Dark
puffed on his cigar, blowing more of the foul smell at Fuller. Settling
back in his chair he added, “"One more thing Fuller, you need to
complete the buy in the next three days. If we don't start construction
on time the whole deal will cave in” Fuller sighed and said halfheartedly,
“I'll do my best sir.” Dark sneered, "I know you will Fuller, because if
you don’t come back with the deed to the Frost property, don’t come
back. Understood?”

Fuller wrung his hands and replied, “Yes sir, I understand.” Fuller sat
silently and stared at his pale hands. Dark snarled, “Is there something
else Fuller?” Fuller answered in a small voice, “No sir.” Dark leaned
forward and barked deafeningly, "Then what are you waiting for? Get
out of my office and get that property.” Fuller, startled, vaulted from the
chair and backed quickly out of Mr. Dark’s office.

Fuller softly closed the door to Dark’s office and returned to his small
plain cubicle. He sat in the unpadded wooden swivel chair at his desk for
a few minutes to give his frazzled nerves a chance to calm down. This
was the first time he'd been called into Dark’s office and he hoped the
experience would never be repeated; the ordeal was terrifying and he
was still sweating. The fax machine in the corner of Fuller’s cubicle
clacked noisily and two pages popped out and floated to the floor. Fuller
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stood and walked the few steps to the machine, stooped and picked up
the papers. One was a short note which read, as per Mr. Dark’s
instructions, 'there is no limit on the enclosed check'. The second sheet
contained a blank bank draft made out in favor of Mrs. Thelma Frost.
Fuller pulled his worn dark brown briefcase from under his desk and
carefully placed the two documents inside. He rummaged around in his
desk drawers and found a few remaining forms he would need Mrs. Frost
to sign to complete the unsavory transaction. With these in his briefcase
he was ready to leave and confront Mrs. Frost. He exhaled a long breath
and looked around his office for what might be the last time. Fuller, with
resignation, picked up his briefcase and left the office, heading to his
car.

Chapter two
Mrs. Frost

Ten minutes later he pulled up in front of the Frost residence. The house
was a cozy little pink building with a white roof and a short white picket
fence. Rows of colorful flowers lined the walk leading to the front porch
where an old wooden swing hanging from slightly rusted chains swung
lazily in the mid-morning breeze. A fat white cat sleeping on the steps of
the porch uncurled itself and stretched as Fuller approached. He stepped
past the animal and faced the white framed pink door. Knocking lightly,
he tried to assume a smile he hoped would appear more sincere than he
felt. It bothered him greatly to be part of such a sham as this one
concocted by Mr. Dark. The door opened and Fuller came face to face
with Mrs. Frost. She was slightly shorter than him, a little plump, but not
really fat, her white hair was pulled up into a tight bun at the back of her
head and her face carried the laugh lines of one who tended to smile a
lot. Her eyes were a soft clear blue and her mouth turned up at the
edges. Above her petite nose she wore a pair of gold rimmed glasses.
She was attired in a rather plain long brown dress, with a short white
apron tied around her waist and a white shawl hung over her shoulders.
He judged her to be around sixty-something; the picture of everybody’s
sweet fairy godmother in most every fairytale ever told. She spoke and
her voice was soft and pleasant, “Yes, may I help you?” Mr. Fuller
swallowed the lump that rose to his throat and tried to reply with a
confidence he didn't feel. He answered, “Are you Mrs. Thelma Frost?”
She nodded and he continued, “Yes, well let me introduce myself. I am
Adam Fuller; I represent a concern called Rain Incorporated. We have an
interest in purchasing your property. We would like to erect a children’s
playground here. I know you have received other offers, but hear me
out. I believe this community would benefit greatly from the park as a
safe place for children. If I could come in for just a minute, I would like
to explain the plan to you.” Mrs. Frost stepped back and peered at him
through her gold rimmed spectacles. “Please come in Mr. Fuller,” she
said as she ushered him into her living room. The room, like the rest of
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the house, fit a fairy tale theme - from the hand painted portrait of an
elderly gentleman over the red brick fireplace to the fat white cat now
sleeping curled up on the seat of a rocking chair placed near the window.
She led him to a large blue overstuffed couch and asked him to sit and
get comfortable while she made some tea. While he waited for Mrs. Frost
to return he glanced around the room; the soft pink walls, the white
framed windows and matching pink curtains added to the homey effect.
On the coffee table in front of him a white glass flower vase containing a
single yellow daisy sat next to a bowl filled with mints. He helped himself
to one and as he thought about what he would say to convince her to
give up her home, a wave of guilt swept over him. If a way to bow out of
this dilemma were to become evident he would be willing to take it,

even if it did mean losing his job with Mr. Dark’s firm.

Mrs. Frost returned to the living room carrying a large silver tea tray
holding two diminutive green china teacups, a matching round china
teapot, a green china pitcher of cream, and a clear glass jar of sugar.
She set the tray down on the coffee table in front of Mr. Fuller and
inquired, “Which company did you say you represented Mr. Fuller?”
Pouring himself a cup of the steaming tea, Fuller replied, “Rain
Incorporated. I'm the C.E.O., well acting anyway.” Mrs. Frost queried,
"“You said something about a children’s playground?” “Yes,” Mr. Fuller
answered, “we thought we could name the area The Thelma Frost
Children’s Playground.” Mrs. Frost responded with a warm smile, "My,
that sounds very nice and how much would your company be willing to
offer me for my property?” Fuller pulled the blank bank voucher from his
briefcase and scribbled in an amount. He made the total less than the
property was worth, hoping she would see through his thinly veiled
travesty and send him packing. He handed the paper to her and she
read the sum and smiled sweetly. She appeared to consider the
agreement for a moment and commented, “This is a very generous
offer, Mr. Fuller. I believe I will accept your kind proposal.” Fuller’s heart
sank. He felt sure she would turn down such a small half-hearted offer.
Mrs. Frost smiled at him, folded the check and put the paper in her
apron pocket. Mr. Fuller coughed and said, “"Well, I have a few additional
papers for you to sign in order to close the deal. I must advise you; after
you sign these you are locked in to the agreement and cannot reconsider
the proposal. Do you understand Mrs. Frost?” She nodded and he
removed the necessary documents from his briefcase and spread them
out on the coffee table. Mrs. Frost signed them all in the places he
indicated without making any comment.

Fuller gathered the paperwork and placed everything back in his
briefcase, along with the deed. Standing abruptly, he stated, “I enjoyed
our conversation and I thank you for your cooperation, but I really must
get back to the office.” He tried hard not to show the guilt he was
experiencing at that moment. Mrs. Frost smiled knowingly and replied,
"“Yes, I'm sure you must be a very busy man.” Fuller made his way to

180



the door, thanked Mrs. Frost again and proceeded to leave; he started
quickly down the walk towards the gate. He felt a sudden need to be as
far away from this house as he could get and as fast as possible. He
could hear Mrs. Frost, still standing on the porch behind him. In a low
sweet voice, she was singing a rhyming song that sounded like a child’s
poem, “Take care, the tales your lips unfold. Lies are the shadows that
darken your soul. Truth reflects like a sun lit sea. Brightly lit your
shadows be.” Fuller reached the end of the walk and pushed the gate
open. He watched as the gate swung outward and then glided back and
closed. His sense of self-loathing seemed overwhelming and his guilt
bore down on him with an unbearable weight. He turned and walked
slowly up the path to the porch where Mrs. Frost stood still smiling. She
asked, “Is there something more Mr. Fuller?” Unable to look into her
smiling eyes, Fuller averted his gaze and said, “Yes, Mrs. Frost. There is.
I'm sorry I can’t let you do this, I lied to you. I work for Mr. Dark. This
whole thing is a lie. There is no plan to build a children’s playground.
There never was. This is only a ruse to get your property for Mr. Dark’s
project. I'll probably lose my job for telling you this, but I don't care.”

Mrs. Frost put her hand on Fuller’s shoulder and advised, "Why don’t you
come in for a minute and you can tell me all about it.” While sitting on
the couch drinking a cup of lukewarm tea, he told her the whole
account, the meeting with Mr. Dark and his plan. Mrs. Frost responded,
“Thank you for your honesty Mr. Fuller. I appreciate you telling me this.”
Fuller replied, "I am glad to get the falsehood off my chest. I feel like a
huge weight has been lifted from me. I'll give you back the deed and
tear up the papers you signed. I'll tell Mr. Dark you saw through the
fabrication and refused to sell.” Mrs. Frost interjected, “No, I have a
better idea. I'm going to accept the proposal just as you presented the
plan to me. So you run along back to Mr. Dark and give him the deed.”
Fuller stammered with confusion, “B-But, I don’t understand, you know
the whole thing is a lie. Why would you do this?” Mrs. Frost smiled slyly
and winked at Fuller. She said, "Sometimes these things have a way of
working out. You go back to your office and on the way why not stop by
the Land Management Office and file the paperwork, I'm sure that will
put a feather in your hat with Mr. Dark.” Mrs. Frost ushered Fuller to the
door admonishing him, “"Don’t forget to file the deed papers right away.
Fuller tumbled down the walk in a state of utter confusion. He got into
his car and started the motor but before pulling away he glanced back at
Mrs. Frost standing on her porch. She smiled and made a shooing
motion with her hands.

Fuller drove off, not sure how the events were meant to unfold, but with
an unexplainable desire to follow Mrs. Frost's instructions. Fuller turned
his automobile onto the main street and two minutes later he pulled into
the parking lot of the Land Management Office. He entered and spoke
briefly with the clerk, telling him he needed to file a newly purchased
deed of sale. The clerk gave Fuller several forms to fill out and sign.
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Fuller completed the necessary requirements, paid the fee and received
the receipt for the transaction and copies of the forms. The clerk said,
“Thank you Mr. Fuller, we will send a messenger around to your office in
the morning with the final papers.” Fuller thanked him and put the
papers in his briefcase. He left the Land Management Office to continue
his way back to report to Mr. Dark and as he entered the building he
took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "Well,” he thought, "I might as
well get this over with.”

Chapter three
Fall from power

Fuller passed through the double glass doors and into the main lobby of
the office building. He proceeded directly to Mr. Dark’s secretary and
announced, “Tell Mr. Dark that Mr. Fuller is here to see him.” The
secretary buzzed the intercom and Mr. Dark immediately growled back,
“"What is it? I'm too busy to see anyone. Send whoever it is away, no
exceptions.” The secretary looked up to apologize. Mr. Fuller interjected,
“Tell him it’s Fuller.” She shrugged her shoulders and pressed the
intercom button “It's a Mr. Fuller sir.” After a short pause Dark bellowed,
“Well what are you waiting for? Send him in.”

The secretary smiled innocently and pointed to the door of Mr. Dark’s
office. Fuller, with a touch of foreboding, entered Dark’s dimly lit,
depressing office once more to face the one person he feared most.
Dark, standing behind his desk with his arms folded across his chest
scowled at Fuller as he entered and snarled, “Fuller you better have
good news.” Fuller swallowed hard and answered, "I have the deed sir
and I've already filed the paperwork with the Land Management Office.”
He handed Dark the receipt and copies of the forms, then continued,
“They will send a messenger to the office in the morning with the final
papers.” Dark brightened a little and almost smiled - he grabbed the
papers from Fuller’s out-stretched hand, scanned them briefly and said,
“Good work Fuller. I knew I picked the right man for the job. I won't
forget this when the time comes to hand out bonuses. Okay, that will be
all Fuller.” As Fuller turned and started to leave, Dark added, “Fuller,
about that position I gave you as acting C.E.O. of Rain Incorporated...”
Fuller turned back to Dark and asked, “Yes sir?” Dark sneered, “You're
fired! Now get back to work.” Fuller backed out of Dark’s office and
closed the door quickly.

Dark spread the papers he received from Fuller on his desk, reading
each one intently. When he'd finished the last page he scooped them up
and waved them in the direction of the drawing of his prize project, now
within his grasp. He muttered to himself, "I beat you! I won! Did you
think you could best me you old witch?” He ranted on, “I got your
property at half the price I offered you. I guess you didn’t realize who
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you were up against. I am Daniel Abraham Ronald Kirtland, I am
D.A.R.K. and I am the king! No one can beat me!” He paced back and
forth behind his desk, his hands clasped behind his back, still clutching
the papers that guaranteed his success. He thought, “This is a good sign
and not a minute too soon, only two days before I need to start
construction. We'll have the ground breaking tomorrow. I'll set it up as
soon as the messenger arrives from the Land Office and I have the deed
in my hand.” Dark appeared to be in a good mood for the rest of the day
and he left the office early to play a round of golf on his way home. Mr.
Dark slept very well that night and rose early the next morning to begin
planning the day’s activities.

He arrived at the office building on a high note, pausing at the
receptionist desk to instruct her. “A messenger will be here this
morning, he may be looking for a Mr. Fuller or Rain Incorporated, in
either case send him straight to my office, understand?” “Yes sir,” she
said as she made a note to that effect on her appointment pad. Dark
went to the chambers of his office where he paced back and forth
impatiently waiting for the courier to arrive. At ten-thirty his intercom
buzzed. “It's about time,” he mumbled to himself as he pushed the talk
button on the device. He grumbled, “Yes?” His secretary answered, “A
call for you on line one sir, a Mr. Trent from the Land Management
Office.” Dark picked up the phone and bellowed, “Yes? What can I do for
you Trent?” Dark seldom used the prefix Mr. when dealing with people
he considered beneath him and he considered everyone beneath him.
On the other end of the line Mr. Trent answered. “Yes sir, I'm calling
about a deed processed yesterday by a Mr. Fuller.” Dark replied, “Yes I
know about that, so what’s the problem?” “*Well,” Mr. Trent continued,
“Mr. Fuller signed the paperwork and deed as the C.E.O. of Rain
Incorporated in favor of Dark Contracting.” Dark cut in, “And so?” Mr.
Trent replied, “It seems that Mr. Fuller is not the C.E.O. of Rain
Incorporated.” Dark replied in earnest, “Of course he is, I own the
company and as owner of Rain Incorporated I appointed him myself.”
Mr. Trent went on, “Yes, you see that’s the problem. Our research
doesn’t show you as the owner. According to our files the company is
still in the name of the original owner. I am sure it's only a
misunderstanding and as soon as you can clear this up we will be glad to
finishing the filing procedure.” Dark slammed down the phone and
pushed the intercom button at the same time. Without waiting for the
secretary to answer he screamed, “Get me legal on the phone NOW!”

A moment later his phone rang; he jerked the receiver from the cradle
and answered angrily, “Legal? This is Dark, who am I talking to?” After a
moment of silence, a voice on the phone identified himself in a well-oiled
snooty tone, “This is Mr. Leech of Casper, Clutch and Leech, attorneys at
law, how may I be of assistance?” Mr. Dark reflected for a second and
thought, “A lawyer named Leech? How appropriate.” He turned his
attention back to the phone again and in a voice heavy with menace he
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demanded, “Leech, I need you to check something out for me. A few
years ago I arranged a buy out of a minor company called Rain
Incorporated. I need to know all the particulars of that transaction.”
Dark could hear file drawers being opened and closed, computer
keyboards clicking and Leech making Hmmm sounds. Mr. Leech came
back on the phone saying, “I have everything right here. The deal
consisted of buying the company outright from the children who
inherited the place when their father passed away. To complete the sale
required their combined signatures on all the paperwork.” Dark added,
“Yes, I remember, I paid those two brats off in cash, they were so glad
to get the dough they signed everything in sight without questioning
anything. So what'’s the problem? We forget to sign somewhere?” “No,”
Leech answered, “The problem is there are three children not two.” Dark
howled loud enough to be heard in the outer offices. “"Three? Why wasn’t
I informed about this?” Leech could be heard flipping through some
papers and continued coolly, “You were Mr. Dark; a memo to that effect
was dispatched by private messenger to your head of operations, a Mr.
Kevin Hornstone.” Dark roared, “I'll get back to you.” He put down the
phone and buzzed his secretary. She answered quickly, as everyone by
now realized that Mr. Dark was in an extremely foul mood and his
patience level would be zero. Dark bellowed, "Get a Mr. Kevin Hornstone
on the phone for me right away, no better yet, have him come to my
office.”

Two minutes later his secretary buzzed him back, “Sir, the employee you
requested was fired two years ago, for clocking in late.”

Dark remembered the incident well; people were making a habit of
coming in late, and he decided to make an example for them to get
everybody back on track. He assembled his entire staff by the time clock
and checked their timecards. Three people were late and as they came
in he had them stand together in the center of the room. He asked each
one of the three why they were late, one replied because of traffic, the
second said she had to drop her kids off at school because they missed
their bus, the third, Mr. Kevin Hornstone claimed he was stopped at the
door by a messenger. Dark had drawn himself up as tall as he could and
in his most acid voice announced, “"None of those excuses are valid
enough to excuse your tardiness. All of you are fired as of now. Clean
out your desks and be off my property in five minutes. Let this be a
lesson to the rest of you - if you can’t be on time don’t come in at all.”
He turned without waiting for any further comments and returned to his
desk.

“Well,” he thought, "I suppose that explains why I never received the
memo from the legal department.” He redialed Mr. Leech’s office and
when the lawyer answered Dark asked, “Who is this third person I need
to pay off in order to finish up this deal?” Leech fumbled at his computer
and then answered, “His name is Charles Rain, the youngest of the three
siblings, his present whereabouts are unknown. He is thought to be on
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safari in the Amazon rainforest.” Dark, a pro at handling adversity, said
without hesitation, “"Okay, send me everything you have on Charles
Rain.” Mr. Leech stated, “I anticipated your needs, the information has
already been e-mailed to you, under the subject Charles Rain.” He
buzzed his secretary, "Get me the entire employee list; put it up on my
computer.” In a minute the list came up, Dark selected five people, all
single and all with valid passports and all free to travel. He forwarded
the list to his secretary with some additional instructions, telling her to
have the five meet with him in the conference room in ten minutes.

Dark entered the conference room; all five staff members were already
present. He addressed them curtly, “On the table in front of you are two
packets, the first is everything we know about a man named Charles
Rain, in the second you will find all the necessary forms we need for him
to sign. This packet also includes a check made out to him. You will give
this to him after he signs everything and you have faxed the information
to me. Ladies and gentlemen, I implore you, we do not have days, we
have only hours. There will be a ten-thousand-dollar bonus to the person
who accomplishes this task. Good luck, the company jet is standing by
at the airport and you will be briefed further during the flight. Any
questions? No? Good. On your way then, I look forward to a quick
response.” With that Dark turned and left the conference room.

Back in his office Dark fumed about how much this glitch would cost him
in time and money. Bad news travels fast in the business world and at
eleven o’clock his intercom buzzed, his secretary announcing that a Mr.
Trench from the bank wished to talk with him. Mr. Trench was a tall thin
man, wearing a neatly pressed black pinstriped suit with a deep red tie.
His voice was deep and menacing as he introduced himself to Dark, "I
am Howard Trench. I represent the risk management department of the
bank holding the papers on one of your projects; I believe you named it
the Baker project.” His pale face tightened as he spoke. His black eyes
were narrowed to mere slits and his thin lips formed a permanent frown.
He continued, “It has come to our attention there is a problem with one
of the properties and you may not be able to meet your starting date.
We have also been informed that two of your investors have pulled out.”
This last came as a surprise to Dark, an unknown twist that he needed
to cover. Dark pretended to be informed of the events and replied,
“Please have seat,” gesturing toward the chair in front of his desk he
went on. “No need to worry, we are on top of the situation. However,
since you are here, I should like to extend our deadline for an additional
week. We will have everything in place before then.” Glancing at the
uninviting placement of the chair, Trench deepened his scowl and
replied, I prefer to stand. As to an extension, that will be impossible
without added collateral. I understand your house is worth a substantial
amount; if you would be willing to add the property to your present
collateral we could give you the extension.” Dark was shocked by this
new turn of events; he already had put up the company and his other
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holdings to secure the deal to begin with. But he was too far in to back
out now. Dark grimaced and replied, “Fine, if that's what it takes I'll do
it.” Mr. Trench added, “You understand if you default again, the bank will
have no choice but to foreclose on all properties, real and otherwise.”
For the first time in his business career Dark felt intimidated. Mr. Trench
concluded, “Fine, come by the bank this afternoon and we’ll sign the
paperwork. Good day Mr. Dark.” Trench turned and left the room leaving
Dark alone to seethe about his latest turn of bad luck.

Three days passed without any news from the field crew and when the
news came, it was all bad. First they told Dark that two of their
members had come down with malaria and were sent home where they
faced a long hospital stay. They also discovered that Charles Rain was
no longer in the rain forest, but was climbing a mountain somewhere in
Tibet, so the remaining three were on their way to try to track him
down. Adding to Dark’s dilemma, more of the investors pulled out of the
deal, placing Dark in the precarious position of shouldering all the
expenses for the up-coming project.

In his office Dark paced back and forth, grumbling about the unfortunate
turn of events. He was sure the old lady had somehow caused this
situation. He cursed, “Damn you, Thelma Frost, I know somehow you
have a hand in this.” The final days passed, the field crew failed to track
down Charles Rain who seemed to rove from place to place, always just
ahead of the crew searching for him. The last of the backers pulled out,
deciding it would be better to cut their losses than lose everything. This
left Dark standing alone as the sole person to be held responsible for the
fiasco. When the last deadline passed the bank quickly foreclosed on all
properties, including Dark’s home, and placed his company in
receivership. Because the outstanding debt was so monumental the
bank also froze Mr. Dark’s personal funds. For all practical purposes
Dark was now penniless, jobless and homeless.

One week later, Dark’s ruthless run as a force to be reckoned with in the
business world came crashing to an end with the resounding thud of a
judge’s gavel. The court found in favor of the bank, confiscating Dark’s
holdings and liquefying all of his remaining assets. He was left literally
living on the streets, a fate from which he would never recover given
that he made so many enemies in the business world. No one trusted
him and no one would hire him, even for the lowest position. He lived
out the rest of his wretched life on the back streets and dark alleys of
the town, often sleeping on the steps of his old office building, now an
abandoned and dilapidated structure waiting to be demolished to make
way for some new development project.

The Land Management Office, unable to get in touch with anyone at
Dark’s now defunct company, somehow managed to contact Mr. Fuller at
his home. They advised him he needed to come by their office and pick
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up the paperwork he filed on the Frost property and return the deed to
Mrs. Frost. Mr. Fuller reluctantly agreed and dropped by The Land
Management Office the next morning. As he waited in the lobby of the
Land Management Office he was approached by a gentleman in a neat
dark gray suit. The man introduced himself as Mr. Rave. He said, “You're
Fuller aren’t you?” Fuller nodded and Rave went on, I heard about you,
you're the guy that got the Frost property for Dark right? Got it for a
song, I heard.” Fuller nodded again, not wanting to discuss the event.
Rave continued, “We could use a man like you in our company, I'm sure
we can find a place for you. Here, take my card, drop by my office in the
morning and let's discuss the possibilities.” Fuller accepted the business
card and the invitation, shaking hands with Rave and promising to see
him first thing in the morning. Fuller thought, “"Well that's a turn of good
luck, I was worried about where I'd find a position, now that Dark has
gone belly up.” The clerk called Fuller’'s name and he stepped to the
desk. The clerk handed him a folder containing all the paperwork he had
filled out with Mrs. Frost. Fuller left the office and five minutes later
pulled up in front of Mrs. Frost’'s home. He knocked on her door and she
invited him in for tea. While drinking the tea he related all that had
happened since his last visit, concluding with, “So, I brought all the
paperwork and the deed back to you.” Mrs. Frost smiled sweetly and
said, “Oh posh, I don't care about this property anymore, I've found a
lovely place in the country and will relocate there next week. Why don't
you keep it?” Fuller, taken aback by this replied, “"No, I couldn’t Mrs.
Frost, I'm flattered, but thank you anyway. Don’t you have a relative or
someone you could leave it to?” Mrs. Frost considered thoughtfully for a
minute and replied, "Well I do have a family member, a nephew, my
brother’s youngest son. I have always felt bad for him since his father
died. Yes, that would do fine. I'll give the property to him. Could you
take care of that for me Mr. Fuller?” Fuller answered, “Of course, I would
be happy to, now if you'll just give me his name, I'll take care of
everything.” Mrs. Frost smiled innocently, ‘Why yes, his name is Charles
Rain.”
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Christine Angersola

The Patron Saint of Crying in Public

All eye crinkles and being awoken from a dead sleep by you pressing
warm pain au chocolat in your palms. How we squeezed a balloon
between ours until it burst and it was like the big bang ("we're disturbed
enough already"/spectators shouldn’t suffocate with scrutiny)

How your wheel got stolen so red wine back to mine (Lukewarm, how
you could perform an unsupervised autopsy of cryptic, outgrown innards
whereas all I could do was glue a broken saucer together try and
decipher or exhume my future fortune from patterns in strewn tea)

Hempstead Harbor, a recording of you reading Finnegan’s Wake. I
confused it with *poor old Michael Finnegan-begin-again’ and Fingal’s
cave. (Why the hell didn't I take any photographs? We were on a boat
from the bird sanctuary and we had shortbread and the captain played
the Felix Mendlessohn Overture and the ocean got quite choppy and it
was probably the best moment of my life so far)

That time I bumped into you and you had a black eye and leaned me
under the Willow Oak. That time I bumped into you outside the Frick and
you were typewriting stories for stranger’s donations. And it’'s funny how
at Easter I said; “Hey, no pressure (my hero Giles Corey; More Weight,
More Weight) but yeah you make me wanna wear colors”

(Owning twenty-one black dresses and feeling like an ugly duckling in
each of them)

Then on your last night of being twenty-four how you saw me looking at
the lone couple dancing and grabbed me out of the blue to drag me out
in front of everyone then drove us home clinging on for life that
suddenly did feel quite dear. Then on the chair and again after eating
hazelnut butter we nearly demolished the kitchen and in the morning
three men with chainsaws were cutting down your sycamore and the
sawdust came through the window onto our naked bodies like snow. You
ate eggs and sage from a pan and I had green grapes and you said you
could store shower water in the hollows of your clavicles and how you
left your laptop in a crate of cherry tomatoes.

And ‘Hey sorry I've been in prison. x’ and forgetting to mention you
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were off to Austria. When Chris unsympathetically wiped away my tears
with his thumbs and said “It's just like glitter, it's just like glitter”

And if you remain just a stranger I will remember your pale back with
freckles (not to have not to hold) I will remember how it only took me
six weeks to wash you off my wall.

Phoenix, igneous, haven’t you learnt your lesson? Thou shalt not seek
validation.

Thou shalt not seek validation from any creature on the face of this
earth.

I have always been obstinate:

“Careful, you’ll crack your head open,”

I cracked my head open. They had to get extra nurses to hold me down.
The river never taught me to swim, I just had to learn once I'd jumped
in.

She’s a marooned sea urchin with opinions that come down like iron
curtains.

She will eat your grief like Urdu’s gham-khor

She will bellow your sentences like Flaubert’s gueuloir

I'm a marooned sea urchin with opinions that come down like iron
curtains.

I will eat your grief like Urdu’s gham-khor

I will bellow your sentences like Flaubert’s gueuloir

Spit blood till the sonic core.

Give me the strength of a seed pushing up through wet earth. Break me
like every dawn.

Let’s sit on opposite sides of a soccer field and try and envisage a new
color. Let’s sit in a dark room and see if polo mints really light up when
you snap them in half.

I may not have acupunctured the map (I would like to have spent my
summer doing something other than being a copy writing Cinderella but
my coping mechanisms require militarily planning and precision) and
there may have been times I was so lonely I had a fantasy that you
were THE ONE, but I have a bruise above my navel from Prosecco corks
and I swam in the marsh and a swan came along and I tried not to think
about that myth with Zeus and then someone yelled that there were
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pike in there but what did I care? What did I care?

And I may have got Petechia from retching and sobbing but now you're
a car alarm at 3 AM.

You're light pollution cloaking constellations. I didnt want to stick a flag
in you.

I remember phone calls when I was in Boston. I remember you dressed
as a plague doctor. I remember you pulling my hair. I remember iSpy
bicycle books. And furtive looks. Boring into me like a worm, I burn. My
fingertips on light bulbs. I am impatient. But I would have waited (the
lifespan of several insects.) I would have learned you slowly, read you
like something I didn't want to finish. I just wanted an inch.

No encore for atrophy (upside down inspecting my toes in a dark alley)
but rope swings and the ripeness of things. Blessings in disguise; your
mind is the horizon and these thoughts are just racing clouds.

And I guess I'll forget the lipstick marks I left on your Danish pastry,
eventually.
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Anna Cates

Russ

The most innocent of things

Gave him ideas—

The Good Will painting, gifted by his grandfather,
Of the succulent lady

Slurping up mussels

Sitting upon her bustle

At the sea food bar—

Russell

Referencing him, one townsperson would say

You don’t walk your cat like a dog

And another,

But you can't put up a privacy hedge—thieves love that!
While one of the church girls maintained

He only needed to fix his teeth. Then one Saturday
The preacher’s wife offered she’d heard

His blue Buick had been parked beside Adult Books
Out on the highway . . .

He caused quite a fuss—

Russ

Police couldn’t find anything on him
But everyone knew

In the fustiness of brusque—

Russ

Not queer enough for politically correct

Nor expressly pedophile to warrant an arrest—
Just the Town Pervert no one could trust—
Russ

The villagers came to believe

That when a sly autumn turns to pumpkin orange
A full moon’s blush

And leaves rust—

Russ

In the deepening dusk
A lone man heads for trouble—
Russ
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Alan Semrow

The Lawnmower

Every Wednesday, Miss Jameson next door gives me five dollars for
mowing her lawn. When she first started paying me, she told me that
she couldn’t do it anymore, that she was getting too old—her shoulder
was in bad shape and she couldn’t handle the pain. She’s no older than
fifty. I'm not sure if she has much of a family.

I walk through the wet grass—the thirty-five steps it takes to get there.
I grab hold of her door handle and it’s locked. I knock. I knock again.
She stumbles over, waves. Miss Jameson opens the door. “Oh, hi Skyler!
I forgot you come on Wednesdays!”

She gives me a big hug. I've been coming every Wednesday for three
years.

“Good to see you,” I say.

Today, Miss Jameson is wearing her typical cheetah print—an old t-shirt
from God knows what era. There’s an old, worn red headband on her,
holding back her graying blonde hair. She dyes it sometimes. It's just
been awhile. She’s heavyset, but I can tell she once had her heyday.
Miss Jameson is not wearing a bra. She never wears a bra and her boobs
look like they sag down to her belly button. Her cheetah print’s got paint
stains all over it. She’s been working on renovating the house since she
moved in. She moved in nine years ago—when I was nine.

“Did you want a beer? Something to drink?”

“It's early. I'm underage. My parents want me home for dinner tonight.”
She starts to cackle, digs into her black leather purse from the eighties,
fishing for the key to the shed. Miss Jameson fingers it out and hands it
to me.

“Thank you.”

“No, Skyler. Thank you! I'll tell you, I don’t know what I'd do without
you coming over like this. I fell the other night on my bad shoulder.
Almost thought I had to go to the ER. But I took some pain pills and
slept for a good while and it felt better. I'm going to the doctor next
week. I'm hoping he prescribes me something.” Miss Jameson takes a
sip from the mug on the stovetop. It's not water. Every day when she
gets home from work, I know what her routine is. She’s been slurring
her words ever since I was very young. She’s been walking in a way
that’s painful to watch since I was nine.

I exit the house and move over to the shed that my dad helped her put
up. He doesn’t like her much now, but, when he put it up, he didn't have
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much of a problem. He called it a property dispute. She called it being
an asshole.

I put the key in the door and pull out the old handheld mower. Him and
I, the lawnmower and me, it seems, have become pretty close. Every
Wednesday for nine years.

Mowing the lawn is kind of a soothing thing—a good way to keep my
mind off of things after school. See, there was a time when I got bullied
pretty bad. The guys at my middle school terrorized me, sent me home
in tears every day. They called me “The Queer Kid.” I don’t know how
many people get over something like that—I'm not even sure that I
have. It's just that, you know, I was never the athletic type. I remember
my dad made me play baseball back in elementary school. And I hated
it. Just hated it. He was my coach and even that helped nothing. I spent
every inning in the outfield—the part where only the lefties hit. I was
always last in line to bat. And I feared it. I feared that ripping, roaring
ball. To me, it meant death. It meant embarrassment.

And my mom got it. One time, I was daydreaming during some stupid
game and some lefty hit the ball out in the outfield and I looked up from
staring at some sunshiny dandelions and all I heard was, “Sky! Sky!
Sky!” And I was looking at the sky, spotting nothing in particular, but I
heard the ball when it hit the ground. But I just couldn’t find it. I spun
around in circles, the crowd of parents and brothers and sisters and
other players were screaming at me. And the other player dude was just
passing those bases like it was nobody’s business.

I couldn’t find the damn ball. Finally, I just looked to the stands and
there was my mother laughing her ass off, because she knew how much
I hated it. And, even at my young age, she understood that I knew that
I just sucked the big one at sports.

We lost the game.

I finish mowing the lawn and rolling the mower back in its place. I enter
the house and Miss Jameson is standing at the stovetop smoking a
cigarette. I can tell she’s gotten drunker since I've been gone. I can tell
she probably took one of those pills she always has so handy. She looks
me in the eyes and her eyes are slanted, yellow, sad. She grins a little.
“Got it all done?” she asks.

“Sure do, Miss Jameson.”

“Stop calling me that, dumbass. My name is Felicity to you!”

“Okay, sure do, Felicity.”

She shakes her head, cackles. "I can’t tell you how much I appreciate
this. You want a beer or something? I have a few different kinds.”
“That's okay,” I reply. I look around the house. It's a disaster. She’s
acquired so many things that she doesn’t even know what she has
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anymore. Her walls were painted once, but now she’s painted over them
in places—little white splotches all over. I'd be real embarrassed if I
were her, but I suppose she doesn’t have many people over.

"I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it, though, Skyler. I mean really.
If you were a little older, I can tell you right now, I would date you.”

I look down at my feet. “Thanks.”

"I mean, really!”

“Yep.”

"I mean, my shoulder is just so bad, so it’s so nice what you do for me
here. I fell down yesterday morning before work and it was awful. I had
to go to the ER and everything.”

“Well,” I tell her. “That’s not good, Felicity.”

“I know."”

I look down the hall at something she calls the den. It's under
construction. She’s got big panels of wood lined up against the wall. I
look back over at her countertops, just filled with crap—all kinds of home
improvement supplies. She’s got multiples of everything. I look to her—
her sad, yellow eyes. I ask, “"Do you ever get lonely?”

Miss Jameson lights another cigarette. “"Oh, Sklyer,” she laughs. “I've
got like three men. It's just a sex thing, though. I could tell you about
it..”

I nod, pressing my lips together. “That’s alright. Thanks.”

Miss Jameson digs into her purse and hands me a ten-dollar bill. I tell
her that’s too much. And she says that if I was a little older, she’d date
me.

She hugs me goodbye. I leave the house. I recall, tell myself that I'll be
graduating soon and heading off to college.

First published by The Rain, Party, & Disaster Society, June 5, 2015
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Alan Semrow

The Reunion

Jax’s boyfriend Allie asked him yesterday if he wanted to move in, to
finally begin a life together. He called me after telling Allie yes. He asked
if we could meet today after work. I said, “You're still employed?”

And he replied, “Shut up, cunt.”

I pull up to the entrance of the trail. Jax is sitting in his beat up Nissan
Altima, smoking a cigarette, wearing dark glasses. I turn my car off. He
does the same. I exit the car and walk to his. I knock on his front
window. He rolls it down manually. He says, “"What up, buttercup?”
“Hello yourself, stranger.”

Jax rolls the window back up. He nudges his front door open and exits
the car to give me a hug. “Hey, Maire,” he says. He smells the same,
like good cologne, coffee, and menthol cigarettes.

“Jax,” I say. “I see you brought your walking shoes.”

“It's summer! Who cares? I can wear my flip flops.”

“Yes ma’am,” I reply. “You da queen.” We take a right and begin grazing
down the paved trail. The wind blows light, small baby leaves scattering
along with us. “It's pretty, isn't it?” I say.

Jax tells me, “It's a day.”

I throw my hands up in the air. "Oh, Jax. Come on. It's a huge day!”

He annunciates, “It's a day, Marie.”

“Tell me about what’s going on! I feel like I haven't even heard from you
in forever.”

“There hasn't really been much to talk about, you know.”

“Well,” I tell him. “Obviously things have been going well with you and
Allie.”

Jax looks down at his yellow flip flops. He lifts his dark sunglasses from
his nose and to the top of his head. “Marie, it's been great.”

I grab his right shoulder and he slightly pulls away, as if offended or
something. I laugh. “Jesus, Jax! That's great! Tell me.”

“It was just another talk. I mean, it's been needing to happen for a
while. He just knows who I am, you know. And I think that was what has
been holding him back.”

“"What do you mean, he knows who you are?”

“No job security. It's a big commitment. I'm a loose cannon some days.”
“You're a wonderful person, Jax. You've always been wonderful. Allie
realizes that, too.”

Jax halts mid-walk and throws his hands up to his perfectly tanned face.
I walk up close, touch his shoulder. “Jax... Jax, what the hell is wrong?
You should be happy. This is the first day of the rest of your life.”

“I'm a bad person. I just know it.”
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I start chuckling to myself. "Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” I start to walk
forward and he follows behind, eventually dropping his hands. His face is
all red. His cheeks are wet.

“You think too hard.”

I just feel like something in me believes I deserve the unhappiness I
always cradled, wrapped around myself like a fucking blanket...”

“Oh Jesus, stop, Jax. You're being absolutely absurd. You're the
sweetest guy. Everyone adores you. You know that. You're being fucking
crazy.”

“But maybe I am, Marie! Maybe I am fucking crazy. Why would I
deserve a guy like Allie? He's always so happy, dancing to music in front
of me, singing. And I just sit there like I don’t have time for it, no
energy. I want that energy. I want to feel happy.”

“You're happy, Jax. Just let yourself be happy.”

He looks over at the flowing river beside us. He says, “"Maybe I've done
something wrong in my life. Or maybe, you know, something bad
happened to me... It's just...”

“Stop, Jax. You're fine. Let it go. You're just internalizing again. You've
always been that way. The creative type, you are. Let it go.”

Another tear falls from his face. "I want to. I tell myself to let things go.
To stop crucifying myself. It's just...”

“Think of the good times. Remember that one time when Mom and Dad
took us on that trip to Florida, and you and I were playing in the ocean
and we found that dead jellyfish, just fucking swept up on the beach.
And you...”

“...I put it on your head. I know.” Jax cracks a smile, a small grin.
“See, that was pretty funny. Think of stuff like that.”

“What if I fuck it up? Do something wrong. Say something wrong.”
“Trust yourself. You don’t realize how much control you have. How
special you are to people.”

Jax starts stomping his feet against the pavement. His hands form to
fists. He begins knocking his arms against his thighs. "Then tell me,
Marie!” he yells. “Tell me how special!”

“Oh my lord. Okay, Jax. Okay. Just stop for a second. Okay?” He stands
in front of me, waiting—stopped. I tell him, “You're the one person in my
life that I've always looked up to, always depended on. I trusted you
with my life. I trusted you to help me through things and you always did
that. You were always there to talk and listen. You were the best to me.”
“I wasn't that great.”

“If you really think that, then there’s something seriously wrong with
you. Remember what we used to say to each other? When Mom and Dad
divorced. When I found out I couldn’t get pregnant. When Ronnie
cheated on me...”

“...Ronnie’s a fucking asshole.”

“Yes, he is an asshole, Jax. But I love him. I really love him.”
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“Fine. I remember what we used to say.”
“Just remember that. Don't forget that. You know, Jax, I love no matter
what.”

Jax and I step onto the old wooden bridge, high above the river, that
leads to the final quarter of the trail. We've been walking it together for
years, it seems. We used to ride our bikes, try and catch frogs down by
the river. Mom would yell at us for getting so close. Jax pauses at the
center point of the bridge and looks out at the current rolling past us, at
the water whipping around the large rocks. He bends over and removes
his yellow flip flops. He says, “"Okay. Today is a new day. I'm going to be
happy. I'm going to be happy if you say I can be happy. And I'll trust
that, Marie. I will.”

I watch cautiously. He turns to river and chucks his sandals into it. His
eyes follow as they get swept down.

“What the hell was that for?” I ask him.

His jaws shudder. “It's a new day, Marie. I really want to be happy. I
really want this to work with Allie.”

"I know. And it will. And if it doesn't, it's not because of you. It's
because of him. And I'll kill him. I really will.”

We walk forward again, across the old bridge. I turn around, smiling at
him, trying to get him to smile back. He grins and I watch as he walks a
few steps forward, and then I watch as he turns from me and darts to
the edge of the bridge. As I scream his name, he leaps over the weak
guard rails and into the river. I sprint over to the rails—sweating,
panting, scanning for any sign of him. I scream, “No! No, Jax! No!”

My brother had everything so good.
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Shelby Dallman

Gardens

Back when we were still a whole family, my father always had a garden
on the west side of the house. It started small; a few tomato plants and
some sweet corn- the usual Kansas garden dwellers. At times my three
older brothers and I would sit on the back porch and shuck corn for Ma
to cook, snapping off the tips of the ears that had been eaten by worms
and throwing them in a pile with the husks in the yard beyond us. I'd sit
close to the edge so my bare feet would be in the grass which felt
progressively cooler the deeper I buried my toes within it. Sometimes
my brothers would “miss” and smack me in the back of the head with
the rotten ends. I'd put up a fight, but there wasn’t much I could do,
being the youngest and the only girl.

The summer after my oldest brother graduated, married some chick he
met two weeks prior, and they moved across the country, Dad added
peas to the garden. My other brothers and I spent hours shelling peas
that year. Ma’d always complain about her freezer full of peas, tell Dad
he’d better figure out what to do with them, find her another freezer, or
find another Ma. The whole family got so tired of peas that Ma had to
sneak them into meals; mash them into potatoes, add them to every
casserole. When Dad found some in his birthday cake, he sent my
brothers and me down the road with bags of peas to give to the
neighbors. He didn’t plant many peas the following year.

When my second oldest brother graduated he didn’t know what to do, so
he joined the Army. That year, Dad doubled the size of his garden to add
pumpkins; pie pumpkins, carving pumpkins, and those warty looking
pumpkins that people buy out of sympathy. Come fall, Ma was baking
pumpkin pie every day; so many that she’d drive around on Sunday
mornings and drop them off at all the services in town. Every Saturday
at the nearest gas station, Dad had my brother and me manning the bed
of his pick-up truck he’d fill with pumpkins. I'd hold a piece of cardboard
that said "PUMPKINS” and my brother held one that said “$1,” both
scribbled in black marker. After a few weeks, my brother’s sign changed
to “FREE.” When Halloween came around, our driveway was lined with
jack-o-lanterns. Their faces got simpler as you drove towards the house
because we got tired of carving them. The last two both had one eye
each and small rectangles for mouths. One day when my brother and I
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got home from school, Ma told us that the brother in the Army got killed
by one of those roadside bombs. Dad never grew pumpkins again.

The night of my last brother’s eighteenth birthday, he and his buddies
got real drunk and raced their trucks down the main strip in our town.
My brother hit and killed the old homeless Indian that had roamed our
county for years as he was crossing the street. My brother was
sentenced to fifteen years in prison. That summer my Dad planted
sunflowers in the garden where the pumpkins used to go. They were
those real tall sunflowers that produced lots of seed. As they matured,
the weight of their heads caused them to sag in disappointment. I don't
think Dad liked the look of them much because they didn't stand like
that for long. He and I cut the heads off and hung them in the trees for
the birds. The corpses of those sunflower heads swayed from the
branches until the winter winds dropped them in the yard and dad hit
them with the mower the following spring.

After I graduated, I moved a few hours away so I could go to college
that coming fall. After I moved, Dad added a garden on the east side of
the house that he filled with flowers; Forget-Me-Nots, Purple
Coneflowers, Yarrow. That was also the summer Ma left him and went to
live with her sister in the next county over. Ma said Dad spent too much
time in those damn gardens. She said she couldn’t stand the way the
sunflowers hung in the trees. She said she’d never touch another ear of
corn or a pea. One weekend I came home to visit and found Dad lying
on his back in the garden of flowers with a ring of Forget-Me-Nots
braided around his head. When he saw me he said I was all he had. I
grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. I said that wasn't true and
we spend the rest of the evening sitting on the back porch shucking corn
and shelling peas with our feet in the grass below, while the birds ripped
the seeds from the sunflower heads hanging above.
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Tim Gardiner

Labyrinth

I escape from the house after another spiteful
argument, my only solace the conifer labyrinth.
Bracken-lined bridleways are the narrow paths

we follow, past a lonely lodge and creaking gate.
Dodging the fastidious forester, a motorized Minotaur,
all part of the danger of our summer adventure.
Such joy in a newly discovered glade, a peacock
butterfly, known to boys perpetually delayed.

A scrub-enveloped railway cuts through pines,
adders bask on the banks of this disused line.
War-time crypts are top secret dens, if only
entrance holes were easy to find again.

Watercress fills a stagnant soke dyke

we peddle furiously by on beaten-up bikes.

Plunging knee-deep into the overgrown mire,
pungent smells released, the Sphagnum’s ire.

At the cross-roads, no waymarks to aid our crusade;
which path leads to the inner sanctum of this maze?
Retracing tyre tracks, following the nightjar’s song,
the labyrinth falls silent now the boys are gone.
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Doug Van Hooser

Butterflies in the Thistles

The thistles’ royal globes

stand over the net sceptered child like a parent
The painted ladies dance on the nectar

between the thorns

The sulphurs swirl a dust devil

over the earth’s cracked lips desperate

for a drink of anything other than sun

The spiny winged weeds flourish

swallow the August heat

The abandoned field a deck of rowed

stanchions of combined corn stalks that

trip the twelve-year-old running the furrows

He searches for the viceroy mimicking the
putrid flavored monarch the birds eat once
Milkweed mother’s milk a poison taste the larvae thrive on
The toxin stored in the monarch’s boneless body
Goldfinches’ yellow lightening streaks between the thistle peaks
The birds cat call like a construction site at the passing beauty
Where are the look-alikes

All the orange and black wings

Twins that can be switched at birth

to fool predator hunger

But the boy is not a bird

He can tell he knows one from the other

The one black line they do not share

One the size of first place the other second
The neighbors still call you his name

People amazed twins born a year apart

Model T's off the same genetic assembly line
the nucleotides aligned

But it is only appearance a transient gift

that is all too transparent

When you reach inside the mirror

the reflection ends

The older brother would never hunt butterflies
He would shag a ball kick a book

ask a girl to meet under the bleachers

meet the principal in his office

The boy spots the unreputed butterfly weaving through the goldenrod
Never landing an allergic dance of avoidance
How can he squeeze into the weeds

and capture the allusion one is not the other
Snag in the net what is not the same

Opposites can look alike

The taste is different
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Gary Beck

Holidays

The revelry goes on
mostly fueled

by liquor, drugs,

more than good feelings,
celebrants ignorant

of what they’re celebrating,
a socially approved excuse
to get drunk, stoned,

yell, scream, argue, fight,
throw up in the gutter,
fully participating

in a special day.
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Gary Beck

Downsized

Once I had a job,

a nice house

my family liked.

We didn't have much,
but we were happy.

The Great Recession struck

and I lost my job,

couldn't pay the mortgage,

so the bank foreclosed the house.
When the bank couldn't pay its debts
the government bailed them out.

We moved into a cheap apartment
in a poor neighborhood,

where my kids were afraid

to go to the local school.

We managed to eat for a while,
food stamps, food pantries,

barely paid the rent

from my unemployment insurance.

Then Congress cut food stamps

gave the extra money

to agribusiness, rich farmers,

didn't renew unemployment insurance,
so we couldn't pay the rent.

I guess Congress spent so much money
bailing out banks, insurance companies,
there wasn't any left for us.

I can't find a job

no matter how hard I try.

We sold everything of value.
We're down to one meal a day.
We just got an eviction notice.

I don't know what we'll do
when they put us on the street.
I guess we're too small to save.
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Gary Beck

Emergency Room

I feel sick.
I have trouble breathing.

I rush to the emergency room.

They make me wait.

I sit for twenty minutes

on a stained plastic bench
retaining the liquids

of blood, vomit, urine,
stifling my breathing.

I go to the desk

ask how long.

A kindless nurse

says: 'I'll be called

when it's my turn'.

I wait another thirty minutes
desperation strangling me.
I get up to inquire

and collapse on the floor.
I lay there for twenty minutes
before anyone helped me,
another poverty case

in a crumbling system,
treatment determined

by ability to pay.
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Gary Beck

Yesteryears

Winter storms

rarely paralyze

modern cities,

advance forecasting,

snow removal equipment,
early public alerts

insure continued functioning,
except when crippling winds
shatter the power grid
leaving us in darkness,
huddled in caves

imploring the spirits

not to extinguish

tribal fires.
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Gary Beck

Bleeding City

In our youth

we worked hard,

built a splendid city,
did not know

our masters were fickle
and would take away
what we earned,
disposing of us

without remorse,
without concern

for our children’s future.

And as decay spread

city of splendid dreams,

stores closed, jobs departed,
buildings began to crumble,
streets began collapsing,

the financial, cultural, handgun
capital of the world

could no longer sustain its people

And as services declined

the rats and roaches cavorted
multiplying faster

than relentless exterminators.
Income decreased

except for the few,

crime increased

preying on many

and the people were frightened.

But this is not a bible dream

a savior comes from the wilderness
leads us to safety, prosperity.

Our future is a grim future.

We believe we have democracy

so we will not revolt.

We are surrounded by the ambitious
promising improvement.
Corruption is endemic

almost become trivial

in the growth of poverty.
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Yet many still serve our country
doing their duty daily

despite diminishing benefits

as economic hopes dim.

Plans of advancement vanish

as the guardians of our nation
dwindle in competence,

as dumbed down as the rest of us
by opiate tv, crystal meth, internet.

And all the diversions
electronic, sports, fashion,
catering religiously

to insatiable appetites

as we become less capable,
unable to prevent

the coming fall.
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Robert Hansen

Sati

He clings to life.

She clings to him,
desperate that he
live another day.

Hours pass,
and so does he.

Her tears fall like
stardust to the dirt
floor of their hut,

a river of grief too
deep to fathom.

They have the pyre
ready, and she lies
next to him, holds
his hand, and smiles.

She will be the candle
showing him the way.
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Robert Hansen

Ember

an
ember
floats by
on hot
summer
wings

a monarch
butterfly
on migration gently
settling on the dry
grass

a

malignant

red speck

spreading up
the mountain slope
like an Olympic

flame reaching

for
the gods

a tiny spark
that sets the sky
ablaze
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Michelle Ong

Salmagundi

I manage an occult bookstore. I only met the owner, a small grizzled
man with a deep gravelly voice and cataracts, once. His beautiful
daughter, Melinda, comes by the store a couple of times a month to
empty the cash box. Other than that, I'm on my own, ordering new
materials, cataloging them with the new software I bought to finally
bring the store into the digital era, and selling. Before the new system,
purchases and sales were recorded by hand in thick ledgers that fill one
of the supply closets. Some of them are so old that the ink has browned
and the pages have yellowed.

We've extended our hours from 6 p.m. to 1 a.m. It works because I'm a
bit of a night owl and the bulk of our customers comes in around
midnight. Some ask questions about where to find a book, to decipher
the instructions to a spell, or where to obtain ingredients, which we also
stock in the back. I've learned that most spells revolve around love:
spells to make people fall in love, spells to forget, and everything in
between. Revenge comes in second, which I guess is intertwined with
jealousy.

There’s a regular customer, a girl, who comes in once a week. She looks
anywhere from fifteen to thirty. She carries a beat up knapsack with
holes in its corners where pens, lint, and loose change slip out as she
wanders through the store. I'm amused when I watch some of the other
customers pick up her litter and hand it back to her politely or stuff it
into their bags and pockets. Once I saw a twenty-dollar bill slip through
and grabbed it before a mousy looking guy could. I gave it back to her
and she smiled and asked about where she could find a book on African
shamans.

“"What type of African shaman?” I asked.

“Any type. You see, I have this book. Here, let me show you.” She
pulled out a large leather bound book. The front cover featured gilded
curlicues on its corners and faded lettering. She flipped the book open to
page 103 and pointed out a symbol.

“It was drawn by an African shaman but the book doesn’t provide much
more information. I was just curious.”

“Well, we have an African section over there divided by country but
that’s a lot of books to sort through for one symbol.”

“That's okay. I come here a lot.”

“Are you a student?”

“I guess I kind of am,” she said, then abruptly turned away to pull the
first book from the shelf.

I returned to my counter and customers’ questions but occasionally
glanced at the girl sitting cross-legged in front of the bookshelves. Her
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dark curly red hair swept the pages in front of her and I could just
imagine running my hands through its silkiness. She gradually skimmed
one book after another, and by the time I had to close, she was down to
the middle of the first bookshelf.

“Any luck?” I asked, approaching her.

She shook her head and smiled cheerfully. “That just means I have to
come in again.” She glanced around the store and noticed its emptiness.
“Oh, sorry. I didn't realize the time. Well, thanks again and have a good
night.”

I followed her out and locked the door. I got into my car and started the
engine when I heard a knock on the passenger side window and saw the
girl.

I rolled down the window and asked if anything was wrong.

“My bike’s been stolen. Do you think you could give me a ride home? I
don't live too far.”

“Sure, get in.”

She slid inside and placed her bag on her lap. "Thanks. Turn left at the
light and then keep going for a while.”

“Do you live near the university?”

She shook her head. It began raining and my windshield wipers
squeaked painfully.

“I'm sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. My name’s Nancy.” Our eyes met
briefly.

“I'm Kevin,” I said. "So where’d you get that big old book?”

“This?” she said, spreading her hands on her bag. “It’s just something I
found.”

“How long have you had it?”

“A couple of months.”

"I know the store would be interested in something like that.”

“It's not for sale. Turn right at the stop sign and then turn left at the
next light. There, to the right. You can pull over.”

I slowed down in front of a gray apartment complex. She darted out of
the car before I had fully stopped and disappeared up a staircase. I
searched for a sign of her, noticing the cracks on the exterior of the ugly
building and the rusty handrails that resembled blood spots in the dim
lighting. She never showed and I eventually drove away.

She came into the store about a week later, never acknowledging me
and avoiding eye contact as she walked to the African section, leaving a
trail of gum wrappers and pennies behind her. She slipped out before
closing time and I did not see her for a couple of weeks. In the
meantime, I acquired more African books and when she came into the
store again, she must have noticed because she approached my
counter.

"I don’t need any more books on African shamans,” she said.

“Hi, Nancy. How’re you doing?”

“I've moved onto Romania now.” She pulled out her tome and flipped it
open to page 123, which featured an intricate window display opening to
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a snow-covered landscape. “I've already gone through some of the
regular suspects: Germany, France, Russia. It might be Transylvania.
I'm not too sure.” She suddenly slammed the book shut and turned to
glare at a teenage boy with thick greasy blue hair wearing an oversized
black hoodie who had crept up behind her to steal a better view of her
book. “"Go away.”

The boy started and wiped his nose. He backed away and stumbled into
a chubby girl who dropped a book she was holding. "Now look what
you've done!” the chubby girl said. The boy picked up the book and
handed it back to her. The chubby girl scowled before gingerly grabbing
the book. Nancy retreated to her bookshelves.

“Do I have to buy this?” the chubby girl asked, showing me the bent
book cover. “He should be the one who should pay.”

The boy had already turned away and was browsing through the
medicinal section.

The chubby girl placed the book on the counter and left the store. It was
a book on familiars and a crease ran through the large black cat on the
cover. I removed the book sleeve and pressed my fingertips along the
edge of the crease.

“I can pay for that,” the boy said, suddenly appearing in front of me.
“How much is it?”

“Ten dollars,” I said, glancing at the clock. It was 12:45 a.m. and Nancy
had already left. The boy hung around after buying the book and helped
me close the store.

“Are you hiring?” he asked, as I locked the front door.

“No, not right now. It's a small shop.”

"I could help out sometimes. You don’t have to pay me.”

“I'll think about it.”

The boy nodded. “Well, all right then,” he said.

I watched him walk down the street, hunched over, his hands in the
pockets of his baggy jeans. He looked so thin and lonely and slipped his
hood on when it started raining.

I jogged over to my car and stepped into a pothole filled with water,
soaking my entire right shoe. Someone laughed and I saw Nancy waiting
by my car.

“Can you give me a ride?” she asked.

“Did your bike get stolen again?”

She shrugged and we got into the car. I tried to think of something witty
or interesting to say but instead listened to the pleasant swish of my
new windshield wipers.

“You remember,” she said, as I automatically took the turns to her
apartment.

“Oh, uh, it’s really easy.” I pulled over by her apartment complex.
“Aren’t you going to turn off the engine?”

"I thought I was just dropping you off.”

“Come in. I want to show you something.”

I followed her up two flights of stairs, falling behind after the first story.
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I tried to hush my heavy breathing as she unlocked the door.

“You're red,” she said. “Are you okay?”

I nodded and stepped into her apartment without answering. Floor to
ceiling bookshelves lined every wall, including the kitchen. The bookshelf
nearest to the front door was neatly arranged in alphabetical order and
labeled. I circled the living room, glancing from one label to another, and
realized that she had recreated the bookstore. Every book I had ever
ordered for the catalog was there. Some had taken years to find. Others
I had found at garage sales and in dumpsters.

“How?"” I asked. “Why?"

“"Why what?” she said, handing me a glass of yellow liquid.

“What is it?”

“Try it. It's good.”

I held the glass up to my nose but did not smell anything and took a
tentative sip. It tasted sweet and fizzy.

“Let me show you something.”

I followed her down a hallway lined with bookshelves on one side. My
shirt brushed the pages of the books as I squeezed through. There were
three doors at the end of the hall. The one directly in front was ajar and
led to a bathroom. She opened the door to the left.

The room was almost bare, with only a circular table in the middle
holding the tome and a single wide window open halfway.

She opened the book to page 203, which featured a fox with a bloodied
mouth in a chicken coop.

“This is my favorite story,” she said, then turned the page. The next
scene showed an Asian couple facing each other and holding hands. The
text below the figures was Japanese.

I heard something bounce against the window but it was too dark to see
anything. Nancy continued showing me various odd scenes in what
looked to be the same story. I approached the window and tried to look
out. Something hit the window again and I retreated. I turned around
and saw Nancy staring at the window.

“"Nancy?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

She had grown pale. She pointed at the window and started moaning.
Her eyes rolled upwards and she collapsed. Her body shook as she lay
on the ground and foam seeped out of her mouth. She grew still. I called
the paramedics and initially sat beside her, but her skin felt so cold and
clammy that I went outside and watched for the ambulance from the
landing.

The ambulance finally arrived and the paramedics bounded up the stairs
and into the apartment. They quickly strapped Nancy onto a stretcher
and carried her out. I rode in the back of the ambulance, holding onto
her hand as we jolted down the street. Nancy opened her eyes and
stared at me for a few minutes before closing them again. I waited in an
empty lounge at the hospital until a nurse came out.
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“You can see your girlfriend now.”

“How is she?”

“She’ll be fine. She forgot to take her medication. She just needs to rest
now.”

She was sleeping when I entered the room. I settled into a chair by the
corner and watched her for a bit before falling asleep. When I woke up
she was gone. I stopped a few passing nurses but they had just arrived
for their shifts and the night crew had already left.

I had to take three buses back to her place. I knocked on the door to
her apartment and waited but she never came. I sat in my car for a
while, not sure what to do, and went home after pasting a note on her
door.

She did not come into the store that night or the next. During the day, I
would knock on her door. When I saw the note still hanging there on the
third day, I tore it off. I was about to leave when her neighbor’s door
opened and a man stepped out.

“Are you looking for that girl?” he asked. "I can hear you knocking on
her door every day. I think she moved out.”

“Have you seen her?”

“No, I haven't heard anything through the walls in days. You should ask
the landlady downstairs. She might know.”

I waited until he had walked away before knocking on her door again.
“Are you Kevin?” A middle-aged woman had appeared on the landing.
“She left a few days ago. Paid for the rest of her lease but left her books
behind for you. Said that you run a bookstore?”

“Yeah, that's me.”

“Do you think you could empty the apartment by Monday? I have to get
it cleaned and ready to move in.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

“Sure, sure,” the landlady said. She unlocked the door and stepped back
to let me in.

The air was musty and the apartment appeared unchanged. The book
collection was intact and a few pieces of furniture remained. A cockroach
skittered away as I turned on the kitchen light.

“Actually, my lease is running out soon,” I said. "How about I rent this
place from you? It looks like it’s in good shape.”

“Could you? Oh that would be great. Let’s go back to my office to fill out
some paperwork.”

My lease was not ending for six months but I knew I would find
something in that apartment that would indicate what happened to
Nancy. I was certain she was trying to send me a message by leaving all
her books for me. I was worried that she had suffered a mental blow
from whatever had terrified her. I restlessly waited while the landlady
prepared the lease agreement and reviewed the terms. I signed and
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initialed a stack of papers before she finally handed me a set of keys.

When I returned to the apartment, I immediately went to the room
where Nancy had collapsed. It was completely empty. The window
overlooked a broken parking lot. The opposite door opened to the
bedroom. A bare mattress lay in one corner with a pile of books leaning
precariously beside it. The closet door was slightly ajar. Inside, a mound
of clothes covered the floor and three unmarked white boxes lined the
single shelf.

I spent the entire weekend sorting through Nancy’s possessions. 1
washed her clothes and set them aside neatly. I rummaged through the
white boxes in the closet and found a strange collection of papers and
newspaper clippings. I discovered nothing that would help me find her.
No legal records, nothing with her full name, or correspondence. Her
mailbox only contained flyers and letters to “"Current Resident”. I tried to
obtain more information from the landlady, but she immediately grew
suspicious and refused to tell me, despite my assurances that I was
Nancy’s friend.

Within her book collection, I slowly found books that were not duplicates
of the ones in the bookstore. I set them aside and counted fourteen
brand new books devoid of any markings or hidden scraps of paper. I
started reading them, taking notes on the general theme, the names of
characters, and any odd fluctuations in the storyline. I raced through the
novels and enjoyed them, but plodded through the nonfiction texts on
subjects like tikis and aboriginal witchcraft. By the end of the year, I
finished all of them without feeling any closer to finding Nancy or
learning more about her.

I considered the months I had spent reading and realized how much
more isolated I had become. I no longer looked forward to Melinda’s
visits as I used to. I started to notice her flaws and her annoying
penchant for laughing at my serious comments. The customers bored
me more than usual. Their questions unrelated to the store or the store’s
collection aggravated me. I started to avoid the counter unless someone
was actually purchasing something. I became so unused to speaking
that my voice cracked when I did.

And then it hit me. I had placed all fourteen books on the floor and was
staring at them again to try to find a connecting theme when I saw the
message. Looking at the first letter of each title, I read, “I love you
Kevin.” The extra book was an anthology of ghost stories from
Savannah.

I immediately took leave from the store for the first time in years and
started driving. It would take a few days for me to reach Savannah but
the hours on the road passed as my mind rushed through various
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tangents. She loved me after such a short time. She must’ve known and
I was relieved.

I reached Savannah just after sunset and started walking. I passed a
couple of empty squares deeply shrouded in shadows and reached a
crowded street by a river. I checked into a hotel to better plan my steps
and marked the sights mentioned in the book on a map I had picked up
at a bar. The next day, I visited each spot and ended at a cemetery. I
read a few of the tombstones and spent the rest of the day sitting on a
bench beneath a weeping willow scanning people’s faces.

I did not realize how late it was when a guard asked me to leave. As the
sun set and the lampposts lit up, I became aware of how alone I was in
an unfamiliar city spending what little savings I had. I felt the pain of
defeat and failure. Perhaps I had misread the message. It was possible
that the letters had merely lined up into that sentence. She was gone
and I was going home.

A group of people huddled in the corner of the street, chatting noisily
and laughing. I passed them but had to wait for the crosswalk sign to
change. I glanced at the group and then I saw her. She had dyed her
hair black and wore makeup and a costume but I still recognized the
face that I had fallen in love with.

“All right everyone,” she said. “It’s 7:00 and it looks like everyone’s
here.” The group drew nearer to her. *“Welcome to Savannah’s best
ghost tour! If everyone could pay for their tour now, I'd really appreciate
it. This should only take about an hour and tips are more than welcome
at the end. We're going to start at this cemetery right here. But before I
begin, did you know that you are all walking on the dead?”

I quietly asked someone how much the tour cost and passed along my
cash. I followed at the back of the group and listened to Nancy prattle
about the sights. She had chosen the lighthearted ghost stories from the
anthology. One was about a ghost who stole women’s undergarments
and moved jewelry. Another was a child who snuggled next to any
female sleeper that resembled its mother. The more horrific ghost
stories were delicately unmentioned. She only added a few
embellishments. We clustered in unlit sections of sidewalks gazing at
one haunted place after another. Every once in a while our eyes met but
she failed to recognize me in the darkness. I could barely distinguish the
features of some of the people walking beside me.

We wound back at the cemetery at the end of the tour. I waited until
everyone had given her tips and dispersed before I approached her.
“Nancy?”

“Yes? How may I help you?”

“It's me. Kevin. Don’t you remember?”

“Kevin...no, I'm sorry. I don’t think we’'ve met.”
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"I work at the bookstore. I was there when you collapsed in your
apartment. At the hospital?”

Her eyes widened and she backed away from me. “You! What are you
doing here? What do you want?”

"I got your message. I found you.”

“You just stay away from me.” She ran off before I had a chance to
respond and disappeared down the street. I was too shocked and tired
to follow her.

I waited at the corner the next couple of nights but the tour guide was
always different. I asked each one about Nancy but none of them had
ever heard of her before. I went on competing ghost tours but never
saw her again. I had to leave the city at the end of the week to avoid
losing my job. Melinda had already called a few times to nag me about
the store and the impossible store hours she could not handle. I left
Savannah in temporary defeat, already planning to return once I settled
my affairs back home.

When I unlocked the door to Nancy’s apartment I immediately noticed
that the thirteen books I had left lying on the floor were missing. In their
place someone had written, “You invoke evil”, in large red block letters.
I shuddered to think who could have been in the apartment while I was
gone. I checked for signs of a break in but found none. Everything else
was untouched until I walked into the bedroom. The mattress was
missing. My bed sheets were crumpled in a corner. The stack of Nancy’s
clothes had disappeared. I opened the closet and noted the absent white
boxes.

I asked the neighbors and the landlady if they had seen Nancy or heard
anything in the apartment while I was gone but they all said no. Yet I
knew that while I had lingered in Savannah, Nancy had returned.

All I had left were her books and that message. I tried to erase the
message but whatever she used to write it stubbornly clung to the
carpet fibers. I had been wrong. I was foolish to think that she could
love me after such a short time spent together. She was clearly
frightened, but in time, I was certain that I could convince her
otherwise. I would eventually transform “You invoke evil” to “I love you
Kevin”.
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Matt Kolbet

Scavengers

"I thought you boys were going home.” Their mother spoke without
concern, as though she’d been forgetful and only just now caught
herself. She called them boys, but they’d been old enough to hunt for
many years and would have scorned protection if it were offered. Their
father had taught them that before he died—you got to take care of
yourself; it was probably the one lesson they recalled best, though
growing up in the middle of the country almost meant the middle of lots
of conflicting ideas. Sometimes it was better to live by the folktales and
the ways others forgot. That got results.

The woman said nothing about the body they dragged behind them.
The two men took the corpse behind the shed and their mother went
back to digging. She had potatoes coming already.

The body had a little bit of life in it. Enough to apologize or to beg for
mercy, but it did neither.

“Still got ya,” it said, grinning before death. Hugo flinched; it was not
enough to let time run unhurriedly to this expiration. Without consulting
his brother, Hugo moved to step on the body’s neck. He leant all his
weight to the task a few seconds, until the flesh no longer breathed or
smiled, except in rictus.

“He wasn't going to say anything else,” Hugo said. Freddie, his brother,
nodded, though secretly he did not agree. And even if no more words
were forthcoming, Freddie wanted time. He wanted to watch the body
pass, to consult with that fading light. Seeing the light dim in the eyes
would give him an interim for thinking.

Hugo had given the first apples to Lilith last year, and nothing came
from it. She had not grown with child. Not until...Freddie looked down at
the body again, wondering if death was the outcome when people
intervened for themselves instead of trusting the old lore.

Freddie looked away. There was nothing to do now. He heard their
mother calling the pigs, two of which were named for he and his brother.
She was not a woman given to comedy, and Freddie felt certain she had
not bestowed the names as a joke.

His brother was staring at the still body. Hugo often looked menacing,
and his mouth, missing more than a fistful of teeth, added to the effect.
Hugo sensed Freddie's stare.

“What?”

“Your mouth. I mean, your teeth. You don't track them when they fall
out. Could Lilith have gotten one somehow?”

"I don’t know.”
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“Not that it would have mattered, I suppose,” sad Freddie. “Teeth have
never been—"

“You don't know!” screamed Hugo. "Nobody can tell, right. There might
be some kind of spell we ain’t heard of.”

Freddie only nodded. He did that a lot around Hugo, around everyone. It
was a world to watch. He didn’t believe most of the old folkways, least
not the way Hugo believed, like he might become some kind of supernal
entity. Freddie was beginning to think belief was only valuable if it
helped you get along without trouble.

Their mother called. Though the names were the same as some of the
animals, there was an inflection in her voice superfluous to pigs. Hugo
and Freddie returned to the house. Their mother was done with the
chickens and stared at her boys as they approached.

“You take care of him?”

Hugo said yes, but Freddie added, “"We still have to bury the body.”
They went in to lunch. If they had left him alive, Hugo would have set
his shoes near the fire, so when the soles warmed, not quite burning or
melting, their victim would feel it. He would never know for sure how
much suffering the superstition caused—if any, Freddie thought—but he
would feel a continuation of his power, the ability to make someone
suffer.

One of the chickens furnished the lunch. Freddie almost laughed at such
consideration, but their house was not one for jocund moments, and
certainly not today on the heels of another death. He thought about all
the insects Hugo’s boot had smashed, those thousand little deaths. Did
warm heels hasten their end, too? Though perhaps immolation was
preferable, or at least quicker than the way most men died.

After lunch they each had chores and Freddie was grateful. He wanted a
span to himself. Hugo usually went hunting, and while his brother should
be the one to bury the body, Freddie volunteered for the task.

“We still need to eat,” he said. It was explanation enough. Life belonged
to the living. Hugo stormed away from the table, which was almost a
ritual, too. Freddie did not know if his brother needed to build his anger
up for hunting, or if he never quite settled down from some prior fury.
Their mother accepted the dirty dishes left on the table as part of her
duty.

Freddie began to remove his plate, but she stopped him. “You need to
go get a shovel.” Her husband had never let her miss cleaning them, not
without paying for it, and she wasn’t about to test her sons.

She was right of course. Even if Hugo’s reasons for the body were a
problem, the body itself was simple. It would attract flies and animals
before long, but mainly scavengers, not the kind that had much meat.
We're like that, too, Freddie considered as he got the shovel from the
shed.
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He lugged the body from behind the shed. In the midday sun, bright, it
looked more terrible yet. Things grotesque should be hidden, like
excrement. But the body had to be buried.

“"Where now?” Freddie asked himself. They had rid themselves of dogs in
the past, and insects were easily smashed into the very dirt. This was
something else.

The woods around the property, though not extensive, were large
enough for further concealment. He began to drag the body, careless of
sticks and rocks, and thought of the days when he was in school.

He had been a different person then, willing to speak to, even to argue
with fate. He remembered one essay where he’d sought to prove that
Clytemnestra did not deserve to die, even after she made Agamemnon a
cuckold and then a corpse. He'd gone as far as to argue that she was the
original feminist, but the teacher, who seemed to believe in Olympian
gods and justice as much as anything, dismissed the argument, telling
Freddie that the woman’s guilt condemned her, even if her faults, the
death of a husband, paled in comparison to that of Helen, who started a
war. Seeing how little the earth moved when he spoke, when he
commanded minds to open, Freddie gave up. He no longer bothered
with Latin or reading ancient texts. What did they have to do with his
laden mother or his absent father?

He stopped, listening for Hugo elsewhere in the woods.

Though he was a few years younger, Hugo probably missed their father
more. The old man had been swallowed up by war, which was a sand
dune eternally hungry.

When his marks at school slipped, Freddie’s mother did not fuss. There
were no choruses or councils to appeal. He simply became a bit more
like everyone else. Regression to mean, concluded Freddie. In the end,
scavengers got everyone.

“You've always got a place here,” his mother told him. And she meant it.
He could stay beyond her passing, whenever it came.

But in the woods it was easy to slip back into forgotten thoughts.
Tempora nostra nunc sunt mala; vitia nostra, magna.

Freddie knew it was true. Times were bad and likely to get worse with
their sins. They couldn’t go on like this forever: Hugo hunting, but
letting things get to him more, and their mother, happy that she only
had to tend the land and the animals, that most things were paid for,
but never thinking about what you couldn’t just pay for and forget.
Fratrés nihil cum ratione heri gerébant.

Yes, that was more like it, because he did not worry too greatly about
his mother. She was just one of yesterday’s thoughts. But Hugo, that
was a different story. Even if he forgot the brother’s keeper stuff they
fed you in church, which he wasn’t sure he could do, Hugo had to be
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watched. Ignoring him, and leaving Hugo alone with their mother was a

kind of matricide. It was the reason Freddie had stayed longer than he’d
intended, and the recognition, like the body he dragged behind him, was
ugly.

He found a space where the trees weren't too close together, so there
wouldn’t be countless roots to avoid or cut through while he interred this
man. Hugo had not wanted to recognize Tanner as a man, but he was.
That was the problem for Hugo, so many people were.

“About half the population,” Freddie said softly to himself, slumping
Tanner’s body against a tree and grabbing his shovel.

The ground was stiff. Hard. He dug and dug. Fortunately, the earth,
once broken, did not resist too much. Looking around, Freddie guessed
there weren’t many more places in the woods where the ground would
give way. No, they couldn’t go on like this forever.

“Poor Tanner,” he said, laying the other man in the hole he had created.
It was as much a eulogy as he could offer, for Tanner had simply been
decent when Hugo was riled up, which made him unlucky.

Freddie had been present when Hugo had found out Lilith was pregnant,
and had threatened to kill her, moving as if to hit her. Tanner stepped
between Hugo and the woman, and the intervention looked like a
confession to Hugo, who bided his time.

When Freddie finished putting the dirt over the grave, hoping it was
deep enough to hold until the first frost, he looked up and saw Hugo.
“You finished then?”

Freddie started to nod, but said, “"Almost. I want to make sure it will
hold him.”

Hugo laughed at this. “I've caught some meat,” Hugo said. Freddie
didn’t bother looking. He did not need to see another carcass.

“And I've got great news!” Hugo's excitement was almost as frightening
as his wrath. “Lilith’s lost the baby.”

Freddie pushed his shovel against the ground, but not hard enough to
break the surface again. A miscarriage, then. He did not like to calculate
how many people were lost because of him, for loving Lilith like he did
and being unable to restrain himself, despite knowing how angry Hugo
would be. That was another hole he had dug

“I hope you didn’t scare her,” he said, looking at Hugo running his hands
along the barrel of the rifle.

“No,” his brother replied, shaking his head. “"But I'm glad. I just don't
want her to do it again. And it will be easier for us to be together if she
doesn’t have some bastard kid.”

“Uh huh. I want to finish here, then I'll move along.”

Hugo did not wait.

When he was alone again, Freddie pushed idly at the loose ground
where he had put Tanner’s body. Everything was wrong. When Lilith had
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come to him, Freddie let her cry, seeing that she needed it, and knowing
that sometimes tears helped people heal. He could not recall seeing his
mother cry, but she was a hard woman, who adapted herself to the
circumstance of her life. Lilith did not cry long—perhaps she was on her
way to becoming another hard woman. Freddie kept his arm around, too
long it seemed. For then Lilith kissed him, and he kissed back, and they
devoured each other in a need they hadn’t known existed until then.
Only when Hugo found her pregnant, he had wanted to punish Lilith.
And Freddie, despite being the cause of the new life in her, felt angry at
the woman, as though she had failed to keep a secret. When Tanner
stepped forward to protect her, Freddie felt all the more cowardly in his
silence. It was not the first time he had beaten his younger brother to a
prize, but the first when the consequences went beyond simple injury.
He saw, too, that the old beliefs, the superstitions that he never
discouraged in Hugo, were just another means of controlling him, and
blinding him so Freddie could feel superior, like he had at school.

He stepped back cautiously. The ground over the body would smooth
itself under the wind and harden into a whole, one the rain might soften
but never obliterate.

Freddie looked in the opposite direction of the farm and the house where
Hugo would be showing off the animal he had killed. That was the last
thought he gave to his mother before turning his back on the home.

If he kept walking, there might be people he could impress just by
talking. And if he cleaned up a splash before he spoke, that would be
even better. Freddie might eventually find another woman. He saw that
he did not love Lilith, but he must have a companion. Staying here
would make that impossible; Hugo and he were both too jealous. It was
best to leave. When Freddie did not return, Hugo might hunt him, might
even start that night, but Freddie would keep on walking. The woods did
not go on forever. Still, he would bring the shovel, because it was
something he could believe in. A man could always use a shovel, to
make tracks or cover them, even as a courtesy to the next fellow.
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Linda Crate

Thistles and Thorns

I watched the mother bird

fight thistle and thorn

to find food

for her babies in the harsh winter
storm,

and yet as she sat on those
thin branches

struggling to feed herself and
her children she still sang

to me a song;

reminding me that even in the
most terrible of storms

there's always something to be
grateful for

even in the dimmest light,
there is an absence of darkness
somewhere and so I smiled

and I sang a song to her;
perhaps, it was in my head but I
could have sworn she

smiled back.
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Linda Crate

Longing for the Country

I miss the country

with all her soliloquies of flowers,
and the feeling of warmth and safety
growing in the roots of every

old tree;

here I stand in the city

where sirens blare and there's always
someone all too willing to

break you out of dreams or to cause you
to shy away from epiphanies—

in the city you can't trust your
neighbors the same

as you can in the country,

and people seem colder than the very
ice growing on a winter's sidewalk;

I long for the countryside

with all her sloping hills and valleys

all her fields and flowers

of the wildlife that frolicked so lovingly
in her heartbeat.
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