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GWEN ASHBY 

Familiar Territory 

Liam sprinted all the way home. He was neck and neck 

with Sketch for the first mile, until the weasel bolted ahead at 

his corner and headed to the brick house at the end of the cul de 

sac.  

“Ha! Got you again!” Sketch yelled, slowing to a 

backwards jog, arms raised in mock victory. 

That was up for debate, Liam thought. He turned around 

long enough to flip his friend off, then raced an imaginary 

opponent the two miles home. From Allen Trimble Middle 

School, Liam’s house was a straight 3 mile shot down Pioneer. 

The road had originally been dirt, wide enough to get farm 

equipment in and out of an endless quilt of corn and soybeans. 

Now it was paved and most of the fields were either dead or 

converted into developments like Sketch’s. Big houses with 3 

car garages and walk out basements.  

Liam picked up the pace at Route 47 and turned into his 

driveway a good ten feet ahead of his shadow adversary. The 

house was set back from the road on five acres the family had 

managed to hold onto.  The Bennetts had once owned a 

hundred times that, but according to Dad, they’d been screwed 

out of it before his grandfather was born.  Liam figured there 

was more to the story, but he didn’t ask.  

It was a century old farmhouse, drafty, with warped 

wooden floors and pale yellow paint that never stopped 

peeling. The porch slanted eight inches from right to left, but 

so did the rest of the house. From a distance, it looked normal. 

Liam grabbed the mail and jogged up the drive. He felt 

good. Mr. Sharpe had finally posted the list for the regional 

debate team and Liam was on it. No small feat for a kid who 

stuttered until he was 11 and still hesitated when he got 

nervous. He’d also gotten his American History project back: 

A-. Dad was coming home tonight after a week on the road and 

Liam had something decent to report. 
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The screen door slammed as he entered. Shit. He was 

supposed to swap out the old hinges while Dad was gone. The 

grandfather clock read 3:25, which meant it was almost 4. The 

clock, like most of the house’s furniture, was a hand me down 

from more fortunate Bennetts.  

“Hey Mom! When’s Dad getting home?” Liam yelled. 

She rushed down the stairs, holding a finger to her lips.  

“Shhh. He’s sleeping.”  

She’d done her hair and was wearing a light blue blouse 

that he liked. It matched her eyes and made her hair look 

especially blond. She must have liked it too, because she 

always smiled more when she wore it.  

Sorry, he mouthed.  

Walking into the kitchen, they raised their voices to a half 

whisper. Dad was a light sleeper.  

“How was school?”  

The table and counters were piled with plastic grocery 

bags. Unpacking one, Liam said, “Sharpe put up the roster.” 

She was on a chair, putting away a bag of flour. “That’s 

great, Li. God, this is such a pain in the ass.”  

She grunted as she got off the chair and filled him in on 

her day. How the vacuum broke mid-morning and the dog 

puked all over Grandma’s carpet and the store had only one 

checker and Aunt Bridgette had phoned and talked her ear off 

about her loser boyfriend.  

Liam finished the rest of the groceries while Mom started 

dinner and told him about a family at church who’d lost 

everything in a fire.  

“Bummer, Mom. Sorry.” Liam begged off helping and 

left to do homework. He’d tell her about the debate team later. 

He grabbed his backpack from beside the front door and 

tiptoed upstairs. Flopping on his bed, he stared at the poster of 

JFK over his desk and considered how to minimize the fallout 

from the screen door. Kennedy was squinting into the sun and 

steering his yacht. His polo was the same color as Mom’s 

blouse.  
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Dad was a sales rep and traveled half the month. They 

basically lived in two worlds: Dad Here and Dad Gone. He was 

never prepared for Dad Here. He’d meant to fix the door – he’d 

even brought the tool box up from the basement - but Dad 

Gone always put him in a time warp and Dad Here always hit 

him from behind. 

# 

Liam must have nodded off, because he awoke with a 

jerk at the sound of Dad’s voice. 

“Why the hell does she have to sing all the time?” 

Margaret was 12 and she did sing all the time. The only time 

Liam ever saw her without earbuds was during church. The rest 

of the time she was pretending to be Christina Aguilera or 

Beyoncé. She was convinced she was going to be the youngest 

American Idol winner ever. 

“Where the hell is Liam? LIAM! It’s time for dinner!” 

Shaking off the rest of his nap, Liam hustled downstairs 

and slipped into his chair. Pork chops and rice. Frozen peas. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled. They bowed their heads, waiting for 

grace. Silence. Opening an eye, Liam saw Dad shuffling 

through the mail. 

“Hi Dad. H-h-how was the road?”  

“I thought you were done with that stutter,” he said, not 

looking up. Margaret and Mom exchanged glances. Liam’s 

right temple throbbed. He’d woken up too quick. 

“Mr. Sharpe p-posted the team today.” 

Dad was opening a flat envelope. He unfolded a single 

sheet of thick stationery. Liam caught his expression and knew 

what was coming just before Dad said it. 

“Goddammit.”  

“What?” Mom looked nervous. Her shirt was a mess. 

Something dark and goopy had splattered on the front and the 

pretty blue looked like it was buried in crap. 

Dad pushed his chair back from the table.  

“Those sons of bitches passed me over again.” 

Dad had been itching for a bigger sales area for as long as 

Liam could remember. 
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“I’m sorry, Pat.” Mom’s voice was higher than usual. 

Liam recognized the tone. Whenever Dad got upset Mom 

pretended harder that everything was ok. 

Margaret tried changing the subject. “Let’s wash the cars 

this weekend. It’s supposed to be really hot.” Her smile made 

Liam cringe.  

“Pat, why don’t you sit down and eat. It’ll make you feel 

better.” As soon as the words left Mom’s lips, Liam wished she 

could take them back. Here it comes. 

“Feel better?” Dad bellowed. 

No, he would not feel better. He’d been told he’d feel 

better all his goddamn life and it was a goddamn lie. He 

grabbed his beer and headed to the living room. A couple 

minutes later, Alex Trebek asked someone to rephrase in the 

form of a question. 

Margaret took her untouched plate to the kitchen and 

went upstairs. Mom began cleaning while Liam ate in silence, 

the steady pulse in his temple getting louder with each bite.  

# 

Later, Liam was in his room, trying to write an essay 

about The Great Depression. His head was still pounding and 

Margaret’s blaring music wasn’t helping. For the last twenty 

minutes, the bass line and his head would be in step, then 

they’d get off beat and eventually come back together again. It 

made Liam feel like a nutcase, like his head was being pulled 

in different directions. Eventually he gave up and went 

downstairs. Dad was still in the living room, watching a 

Simpsons rerun. Walking past, Liam could see four empties on 

the coffee table.  

Mom had left the mail on the dining room table. Looking 

through it, he saw a letter from Allen Trimble Middle School. 

It was hand addressed to him and “Sharpe” had been written 

under the school’s return address. It was the debate team 

acceptance letter. He folded it and slipped it in a back pocket. 

Getting some ice cream, Liam heard Dad laugh. Figuring 

the coast was clear, he went to the living room and sat at the 

other end of the couch.  
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“Remember this one, Li? When they whack the snakes?” 

Liam smiled. “It’s a good one, Dad.” 

Between the beer and TV, Dad was in a better mood. 

They watched the next episode without saying much. By the 

end of it, Liam’s headache had shrunk to a dull annoyance. At 

the commercial break, Liam brought up his history project. 

“Good, son. That’s good.” Dad got up and came back 

with another beer.  

The news had come on. They had video of that family’s 

fire. It was a wreck. Flames shooting from windows, smoke 

everywhere, neighbors in bathrobes. The next day it looked 

like a barbeque pit. One day you had a house. The next day you 

didn’t.  

Dad was mumbling something Liam couldn’t make out. 

He thought about asking, but he was sleepy. Standing up, he 

pulled the letter out of his pocket. He’d show Dad instead of 

telling him. Looked more important. 

“Liam, I thought I told you to fix the door.” 

Shit.  

“Sorry. I’ll do it.” 

“Well, it seems if you’re gonna do it, you could’ve done 

it when I asked you to.” 

“Sorry.” 

Liam made a move to leave, but Dad wasn’t done. He 

downed the rest of his beer. “You know why I’m gone half the 

time? For you. For you and your mom and your sister.” He was 

getting louder. “I didn’t get it easy like you. I had to work for 

what I got.”  

The newscasters had moved on to sports. 

“Get me another beer.” 

Liam went to the kitchen. His ears had started ringing and 

it felt like the blood in his body had sped up while everything 

else had slowed down. Liam checked behind the new food in 

the fridge. No beer. 

  



 

12 

Walking back empty handed, Liam considered going out 

the front door. He saw himself running down the driveway and 

all the way to Sketch’s. It was warm tonight and Liam was fast. 

Even if Dad was in his car, he would be slow and old.  

He entered the living room instead. Dad already had the 

keys in his hand. “Next time I tell you to do something, do it.” 

The screen door slammed on his way out. 

Seinfeld had come on. The laugh track hit Liam like a 

slap upside the head. He turned it off and ran upstairs, taking 

them two at a time and wishing he had any life but his own. 

Margaret’s music was still on. It pounded his head, a tribal 

drum readying for attack.    

“Shut that fucking thing off,” he yelled, entering his 

room. He stood behind the closed door, breathing hard. It hurt 

to have his eyes open, but when he closed them, the darkness 

was suffocating. Crossing to the bed, he sat down, the letter 

crunching in his pocket. He took it out and looked it over. 

Cheap school paper. Opening it, he read Sharpe’s 

congratulations. “You have been selected…” Ha. What a joke. 

Looking up at JFK, he crumpled the letter into a ball, 

aimed at the yacht’s steering wheel, and bounced it for a 

perfect basket into the trash. 
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JACK BACHMANN 

the moon rose early in the day sky 

the moon rose early in the day sky 

it looked hollow like a shadowed half of an egg shell 

i am feeling so blue/azure/navy/cerulean/cobalt/stuck between 

violet and green/sad  

like my cheeks are weighed down with inevitable results that  

i wanted to avoid 

i could use you here 

like a tool if i could manipulate  

you to where i am i would 

for i am sad and you are in another place 

you would be nice right now in the same way tears  

are convenient   

when 

you are a darker shade of aquamarine  

but  

not quite sad enough  

your smile bright white is glowing yellow more austere than 

pastel.  

your laugh makes me feel like the yellow wallpaper in my 

parents dining room 

not like the story that is sad and scary 

like the meals i have shared with ones i love 

please taint me green like the grass 

so i am no longer the April showers  

i am the blooming spring 

i am green/mint/lime/emerald/jade/pine/more yellow than 

blue/more blue than yellow 
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Rival Sunrises 

at seven thirty-two am, 

there was a sunrise to rival the best of sunrises. 

it was widely considered by early risers and horizon watchers 

and sun chasers 

to be a peak experience. 

a real life landscape painting slowly shading the whole 

Midwest. 

by seven forty-five (still in the morning), 

the sun was still rising but no longer painting  

and the experts said: 

“there will be another, tomorrow will come soon.” 

 

at seven ten pm, 

the sun will cease its busy work and sketch out another 

landscape 

for all of the Midwest sun chasers and horizon watchers before 

the moon spills black ink on the sky for the night owls. 

and in-between the first painting and the last painting of the 

day, 

we will all carry on drinking coffee and day dreaming  

about other sunsets and sunrises. 

never stopping to realize that when the sun rose, 

the day was one-fourth over. 

 

when the sun set, 

there was one-fourth left. 

and we spent the other twelve hours thinking 

about two moments in the day 

and how wonderfully the sun chose to color 

the beginning and the end. 

 

  



 

15 

CHARLES BANE, JR. 

What I Whisper 

What I whisper  

is not single-celled, 

but a colony and trees 

bent in light leaving from  

their stems wash the depths 

of me. I am stunned when  

morning comes; dew beads 

every blade, and we who 

loved the night shadows 

are painted green. 

 

As Einstein Pedaled 

As Einstein pedaled his 

bicycle in wide and wider arcs 

and laughed among the multitudes 

of pi, did he sense what  

you and I discovered too, 

that there is a great unsaid 

and you alone with me walk the wildness 

of its storms? Its circumference is garlanded 

around your head and granaries 

of unborn stars are sifted through the 

hands, and my love, I fall. 

I fall. 

I fall unbordered and  

unwound as time 

and surrounding like snow. 
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KAY BERG 

Solstice 

      December 2013 

On this night, 

the teenage boy who will become my father 

hitches a horse to a borrowed sleigh 

and rounds up his friends  

for a ride through the silent streets. 

On this night, 

the young woman who will become my mother 

skates on Kellogg’s Pond, 

calling and laughing, 

braids and scarf flying. 

On this night, 

my father and I shovel snow together  

late into the Wisconsin evening – 

Just the two of us, 

our visible breath, and the northern lights. 

On this night, 

my husband and children and I 

bundle up past bedtime 

to go out for a “winter wonderland walk” 

through the silver world transformed. 

In the woods, 

the bear sleeps in his den; 

the hare hides from the tracking fox; 

the stag pauses and lifts his head, 

listening to the crackling frost; 

chickadees huddle in feather balls,  

living ornaments hung in hollow oaks. 
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We who were once of the wild, 

return in the long darkness 

to the circle of warmth and light  

that calls us back 

from the deep, 

from the ancient mystery,  

from giants’ campfires 

and ancestors’ torches, 

from night secrets,  

to rituals of our own making  

and the safety of the hearth, 

drawn by the pull of the sun, 

now far distant. 

On this night 

when the blanketing welkin of November 

gives way to December stars, 

the Earth turns and 

we feel the gravity of home. 



 

18 

WES BISHOP 

Leg Up 

I still remember the exact day and time Eric changed 

forever. 

“Charging up my death lasers,” he said in the store. Mom 

had run into a friend and was talking to her by the shoes, 

leaving us to entertain ourselves between the racks of clothing. 

“Death lasers?” I countered. “No match for my super-

deluxe shields!” We had just learned out to spell deluxe in 

school, and I was secretly enjoying my ability to use it, at 

whim, in my everyday vocabulary. Eric had been impressed 

when I first used it and so to show my superiority (rightfully 

earned I might add by my two year advantage on him) I used it 

a lot. 

“We’ll see,” Eric said as he pointed his imaginary ray gun 

at me. “Preparing the death laser countdown. Five, four, three, 

two…”  

Eric’s face became blank as his body suddenly 

straightened. 

At first I thought it was part of the game.  

“Ha! Have your lasers run out of power?” 

Eric didn’t respond. Instead he stared ahead at the sign. 

50% Off, While it Lasts! it read. Eric was only in second grade 

and his reading was below average. So I wondered what he was 

looking at.  

“Eric,” I said as I waved my hand in front of his face. 

“Are you alright?” 

Drool began to appear around the corner of his lips. 

“MOM!” I yelled. “Something’s wrong with Eric!” 

My mother, after registering my yells came running.  

“What is it?” She said as she kneeled in front of Eric. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “We were just playing and all of a 

sudden he just… stopped.” 

“Eric, sweetie? Look at me honey,” Mom said as she 

gently touched his face. 
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Eric didn’t move. He just kept staring at the sign.  

“Honey, look at me! You’re scaring mommy.” She gently 

shook him, and that’s when everything changed. 

Eric’s head snapped backwards and then forwards. He 

breathed deeply and then he shook his head back and forth, like 

he was dislodging something from inside his skull. 

“Mom?” 

“Yes, honey,” Mom said almost crying, she had grabbed 

a hold of him tight when his head snapped back. 

“Mom, is that really you?” Eric seemed confused. 

“Eric, are you alright little buddy?” I asked. 

“Holy shit! Alan look at you!” Eric laughed manically. “I 

can’t believe it. It really worked!” 

I stepped back afraid. 

“Don’t be scared, Alan,” Eric said freeing himself from 

Mom’s grip. “It’s me your brother. I can’t believe it worked. 

Hey, Alan open your mouth. Let me see your teeth.” 

Confused I did as I was asked. 

“Ha! Look at how crooked they are! You haven’t even 

gotten your braces yet.” 

My mouth shut suddenly. I didn’t like being reminded at 

how snaggle-toothed my smile was. Especially by my little 

brother. 

“Eric, what’s going on?” My mom asked. “Are you 

playing some kind of game?” 

“And Mom, look at you. You look so young…and thin. 

Wow, I can’t wait to see Dad.” 

Eric surveyed his surroundings. “I’d forgotten how tall 

everything looks when you’re this short.” 

“Jenny, is everything alright?” Mom’s friend asked. 

“I…think so,” Mom answered. 

“Mom, trust me. Everything is fine. I can explain. First 

though, is Burger King still open in this year? It has to be. 

Alright. First thing first, I’ve had a hankering for a Whopper 

for ten years now. Let’s go!” 
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In the car, on the way home, I sat and listened to Eric. It 

had taken a good ten minutes to convince him that he had to sit 

in the back since he was so short.  

“Eric,” Mom said for the hundredth time, “you are not 

from the future, you are not a time-traveler, and you are not 

sitting up front. End of discussion.” 

“Mom, I just went through decades of time and space. I 

think I can handle the front seat.” 

Finally Mom had had enough. Picking him up, she had 

placed him in the back and fastened his seat belt. Eric’s eyes 

had grown big at the experience of being man-handled.  

A few moments of silence driving down the road, and 

Eric had re-evaluated his approach.  

“Okay Mom. I apologize. Apparently the idiots at New 

Future got the co-ordinates wrong for my arrival. I was 

supposed to emerge well after time travel had been known to 

your era. But that is the danger with going back. Things are 

constantly changing. It’s not always easy to figure out how the 

timelines are going to change.” 

“Uh-huh sweetie,” Mom said.  

“Hey, that’s the second Burger King we’ve passed. 

Aren’t we going to stop off for some food?” 

“No. I’m making meatloaf tonight. You don’t need to be 

eating any junk food before dinner.” 

Eric was silent for a while. I looked at him. He looked so 

different. The way he held himself. The way he spoke. I envied 

his prank, wished in fact that he would have clued me in, we 

could have tag teamed Mom. 

“Okay,” Eric said after a few moments. “I’m going to try 

and explain this as best as I can. But I need you to listen Mom. 

Alright?” 

“Whatever you say sweetie.” 

“Okay. In the future, my future, people can pay to go 

back in time and get a leg up. Do you ever wonder how 

different your life might have been Mom if you had fifteen or 

twenty years to jump start a career? Think about it. You could 

take everything you know as an adult, and take it back with 
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you. You could skip all of grade school and high school and 

start applying to Harvard, or start working on a cure for cancer. 

We waste so much time as kids learning all of this stuff, only to 

have one or two decades of productivity.” 

“Alright,” I said with an air of self-importance. “If what 

you’re saying is true then tell me who’s the president in your 

time?” I looked at him smugly. It was good joke and all, a 

damn good joke, but I would teach him not to include me in his 

pranks in the future. 

“Alan, have you been listening to nothing?” Eric looked 

at me like I was an idiot. “How would telling you who the 

president is in 2045 help prove my story? There’s no way to 

prove it. And as I said before, everything is now changing. 

Being here changes the future. Just having this conversation 

with you guys changes the future. If we were to stop off and 

have Burger King, that would initiate a series of events that 

could culminate in drastic differences for the space-time 

continuum.” 

I turned around in my seat blushing with embarrassment. 

I hadn’t understood everything he said, but I got the gist of it. 

Alan you’re stupid. 

“Nice try, trying to sneak Burger King back in there Mr. 

Time-Traveler. But the answer is still ‘no.’” Mom said. “But I 

am so proud of you and your brother’s vocabularies. First Alan 

with deluxe and now you Eric. Your teachers are doing really 

good jobs.” 

Eric’s moan was loud and long. 

Dad was not as good humored as Mom about the whole 

time travel story. 

“Eat your dinner, Eric. Enough with the playing around, 

I’m tired and don’t want to hear it.” 

“This is important though,” Eric said. “The whole reason 

I came back was so I could get a leg up on school, and work. If 

no one believes me, what’s the point?” 

“I don’t know Dick. Do you think he’s okay. I told you 

about how he acted at the store today.” 
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“He’s fine. He and his brother are just playing a game.” 

Dad pointed his fork at me, “How many times do I need to tell 

you, playing those fantasy games are bad for your little brother. 

He can’t tell the difference sometimes.” 

“Sorry,” I grumbled. I hated when Dad did this to me. It 

was always my fault. Too much imagination, and daydreaming 

he always complained. 

“Are you going to let him talk to you that way, Alan?” 

Eric asked. 

“Excuse me?” Dad asked in bewilderment. “I will talk 

however I want.” 

“It’s always the same story with you Alan. You let him 

talk to you that way, and then you treat him like he’s a god 

who you need approval from.” 

“Eric Reeves Lewis,” Mom said. “Apologize to your 

father and then go to your room.” 

“Jesus Christ!” Eric yelled. “I wonder if I can get 

emancipated!” He stormed away from the table, ran up the 

steps cursing that he his legs were too small, and slammed our 

bedroom door shut. 

“How does he know what ‘emancipated’ means?” Mom 

asked. 

“Video games,” Dad said as he shoveled more of his food 

into his mouth. 

That night as Eric stayed in his room, and I read War of 

the Worlds on the porch, Mom and Dad watched the news. I 

could hear Dad, in his fashion, offer a running commentary for 

everything that was happening.  

“Sounds great now, but whose going to pay for it? I 

swear this country is going to hell in a hand basket. Oh, oh! 

That’s rich! Sure THAT’S what we should do. What a bunch of 

idiots.” 

 “Time travel,” the TV suddenly blared. “Fact or fiction? 

Well tonight we need no longer wonder.” 

I stood and began to make my way inside. A scientist on 

the screen was talking excitedly.  
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“Today was just….wow. I don’t even know where to 

begin. This project normally would be kept top-secret but with 

the massive arrival of travelers it’s impossible to do so.” 

“You heard him right,” the news anchor said as his face 

flashed back onto the screen. “Travelers. As in time travelers, 

have been arriving hourly since researchers first punctured the 

space-time continuum. If you or anyone you know has 

experienced this, please call the number at the bottom of the 

screen or visit the website www.welcometravelers.gov.” 

Mom and Dad just stared at each other. 

The next day they took Eric to the doctor. 

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you Mr. and Mrs. Lewis. 

He’s completely healthy, but he clearly is not a nine year old 

boy. His psych exams, vocabulary, and mastery of post-

secondary subjects proves that. To be honest I’m surprised you 

didn’t realize it sooner.” 

Dad grumbled something underneath his breath. 

“But is he going to be alright?” Mom asked. 

“Well…to be honest I have no idea. This whole time 

traveling thing in the same body is bizarre. I really don’t know 

what the effects are.” 

“Doctor,” Eric said raising his hand politely, “I can assure 

you that the procedure is completely safe.” 

“You know more about it than I do, son… Is it alright if I 

call you that?” 

“I think it’s acceptable for a fifty-year old to refer to a 

twenty-nine year old with that term.” 

They both laughed at the ridiculousness of the situation as 

I inched my way over to Dad standing in the corner. 

“I don’t like this. Don’t like it one bit,” he mumbled. 

Reaching down he ran his hand through my hair, his face 

knotted in concentration. For a moment I forgot all about time 

travel and Eric, and enjoyed the rare display of affection. 

The following weeks were a blur as Mom and Dad met 

with government officials, Eric’s teachers, and other parents of 

under-age time travelers. 

http://www.welcometravelers.gov/
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Eric largely called the shots, deciding that he would jump 

ahead to his senior year of high school. There he would spend a 

year reviewing, brushing up on some of his skills, and 

concentrating on getting into a good college. 

“Mom, I need an SAT study guide. How else am I going 

to get into the right undergraduate program, and then law 

school?” 

“I know honey, but I’m just worried you’re doing too 

much, too fast. Don’t you want to enjoy your childhood a little 

bit more?” 

 “Pssh. I already did that once. All it got me was a tier II 

school, and a crummy high school teaching gig.” 

“What I don’t get,” Dad said one night at dinner, “is why 

Eric here came back from the future but not Alan. He doesn’t 

die in some car accident or something does he?” 

 “DICK!” Mom yelled. “How can you even say 

something like that?” 

“Well, Jennifer I’m just curious. If we know about it, then 

maybe we can prevent it.” 

“As I have explained a million times already, by coming 

back in time I have changed everything that was going to 

happen to us. If Alan or you or Mom were going to die in a car 

accident the simple act of me and the other time travelers being 

here probably has already changed that. But to answer your 

question, no. Alan is not dead in my time.” 

“Well then why isn’t he here getting a leg up?” 

Eric lost it. “I don’t know Dad, maybe if you hadn’t been 

so hard on him he wouldn’t have been afraid to try something 

new?” 

It felt weird to be spoken about in the past tense. Almost 

like I was a ghost from a car accident, floating above the green 

bean casserole and mashed potatoes. 

“Alright young man,” Dad yelled back. “Up till now I 

have been more than patient. But a couple of things need to be 

made clear. I don’t care if you have the mind of a nine year old, 

twenty-nine year old, or seventy-nine year old. You still have 
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the body of a little boy and you live under my roof. So you will 

talk to me with respect. Do you understand?” 

 Eric looked at him coldly. 

“You know Dad, thanks for bringing that up,” Eric wiped 

his mouth on his napkin and pushed his chair back. “I 

wondered how long it was going to take for you to pull that 

‘under my roof’ line. I have to hand it to you. You lasted 

longer than I ever thought you would.” 

“Eric…” Mom warned. 

“No, it’s okay Mom. Don’t worry Dad. The government 

is offering a great program for time travelers. Seems a lot of 

adults are having difficulties readjusting to the tyranny of 

childhood. I have the option to go and live with others who are 

working to get ahead, and we won’t ever have to worry about 

chores or offending ‘adults.’” 

“Well, I don’t know who you think is going to pay for 

that,” Dad laughed. 

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ve already taken out the loans. I leave 

in a month.” 

“Good,” Dad grunted. 

“Great,” Eric echoed. 

Mom cried. 

I sat and played with my food. 

That evening, after we had all gone to our rooms, I 

watched as Eric poured over his math books. “Jesus,” he said. 

“It’s been awhile since I’ve done trigonometry.” He looked 

over at me. “You know, you weren’t half bad at math. You 

used to help me a lot with this kind of stuff.” 

“Really?” I asked from my bottom bunk. 

“Really.” 

“So what do I do in your future? Am I famous? Do I have 

a sports car? Am I an astronaut?” 

Eric laughed. And then he realized I wasn’t joking. 

“You’re…well you’re happy.” 

“Come on, tell me.” 

“I really need to focus on this.” 
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One thing that I still had on Eric was size and speed. 

Before he could stop me I was across the room, holding his 

math book above his head. 

“Tell me,” I commanded. 

“Come on, stop being a jerk.” He jumped to get his book 

back and I lifted it just out of his reach.  

“Tell me and you can have your book back.” 

I lowered the book, just above his outstretched finger tips 

and as he jumped for it, I pulled it back up. I couldn’t help it. I 

laughed. 

Looking back on it I can see why Eric said what he said. 

He was frustrated. Here he was, trying to work hard to get 

ahead and everyone had given him nothing but a hard time. 

“You want to know? You really want to know? Alright, 

in the future you work at the god damn tire shop with dad. 

You’re fat, your wife is fat, and you got two kids who, when 

not in trouble, are flunking school. You hate your life, but are 

too afraid to do jack-shit about it, and the highlight of your 

week is Friday when I take you out for drinks and you get so 

piss drunk you can forget, for just a few hours, your miserable 

life.” 

I let the book sink to his level, and the words washed over 

me. Snatching the book, Eric stomped over to the bunk bed and 

climbed up to the top. I followed after a few moments and 

pulled the covers up around me. We didn’t say anything for 

what seemed like a really long time and then Eric spoke.  

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.” 

I didn’t say anything. 

“Look, your wife is really nice and your kids…well at 

least I won’t have to have them in class now.” He laughed, 

more out of nervousness than anything. Another stretch of 

silence. “And if it means anything, I always look forward to 

our Friday nights.” 

Again, I didn’t say a word. 

“Goodnight,” Eric finally offered. 

“Goodnight,” I said. 
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Eric moved out at the end of that month. We would see 

him from time to time, whenever he could find time in his busy 

schedule to come home and visit. Despite the puncture of the 

space time continuum, my future turned out a lot like Eric had 

said. I went through school, met a girl, got married, and started 

working at the tire shop with Dad. Even the popping out of  

kids and packing on the weight came to fruition.  

Finally, one Christmas Eric pulled me aside and started 

talking excitedly. “Hey, I think I’m going to go through with it 

again.” 

“What are you talking about I asked?” 

“You know, time travel.” 

“Why would you want to do that?” I asked. “Aren’t you 

happy with your job at the Justice Department?” 

“Oh, I love my job and everything, but if I go back again 

this time I’ll be able to really get a leg up on law school. 

Maybe start practicing when I’m nineteen. Hell, I might even 

get a chance to start a family like you and Tina. I looked at my 

wife sitting on the floor. My two kids teetered around her 

laughing and cooing wildly.  

“It’s like you said bro, anything’s possible. You just have 

to work hard enough at it.” 

“I never said that.” 

“Sure you did, you told me…”Eric trailed off. “You told 

me that one Friday when I was talking about time traveling.” 

“Well, that never happened for me bro.” 

“Right. Sorry.” He was quiet for a little longer. “I guess I 

just need a way to break it to Mom.” 

“Good luck,” I said as I walked back into the living room. 

Eric didn’t invite any of us to his second time jump. 

Probably figured it was better if he did it alone. To be honest it 

wasn’t much of a change. Him existing in an alternate, past 

reality, wasn’t much different than him living in D.C. 

But I can’t help but think about him sometimes. 

Especially, what it would be like to do as he has done. But I 

know it won’t happen. 
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Instead, I just watch my children’s faces, worrying that 

one day their expressions will glass over, and what I thought 

was a permanent fixture will all be brushed away, never to 

return. 
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ALISON BOUR 

Yellow Light 

it’s time, go now; 

no, chance gone.  

not enough time,  

more than you need. 

 

accelerate, stop 

stop, move 

move, yellow 

yellow, red 

 

misjudge, crash; 

delay,  

crash anyway. 

 

Time – go. 

Chance – gone.  

Not enough time. 

More than you need. 

 

future unknown 

unknown risk 

risk all 

all gone 

 

in a split second. 

 

Turn left: risk everything. 

Wait: risk more. 
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CHRISTINA M. CONSOLINO 

Wrong Flavor 

“It’s not right for a grown man to get so worked up about 

the ice cream truck, Rex. It’s just not right!” Ginger yanks the 

ragweed from the ground and throws it into the yard waste bag 

before finally looking at me. “Look at you. Fifty-one years old, 

sittin’ in a chair on the driveway all stiff and such. It’s a 

goddamn truck, Rex. A truck. And it serves ice cream. Who the 

hell doesn’t like ice cream?” Ginger turns back to the weed-

stricken mulch. 

“I don’t, Ginger. I don’t like ice cream.” Sweat begins to 

bead on my brow as my eyes watch the familiar truck 

approach. The E flat melody precedes it, causing the acid in my 

stomach to roil and churn. My fingers grip the edges of the 

folding chair I sit in and my knees press themselves together; 

my heart rate picks up. I make a fan with my newspaper, 

hoping to cool myself off, but the tactic doesn’t work. 

“Well why not, Rex?” Ginger has taken off her polka-

dotted gardening gloves and is wiping her own brow with the 

edge of her t-shirt. The skin under the fabric is still smooth and 

creamy, like French vanilla ice cream. I shudder at the thought. 

“It’s a long story, Ginger,” I say. And I’m not going to 

tell you, at least not right now. I guess I shoulda sat myself in 

the back yard today.  “Why dontcha just go back to your 

weeds. I can see the tops of the thistle from here and that 

Virginia creeper? That’s just begging to be taken down.” 

Ginger lets out a breath, shaking her head. “Well you 

could get off your ass and help me, you know.” 

The old girl is right, but I’ve had a long day at work, and 

the ice cream truck is approaching. “That, I guess I could, 

Ginger. Just gimme a minute.” I turn my head to look back up 

the street. The truck has stopped two doors up, at the house 

with the three little kids. The youngest, a girl about five, waves 

her hand frantically at the driver of the truck. My curiosity is 
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piqued at the newness of the moment; I’ve never seen those 

kids buy ice cream from the ice cream man. 

For a moment, I’m transported back in time, and I see my 

little sister, Clara, standing in front of the truck, her eyes lit up 

with anticipation. Shivers run down my spine as I continue to 

stare at the spot where the truck is stopped. Even from this 

distance, I can see the black of the driver’s eyes, barely hidden 

behind the amber sunglasses. Aw shit, the neighbor girl will 

have to be careful; I can’t possibly sit here and watch this 

happen. 

“Annabel!” I yell to the youngster as I straighten my back 

in my chair. My vertebrae creak and groan. 

“Hi Mr. Barry!” Annabel calls out. Her sing-song voice 

carries easily across the breeze. “I’m just getting some ice 

cream. Mom says it’s okay.” The dollar bills flutter in her tiny 

hand; a huge smile graces her face. 

Despite the quakes that have overtaken my body, I push 

myself up from my seat and take a couple of steps toward the 

street. I cup my hands around my mouth, hoping she can still 

hear me over the drone of the truck. In moments of terror, I 

always lose my voice. Just ask Clara. 

“Annabel! I don’t think today is a very good day for ice 

cream. Why not something else? Ginger might have some of 

her homemade popsicles in the kitchen. Ain’t that right, 

Ginger?” I glance over at my wife, hoping she’ll back me up.  

Ginger throws down the gardening gloves. “God dammit, 

Rex. What in the hell do you think you’re doing? It’s one thing 

to get flustered and keep it to yourself, but just because you 

don’t like ice cream doesn’t give you the right to tell someone 

else what to eat and what not to eat. She’s a kid for chrissakes. 

What has gotten into you?” 

Ginger walks toward me and extends her fingers. “Come 

on,” she says. “Let’s go in.” Her long manicured nails grip my 

upper arm, trying to turn me toward her. I’ve never understood 

how those nails survive all the gardening she does. 

I choose to ignore Ginger and wrench my arm from her 

fingers. “Annabel! Stop!” I watch the little girl step toward the 
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truck and point out which treat she’s chosen. “No!” I will my 

legs to move.  “No! Don’t buy the ice cream!” My legs start to 

pick up the pace. Behind me, I hear Ginger yelling.  

“Rex,” she says. “I’ve had it! This has seriously gone too 

far.”  

I don’t care. I have to get to Annabel. I watch the child 

reach for the sickly green cone she’s chosen. 

“Not the pistachio!” I yell and pump my legs with 

everything I have. 

And then, the world goes black.  

# 

I come to in my bed. Ginger has a cool washcloth in one 

hand, which she uses to wipe my head and shoulders, while her 

other hand records the pulse in my wrist. Worry floods her 

eyes, like she knows something is truly the matter. 

“Did she eat it?” My sandpaper tongue has trouble 

forming the words. 

Ginger squints in confusion. “Did who eat what?”  

“Annabel. Did she eat the ice cream?” I swat Ginger’s 

hand away. My head is fine. It’s my psyche that’s not, and no 

amount of cool water is going to make that any better. 

“Of course she did. While she was looking down at her 

crazy neighbor, passed out on the lawn, Annabel ate every last 

bit of that cold ice cream. Made me want to have something 

cold on my hands, too, besides a body.” 

Ginger’s sense of humor could take a person by surprise, 

but I’ve lived with her long enough to know that when the 

funniness comes out, she’s actually concerned; she just doesn’t 

know how to say so. 

“I’m fine Ginger. Thank you. Maybe someday I’ll 

explain it to you.” And then again, maybe I won’t. 

“I won’t push you, but that would be nice, Rex.” Ginger 

kisses the top of my head and places her fingers on my hand. 

“Right now, I’m going to finish up that weeding before it rains. 

I have a long week aheada me.” Ginger takes one more look at 

me before she leaves the bedroom. “Are you sure you’re 

okay?” 
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I sit up in bed and stretch my arms above my head. 

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. I think I actually stumbled over 

that rock in Margaret’s lawn. Somehow, I didn’t see it.” 

“Yeah, well, you had other things on your mind, I’d say.” 

A wry smile passes across my lovely wife’s face. 

“I guess I did.” If she only knew what was on my mind. 

Had been on my mind for too many years. I failed my sister 

and the guilt, oh, the guilt; it could kill a man. On second 

thought, maybe I should share my past with Ginger. Maybe, 

she could help. 

Before I can say anything, Ginger throws the washcloth 

into the laundry hamper, blows a kiss to me, and shuts the door 

on me and my thoughts. 

# 

The next day, I get up from bed early, hoping to catch the 

sunrise. I pour myself some coffee, add a dash of cream (no 

sugar), and pick up the Monday newspaper that had been 

delivered an hour before. The newspaper bag is wet from the 

standing puddles on the driveway and I shake the drops onto 

the floor of the porch, watching the water spatter. A flashback 

of images assaults my brain – drops of bright red blood, blond 

hair, the innocent face of my sister – and I gasp. I lie back on 

the Adirondack chair, listening to the birds holding court in the 

gutter above the porch as I will myself to stay calm. Out of the 

corner of my eye, I see a small figure whiz past.  

My eyes try to follow whoever it is. I soon recognize 

Annabel as she runs down the street in nothing but her night 

clothes. Her long blond hair streams behind her in the light 

wind as she runs. What the hell?  I check my watch, which 

reads 6:05 am. Too early for a little one to be up, that’s for 

sure. I stand up and check if anyone is behind her; seeing no 

one, I take off in the same direction.  

Annabel has quite the head start and I’m not as young as I 

used to be. But eventually, I catch up to her.  

“Annabel!” I shout, hoping she’ll stop in her tracks. Her 

pace slows, then stops, and she turns toward me. Her eyes, 

normally the color of blue sea glass, shine deep and dark as 
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onyx in the morning light. Her lips are rimmed with red and 

her cheeks speckled with dirt. I’ve seen this before; it wasn’t 

good. But I have to know. Is this what I think it is? 

I kneel before her, taking her shoulders into my large 

hands. “Honey. What is it? Are you okay?” I’m right in her line 

of vision but she continues to stare through me. “Annabel. Are 

you okay?” I shake her once, hoping to get her back. It works. 

Her dark pupils constrict as her sight focuses in on me. 

“Let go, Mr. Barry.” Annabel’s voice is smooth and stern, 

and doesn’t match the fallen angel who stands before me. She 

lets her eyes linger on my hands and my fingers pry themselves 

away from her skin. In the moment I take to wonder about 

what just happened, she escapes. 

I take off after her, but despite the length of my legs, I 

have trouble keeping up. Annabel runs over the bridge at the 

end of the road and turns left, into the fog shrouded woods. As 

I run behind her, I watch her dodge stray limbs and hop over 

large puddles of mud with ease. Apparently it rained a bit 

harder than I thought last night. The faster I run, the faster she 

seems to go until we near the edge of the woods, which ends at 

a quarry. I stop, hand to my heaving chest, and watch this 

sprite of a girl scamper over the rocky ledge. 

“Holy shit, Annabel!” I yell. I creep to line of rocks, 

bracing myself for the worst. There is no way for her to survive 

a fall like that. No possible way. And yet, there she is, at the 

bottom of the quarry, still running. I blink my eyes and shake 

my head, disbelieving what’s right in front of me, that she 

jumped and survived. I squint in the morning light and see the 

direction in which she’s headed.   

“For the love of God, Annabel. No!” I know she can’t 

hear me, can’t feel my nervousness and pain. I cover my face 

with my shaking hands and admit to myself where she is going 

and what I have to do. 

# 

Ginger finds me in the basement surveying my gun 

cabinet shortly after I arrived back at our house. 
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“Rex, why all the mud in the foyer? Couldn’t you have 

taken off your boots? Cleaning isn’t even on my list of 

priorities today. Do you have any idea how much I’ve got to 

do? Do you?”  

I’m not ready to listen to the litany of jobs Ginger has to 

do today, so I jump in to apply salve to the wound I’ve inflicted 

with my muddy boots. 

“Babe, as sorry as I am for crossing you I’ve got 

something important to do.” I open the cabinet and take down 

my rifle. I run my hands over the barrel, wondering if it will do 

the job. 

“As if I don’t?” Ginger says. “Gees, you’re gonna track 

dirt all over the county with as much as you got in the foyer.” 

“I’ll clean it up, hon. Okay? Is that good enough?” I spin 

around to face her, gun still in hand. A look of terror registers 

on Ginger’s face.  

“Good God, Rex! What the hell? I was just asking you to 

think of me sometimes. You didn’t have to get the gun out.” 

She starts to back away, hands in the air. I can see tears 

threatening to spill down her cheeks. 

“Shit, Ginger. I ain’t going to you use this on you. I got 

other bigger fish to fry today.” I place the gun on the ping pong 

table and move toward my wife. I wrap my long arms around 

her soft body and whisper into her ear. “Really, I love you, 

babe. Did you think I’d ever hold a gun to you?” 

Ginger pulls back enough so that our eyes meet. “Well, 

no, but the way you’ve been acting lately, it really wouldn’t 

have surprised me.” Her words shake as she says them. 

“Come on. You know me better than that, right, Ginger?”  

“Do I Rex? Do I?” The question hangs in the air between 

us for too many moments until Ginger ends the conversation by 

walking up the basement stairs. She doesn’t turn around once 

to say goodbye before she leaves for work. 

# 

It isn’t but an hour later that I hear a knock at the front 

door. The shades are drawn, so I peek out the peep hole. Of 

course, the police have come knocking. On any normal day, I’d 
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have already left for the office, so I pretend that it’s an ordinary 

day and don’t go to the door. I know what they want: to ask 

questions. Had I seen Annabel that morning? When was the 

last time I saw Annabel? Had there been any suspicious 

activity in the area? Please let us know if you think of 

something. Anything. I’d been through the drill before, a long 

time ago. 

But I don’t want to lie to the police, and I certainly don’t 

want their hands in what I need to do, so I stay hidden in my 

bedroom, hatching a plan. A plan I hope will work. Annabel 

needs me and so does every other little kid out there. I’d 

already let one kid down. I couldn’t let it happen again. 

# 

The heat of the sun shines down on me as I sit on my 

front porch, sweat beading again on my brow. It hasn’t rained 

any more since last night, but I almost wish it had. I could 

stand to feel cleansed right about now. 

The man is late. All summer he’s come down the street at 

3:46 pm, and here it is, almost an hour later, and still no sign of 

him. I’d hoped to be done before Ginger got back, but at this 

rate, I’d never do it. Perhaps he knows I’m waiting? But how 

could he know today would be different? All these years he’s 

seen me do nothing but sitting and watching. Does he know 

that today I have plans for him?  

And then there it is. The melody I’d long despised but so 

wanted to hear today.  The tune blares from the horn so loud it 

makes my ears hurt. His announcement rings in my chest and I 

crane my neck, swiveling it to the left and right.  

Finally, the truck pulls closer to my house and I’m 

transported back to those days when all I wanted was one treat 

from the ice cream truck. When I’d wait and hope that mom 

would have an extra quarter or two to spare. Back to the day 

that Grandma came by and slipped a one dollar bill into my 

hands and whispered, “Go ahead, Rex. Get one for you and 

your sister. It’s my treat.” The day that Clara chose the wrong 

flavor and the ice cream truck turned my life from heaven to 

hell. 
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The truck squeals as it stops on the asphalt, shaking me 

out of my reverie.  I walk up to the brightly painted sliding 

door and lean in. The man has moved from the driver’s seat to 

the back, eager to find whatever it is that I choose. His eyes are 

still covered in glasses and his hands tremble as they fiddle 

with the stack of white napkins.  

“Two pistachio cones, please,” I say to the man.  

“Are you sure?” he replies. 

“I’m sure.”  

The cool refrigerated air puffs up from the bin when he 

opens the lid. I hand him my $2.00, thank him, and begin to 

walk away. 

“See you later,” he says. His tone holds the promise of a 

threat. 

I turn to face him and I feel the grin of the Cheshire cat 

plastered to my face. “Oh, you sure will.”  

# 

On my driveway, right where I left it, sits the cooler with 

the Saran Wrap inside. I flip the cooler open and pull out the 

pieces of plastic wrap, taking care to cover the ice cream treats. 

I place the desserts into the cooler, which I leave on the porch 

as I run inside. I write a short note for Ginger and tape it to the 

microwave, where I’m sure she’ll see it. 

Went fishing with the guys. Be back by midnight. Love 

you. Rex 

I pour some food in the dog’s bowl, adjust a head lamp 

onto my forehead, and pull my rifle over my shoulder. After 

locking the door, I grab the cooler and make my way down the 

street. Apparently a tall gentleman with a rifle, a headlamp, and 

a cooler in hand doesn’t garner any interest from my neighbors. 

Of course, they’re probably all looking into their refrigerators 

about now and trying to come up with what’s for dinner. 

The walk doesn’t take long. I find our tracks, still intact, 

and so I take the same path Annabel and I followed this 

morning. If I had given the police any indication of where 

Annabel had gone, they’d probably have been able to find her. 

But this isn’t a job for them. They haven’t been through this 
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before. I glance around me and I notice so much more on this 

walk than I did this morning. Pieces of decayed leaves drift in 

the wind, which carries the smell of woods and mushrooms and 

loamy soil. I scramble over a fallen log and adjust my rifle 

across my body for the descent into the quarry.  

Time is of the essence, that I know, so I work quickly yet 

quietly. Nothing disturbs the air except for the occasional tweet 

of a Woodland Sparrow as I head down the side of the quarry. 

Whoever thought to put in steps here was a genius. Of course, 

he might have been an evil genius, but who am I to say? I look 

up and see the sun streaming through the trees and try to 

imprint the picture into my head. Where I’m going, I’ll need 

some beautiful thoughts. 

I’m almost to the point where I lost sight of Annabel 

when I look down and spot a piece of white flailing in the 

wind. I reach down and realize that it’s the fabric of her 

nightgown, torn possibly from her, probably by the large rock 

that juts from the ground. I don’t hesitate. Annabel needs me. 

A few more steps and there it is: the gate blocking the entrance 

to the tunnel that travels beneath the Northern side of the 

quarry. A gentle nudge indicates that it’s locked. 

I open the cooler and take out one of the ice cream cones. 

My pulse quickens as I take one bite, then another and finally, I 

polish off the last of the dairy treat. “They don’t make these 

things as big as they used to,” I say to myself. “Gotta love 

inflation.” I have a pounding headache, which could be a brain 

freeze or it could be the result of the poison I’ve just afflicted 

myself with. Only time will tell. 

And so, I wait. I slump against the rock, thinking of all 

those years ago, when Clara ate the pistachio ice cream, even 

after I’d told her not to. It wasn’t that I knew anything then, it 

was that something about the man and his truck didn’t quite 

seem okay. I tried to tell her, and when the whole thing was 

over, I’d also tried to tell my folks what had really happened. 

Too bad no one had believed me; if so, we’d have saved a few 

more kids, I’d reckon. 
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I feel a tingling sensation on my face, and know that 

changes are a-coming. Now, there’s not a second to waste. This 

time, when I push on the gate, I’ve been granted access and it 

opens. A sharp squeak rings out as I close it behind me.  If the 

man didn’t know I was coming, he surely does now. 

It takes a moment for my eyes to get adjusted to the dark 

and the humidity of the place is tough on my old lungs. A few 

coughs later and I’m fine. Hurry, my footsteps whisper. The 

last time I was here, I didn’t listen to my feet and my sister 

ended up dead. Who knows how many other kids experienced 

that same thing. I couldn’t even think about that right now. 

The tunnel is long and narrow and I don’t see any side 

entrances that join up, so I know I’m headed in the right 

direction. I wish I’d brought more than my head lamp, although 

it’s doing the trick, for now. As I pass a large mass of bones on 

my right hand side, I hear a noise. A fluttering of wings and a 

high-pitched noise announce the arrival of a flock of black bats 

that spiral toward me, forcing me to get low. I have the good 

sense to raise my gun and let a bullet fly, and the bats scatter, 

taking any sense of bravery I had with them. Would I be able to 

do this? 

The gun is heavy in my hand, but I keep it close and I’m 

ready to use it. Where is she? There has to be a room here 

somewhere. I pause and wipe my lips. The tingling sensation is 

getting fiercer and I fear that I’m losing time. I try to find the 

voice that I know is deep within me. 

“Annabel!” The first attempt is a weak one, but I shout 

her name again and again as I get further into the tunnel. 

“Annabel!” I scan the walls, left and right, hoping to find a 

hidden passageway or tunnel, or door at least. “Annabel 

Garber!” I call, one last time. 

 She is thrust before me by a set of hands I can barely see 

but know they belong to the man. What a coward, to push forth 

a child as a form of defense. 

“Get out or she dies,” the unseen person says. 

“Not today, bud,” I say. “I’ve sat by long enough and 

watched you prey on the little kids. I can’t even sit and enjoy 
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the summer without so much as an attack of nerves thanks to 

you.” I lift up my rifle. “You ruined me, you ruined my life, 

you ruined my family. And for whatever reason, I can’t let you 

do it anymore. Now give me back Annabel.” My finger is 

poised on the trigger, ready to push it. 

“You have to get through her to get to me, and I won’t be 

moving her, Rex. She’s all I got today.” My lamp can pick up 

the man now, and I see a reed-like body and the familiar ice 

cream man face. Rotten teeth fill his demonic smile. “So many 

kids, so much time on my hands. That pile of bones back there? 

That’s just the start of it. I’ve got a trophy room of skulls in the 

back corner of my farthest room. Would you like to see it?” He 

cocks his head to the side. 

Annabel hasn’t moved; she’s in a trance. The same trance 

I’m fighting off. The poison can get you into the lair, but it also 

can keep you there. I’d watched my sister go through the gate; 

I’d snuck in just before the gate closed, somehow knowing that 

because I hadn’t eaten the pistachio ice cream, I might be able 

to help. And then, there I was immobilized against this man 

and his evil. As a boy, I didn’t understand how to fight. But 

I’m a man, and times have changed. I step forward. 

“I’m warning you, Rex.” His voice hisses inside my head 

like a rattlesnake and I see skeletal white fingers press into the 

skin of Annabel’s tiny arm. She doesn’t even notice.  

I pause for a moment, knowing what the man is capable 

of. He’s delivered tainted ice cream to kids for ages, eons 

maybe, all in his quest for what? King of the Evil Hill? I 

couldn’t save my sister, but here I am again, in the midst of the 

shadows and pain. Even if I can’t get Annabel out alive, I’m 

gonna die trying.  

I look up at Annabel and sense that time is ticking, the 

drip of water somewhere in the back of the tunnel tells me that 

it’s so. It’s only so long that this standoff can actually continue. 

The man presses into Annabel’s skin harder this time, his nails 

drawing a drop of blood to the surface. The scarlet bead shines 

under the light of my head lamp before it runs down the front 

of her arm. An enormous boom cracks from behind me and I 
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watch a twin bead of blood erupt on the forehead of the man; 

he falls to the floor. 

I turn around, not knowing what to expect, and relieved 

to find what I do. 

 “Ginger?” I’m shocked to see my wife standing there, 

feet apart, gun still in position, a sheen of sweat glistens on her 

forehead and she wipes green ice cream off the edges of her 

mouth with her shoulder. Her warm glance meets mine. 

“I got home a little early,” she says. 

“I see that, but how did you…?”  

 “Good God, Rex. You don’t go fishing with a rifle.”  
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DARRELL DELA CRUZ 

Photograph of the Old Town of Kai Xian: Swimming Pool 

I.  

Floating topside, the shift of sun and shade 

depended on how far he wanted to get away 

from the heat: a lack of exposure would  

cause distortions in his development. How long 

he held in retorts when his family reasoned 

that finding gold on the mountain 

is just the reproduction of the mountain, 

 

over exposure would create film on his skin 

which he could only peel away –   

where is the money in dwindling down to embers? 

 

II. 

Open doors welcomed him back like water pressure 

of the oversaturated river drowning his hometown. 

Hello. Goodbye. There is no Chinese  

equivalent for Atlantis – a fictitious 

translation advised for him to use 

so audiences would understand what of his 

was swept out to the river. A discarded title ending up at sea. 

 

III. 

Imposing himself at the bottom of the swimming pool, his  

   home 

drudged in the background –  he manipulated bubbles. 

The self-shot in so many frames – a slight readjustment to  

   filter 

out familial debris, or a reshoot of himself to recreate  

   drowning. 
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Buddha’s Wardrobe 

We have the same body type – 

attached to calories like a bowl 

in hand awaiting rice to be donated, 

flies to rest, or the leftover pollen 

to settle. The other hand searching 

inside for nothing. How, unlike 

me, he could fit into a static waist 

line, cross his legs, and center 

himself. How, unlike me, he could be  

bare-armed in winter, genetically 

durable, not cough and spread 

disease. How, unlike me, he could expose 

his chest and his distended belly  

to voyeurs, and still have some love him. 

But he never speaks. Statuesque 

teeth covered in moss. Never is capable 

of revealing his true form. That he 

is shaped into an idol for generation 

which is the only thing holding him together. 

 

There is No Joy in Scandal 

Fred Phelps, when will you go to Hell 

so I could finally love you? I can kiss you full 

on the forehead – like the intimate moment of Jesus 

and Judas. The mouthful of disbelief lingering 

to the end of each other’s suicide. My non- 

existent finger pinpoints a cross- 

hair on your back: tallying the days, and searching 

the place where your wings should sprout. Touching  

you gives me the simple assurance you can feel.  
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V.E. DUNCAN 

The vine that ate the South 

Kudzu returns from the window’s teeth  

making the circuit around the house  

where the lights have already burned out  

The lawn’s earth 

alarmed  

clings to the vine 

sings silently 

barely moves in its green grip  

There is no dust here 

except on the door handle 

and the furniture inside  

covered in sheets 

 

Attic 

Cover the sun with lace  

from your dead  

grandmother’s attic and  

watch dusty patterns  

dance over the sequined  

Mary Janes that she wore  

to her senior prom and  

your mother’s first  

wedding. 
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Onions 

after Naomi Nye 
 

My grandfather, 
my mother’s father, 
used to eat onions 
like apples. 
He’d make a bushel 
by tying the long stalks  
together and then he’d hang  
them on the porch.  
Sometimes, 
he’d “pick” one 
and, after peeling it, 
eat it 
whole and raw. 
 
My uncle, 
my mother’s brother, 
went to work with my grandfather 
a couple of summers in a row.  
(Grandfather worked in an oil field.)  
Once, on the way out the door, 
my uncle picked an onion 
from the bushel 
and ate it 
like an apple 
like my grandfather. 
It was good, he said, 
but all he could taste 
for a week after that 
was onion. 
 
I would never scold the onion  
for causing that, 
especially since my uncle  
couldn’t seem to decide 
if tasting only onion  
for a whole week  
was a good thing 
or not. 
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Meinen Robert 4 

I am a deep-sea diver 
in a freshwater well 
that has never run dry.  
You are dark, deep, cold, 
 
and safe. I can’t see you, 
but I know you are all around  
me, holding me up holding  
me down holding my hand. 
 
I’m swimming 
swimming and swimming  
through you. 
 
Most of the year 

Most of the year, I can pretend 
you’re still living in Las Vegas 
as you did before all this happened. 
Most of the year, we’re still high school  
friends who’ve simply lost touch and I can  
pretend to be okay when I tell myself,  
“Oh, I’ll see how she’s doing 

tomorrow.” 
But now, at the beginning of April, I am the one  
who’s failed to do that – failed to catch up, 
failed to catch you – and to start now is too late. 
I bring flowers to your stone and yet it’s so  
commercial because your keepers remove flowers  
every Thursday for lawn maintenance (something  
I have cursed myself for forgetting when I arrive  
on a Wednesday). But it’s only been three years.  
Most of those years, nothing has changed 
and I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or not.  
You stay quiet, as I expect, when I ask these  
questions of you. This old tree still stands 
and you have not cut me down yet 
at least not when I pretend. 
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JUSTIN FRECHETTE 

Jennifer Aniston is a terrible poet 

Crossing the street to a Turkish deli 

I was hit by a truck, in love 

with a sweet, fast, tarty 

Japanese sports car. 

I laid there, arms and legs 

twisted, twitching and touching each other, 

spine broken in three different places, 

Still, I quietly rooted for the truck 

to get his little red sports car,  

marry her and have three little hybrids 

out on a ranch in Montana 
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BRANDON FRENCH 

Parlez Vous Francais? 

“All right,” he said, tossing the letter she’d written him 

down on the table so that it covered the page of Madame 

Bovary she had been reading. “All right.” 

She looked up at him, startled. 

“What do you want, Jamie?” he demanded, her name 

distorted by his Parisian accent into zham-ee which sounded 

like jamais, French for never. 

“Nothing!” she said, taking the letter he had tossed at her 

and dropping it into her book bag. 

“I am married,” he said, crushing his Gauloise into an 

ashtray filled with Kleenex. 

“So what,” she said. 

“That is the point,” he said, tapping the table with his 

long index finger. He pulled out the chair opposite her and sat 

down petulantly. “I think we must talk.” 

“What must we talk about?” she said, watching him. He 

was looking at two slender coeds at another table in the little 

café.  

“We must talk about the fact that you are in love with 

me.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it. It’s none of your business.” 

His cigarette had set fire to the Kleenex in the ashtray. She 

plucked it out with her fingertips and dropped it on the 

pavement, crushing the flames with her boot. 

“Look, I have two children, whom you have met. I love 

my wife. You are a student. It’s against the rules.” 

“I never noticed that you were a follower of rules, Jack.” 

He liked the American version of his name better than Jacques. 

“Why should I risk my job to go to bed with you? I don’t 

even want you.” 

“Is that a question? Do you want me to answer?” 

“You are such a typical American.” 
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“And you are such a tee-pee-cal asshole,” she retorted, 

imitating his accent. 

“You make more of everything than there is. You 

respond to sexuality like a little virgin. It is just my way – just 

French.” 

“Yes, of course. I have noticed how promiscuous 

Monsieur Becat and poor little Monsieur Hecault are. God, you 

are so full of shit.” 

“Mr. Hecault has been Americanized. His manhood has 

been how-do-you-say-it – snipped.” 

“And Monsieur Becat?” 

“Monsieur Becat is beside the point.” 

“He certainly is.” 

“I am the point.” 

“You certainly are.” 

“Why are you in love with me?” 

“I have no idea. Perhaps I’ve lost my mind.” 

“I would have given you credit for more intelligence than 

that.” 

“Love has nothing to do with intelligence.” 

“Ah, that is where you are mistaken.” The two coeds got 

up, giggling, and walked past the arguing couple’s table. Jack 

followed them with his gaze. “Love must be an intelligent 

choice.” 

“I already heard that lecture in class.” 

“But you did not listen.” 

“I listen to every word you say. I like to watch your 

mouth move.” 

“Yes, and by the way, that makes me very nervous.  I 

wish you would not do that.” 

She leaned back in her chair and laughed. After a 

moment, he laughed, too. 

“Now, this is the girl I like,” he said gallantly. “This is 

ma jeune fille charmante.” He smiled at her in the way he had 

that made women melt. Then he reached across the table and 

playfully pulled on her fingers. 
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“Ah,” she said, “this must be le beau sauvage que 

jádore.” 

“Now, now,” he said, pulling his hand away and shaking 

his head. “I hope I have made my point.” 

“You certainly have.” 

“So you will stop all this business of loving me,” he 

added, pushing his chair back and standing up, his tight Levis’ 

straining across his pelvis. 

“I certainly shall,” she said, smirking at him. 

“I don’t like that face,” he said, frowning. 

“It’s the only one I have.” 

“You are a very odd girl,” he said, throwing a dollar 

down on the table although he hadn’t ordered anything. 

“Would you prefer that I cried?” 

“Oh, crying,” he said, blowing air through his pursed lips 

to show what he thought of crying. 

“May I have a cigarette?” she asked. He held out his pack 

to her. She took a cigarette and waited. He lit it for her. 

“I wish you would transfer to another French class,” he 

said, feeling that his cruelty was justified. 

She pressed her lips together very tightly and felt a wave 

of sadness rise up into her chest. 

“I won’t do that,” she said quietly. 

“Hmmm,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Well, okay,” he said, 

enjoying the American idiom. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, 

rotating his head to release the knots, which cracked loudly. 

“Ciao.” He walked leisurely away up Telegraph Avenue, his 

stride lanky and callous.  

Jamie took the wrinkled dollar bill Jack had left and used 

it to mark her place in Madame Bovary. But she did not feel 

ready to go. The Gauloise he’d given her still burned in the 

ashtray. She lifted it up, gently touching the long ash with her 

index finger so that it tumbled onto the table with a silent 

crash. She stared at the ash for several seconds, curving her 

hands around it protectively and brushing aside the sugar 

granules which lay nearby.  
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Finally the pale faced busboy arrived, wielding a damp 

rag. He looked down at her with veiled impatience, waiting for 

permission to clear the table. She lifted her hands into the air, 

still curved in a circle, and smiled.  

“Fini,” she said almost merrily, getting up from her chair 

as he quickly swept it clean. 
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DAVID LEE GARRISON 

The End is Near 

Jesus is everywhere  

on the highway, 

his rusty blue cross  

between two yellow ones, 

others wreathed in plastic flowers, 

draped in banners bearing names. 

The skeletal remains   

of a giant bust of the Savior, 

destroyed a few months back 

by lightning, teeter in the wind.  

 

Trust Jesus in black spray paint  

on overpasses,  

Jesus Saves on barn roofs. 

Radio preachers spread fear   

of the Lord far and wide.  

Suddenly, red taillights  

flash ahead of me.   

I slam on the brakes  

and whisper His Name. 

 

  



 

53 

Compare and Contrast 

Before teacher tells us to, 

we compare and contrast.   

We look for differences 

between two plums, 

between left and right, 

star and starfish. 

 

A parent compares one child  

to another, and both hate it,  

even when they are  

smarter than, more talented than. 

Children only know  

how to be themselves. 

 

Lovers examine each other’s  

scars and birthmarks,  

confirming they are, we all are  

individuals,  

and thus, like snowflakes,  

all alike. 
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Neighbors  

They mow their lawn 

with a vengeance – if one blade  

of grass is out of place,  

 

husband or wife  

comes out scowling  

to even things up. 

 

They have no kids and still gripe  

about the ones who kicked a ball  

into their yard a year ago; 

 

they scold the paper boy 

if he doesn’t leave the News unfolded 

with one corner under the doormat. 

 

The neighborhood swimming pool 

has germs in it, they warn us, 

and they snarl at dogs.  

 

They ask us to plant a tree 

at the side of our house 

for them to look at; 

 

we tell them 

that’s where we plan to park  

our brand new Winnebago. 
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GINA MARIE GIARDINA 

Choosing the Wine 

This wasn’t my first time  

stepping down into the cellar. The air,  

a late September evening seasoned  

with age and emptied oak  

barrels in the back. The bottles,  

some I remember, some I do not,  

but still all lined up, still lying inside  

the dark shelves. This time I felt the cold  

concrete up through my exhaustion  

as I weighed impacts of even choosing.  

 

At first I was young  

and overeager for familiarity –  

outlines of an apple, a cherry, a pear.  

I chose by sight, as we all have,  

by the colors of the labels,  

the alluring description, or the name.  

Without experience to prepare me,  

I was led by sight. It wasn’t wrong.  

It was the way I had learned.  

 

Later I began to see beyond, and denied  

my own inclinations, to consider how the wine  

might look on a plum tablecloth, white china,  

and napkin rings from Gran’s walnut buffet.  

Which type of glass would sparkle brightest with  

its flickering heart? Might its clever name  

or evanescence bouquet into conversation?  

White or red – decanter or bottle? Reflection,  

gratification, without the shadow time affords.  

 

But this time, as the cold concretes up  

through me like the reach of years, I choose  
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a red to complement the menu with its touch  

of pepper, oak suggestion, cherry note.  

This one to balance flavor and weight.  

I hope I’m right. I hope it fits. But if not,  

perhaps another trip to the cellar  

to breathe yet again the familiar evenings  

seasoned even more with layers of age  

and emptied oak barrels in back. 
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LORI GRAVLEY 

The Names of Birds 

I tell myself the names of birds as they arrive, 

a mantra to stave off the desperation  

of aloneness. 

I say their names 

into the air. 

Though outside the window, they can’t hear me.  

When one arrives that I don’t know, 

I look her up, 

letting her name crack like a seed against my teeth. 

A chipmunk steals husks from below the feeder. 

I watch the birds and their companion 

the way I watched a lover when I was young, 

caressing the bones that carved the skin in angular blades. 

I wonder if I would want him back 

if he would have me as I am now, 

older and heavy with despair. 

A new bird arrives. I speak its name aloud 

the only words in this empty house 

until I look to the screen and write again.  
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One Sweet Year: A Recipe for Cherry Pudding 

Christine de Pizan, Paris, 1380 AD 

A married year and already a baby  

fills the bed between us  

though I’ve only just  

found that hardness beneath my ribs.  

I will tell Etienne tonight, 

but first, I will gather the cherries. 

It is the feast of St. John. 

The cherries are sweetest picked on this morning, 

not sweeter, perhaps, than Etienne’s lips,  

red and swollen as these perfect cherries. 

Cook plucks out the stones 

and dumps each cherry half into the mortar. 

I grind them into a fine pulp. 

Mother strains them through the sieve, 

leaving the soft skins behind. 

I think of the fine skin on a baby’s head 

that covers the little spot, no bigger than a cherry,  

where the skull must grow together. 

The red juice I pour into the pot 

with butter and goose grease and the last  

of yesterday's bread.  Then I add sugar,  

just enough to sweeten the tart juice, 

a kiss after an argument.   

Small petals of garlic flowers gathered from the garden, 

rest pink on the red pudding alongside shiny sugar crystals, 

delicate white on red. 

Beneath my dress a baby is growing 

white in the red sea of my body. 

Etienne and I, married for one sweet year. 
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Hunger 

The monk said to taste each bite, 

to chew and swallow and sit until  

we found the end of the taste, 

until the apple   

was a memory on the tongue.  

I take one bite 

and can’t believe all that I’ve missed.   

I think, for a moment, that I could eat a few bites each day 

and feel more satisfied 

than if I’d eaten entire meals. 

At dinner, Jude and Debra discuss their latest writing, 

the lettuce wilts untasted on the back of my tongue. 

At breakfast, I smile at the police report and sip my coffee. 

I don’t know if the yogurt was plain or honey.  

At lunch, I’m worried about the class I’ll teach next,  

the article I’ll write on PTSD.  

Before I taste again, my plate is empty. 

I’m still hungry.  
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Sept. 11, 2013 

Out my window, yellow leaves fall like snow from tress. 

I thought, briefly, fall like bodies. 

The buttons in the dryer beat against the drum. 

Outside it’s hot, the dog days, 

A bee is drifting from touch-me-not flower to flower 

before winter’s sleep. 

I remember the phone calls men  

made before they jumped from the towers, 

messages to wives and children, 

sending the last of their love through air that would hold them 

aloft 

for only a few moments 

before it let them down.  

I want to pick up my camera and capture the leaves as they fall, 

try to contain that moment, that fading, 

but I know that the photograph will not satisfy, 

and the leaves that fall  

aren’t bodies at all 

but life, too numerous and strange  

to be precious. 

 

Subtle Valleys 

Earth scooped from between swollen hills; 

it seems artificial, a cut healed poorly. Say 

it’s a hollow, say it’s deep as a grave, say it reminds  

you of the place in your mind  

you don’t look, hidden, really, until you walk  

up to the edge and realize  

you must descend.  
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JOHN GREY 

Walk Home in January 

Winterberry tiara 

on tenement roofs 

as I walk home by 

shop windows 

touting their wares. 

Wind circles my 

thick coated wagons. 

 

My house, always the same, 

even the paint job, 

ten years old by this. 

Usual door. Usual keyhole. 

Windows as familiar  

as the eyes 

that stare back at me 

In the mirror. 

 

Dog, radiators greet me. 

A welcoming bark, 

A rattling warm 

from the boiler below. 

Sofa with the blue comforter. 

Table stacked with week-old letters. 

Last night’s dishes in the sink.  

The only surprise is 

I don’t find me in already. 

 

  



 

62 

Beached Whale 

A whale beached itself. 

Some tried to heave it back into the water. 

Others hug out in hopes to see it die.  

And many just snapped picture after picture 

to show the folks back home. 

 

It was the whale that started the disagreement. 

You said we should just leave it be, 

that it was wrong to interfere with nature. 

I argued that we interfere with nature 

as a matter of course and are obliged, 

when opportunity arises, to put things right. 

 

Excuse the pun, but a whale of an argument ensued. 

It soon left that poor stranded beast far behind, 

encompassed, within its rage, 

every difference of opinion, every trait we disliked in the other, 

from the day we’d met. 

Finally, we beached ourselves, 

you in the bedroom, me on the couch. 

 

But at three a.m., I, the one who advocated 

taking action, said to myself, nothing doing. 

And you, queen of leave-things-as-you-find-them, 

came with hug and kisses to get me back to bed. 

Whatever we had together 

was lifted by the tide, 

swept into its lush, familiar ocean. 

If only we had snapped our picture. 
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SALLY LAHMON 

For Billy 

As we near the end of our term together,  

I am planning my escape. 

First, I will delete the class roster and begin 

slowly forgetting all of you.  

 

I plan to forget your comma splices and absences first. 

Your stories of abuse and first loves are soon to follow. 

The way you saw a poem with understanding and appreciation 

next. 

Eventually leaving me only the impossible to forget. 

 

The image of you lying on the couch drunk and lost and broken  

With Pink Floyd playing in the background stays. 

 

Your loveless childhood spent with drug addicts pretending to 

be parents  

And needy siblings remains with me. Your courage and 

survival skills 

On nights without heat or food or any control are mine forever. 

 

Your tribute to parents and friends who did not abandon you  

when you stole and lied and ruined your life with cocaine and 

heroine 

is mine since you never came in to get it.  

 

I am talking to you, pretty girl, with the scars from cutting 

And your neighbor the boy with the club foot and horrible past 

filled with relentless bullies and an evil mother who refuses to 

let him grow up and away from her. 

 

And you refugee from an African country that already slips my 

mind  

and you man from the Vietnam War with scars so deep 
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The class almost stops breathing just to hear your soft wisdom. 

 

Your stories of poverty and lives without hope  

Your stories of mistakes and deep regret and joy 

Your stories of life are mine now, too. 

 

Thank you.                                               5/31/12 
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CHERYL LAURICELLA 

Searching 

You left in anger and haste 

While I stayed behind  

Weary frustrated afraid. 

Minutes turned to hours.  

Police were called and the search that began 

With concern   

Rose to Panic  

Was joined by friends of friends  

And strangers. 

Dogs were brought, to help. 

Hours stretched tautly into days  

While we tramped  

through woods  

down paths 

over fields. 

Later they brought new dogs. 

These dogs, they said 

Can search for the dead.  

Still I clung to the cage of hope  

Until that final moment when they told me  

you were 

Found. 

 

Pain with no name  

Collapsing me. 

Hope hurtling from the cage. 

Nine long years later – 

I felt it today. 

Whispering  

“Let me come back” 

Too fragile for my hands, 

Hope rests lightly  

On my shoulder.  
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TERRENCE LEE 

The Pearl 

To find a seat 
in the ocean 
is impossible – 
 
A constant tumble 
of still and tide 
my balance 
crumbles – 
 
I am the ash 
tossed 
in the sea 
carried here 
in an oyster 
from the end 
of the world. 
 

Southeast Station 

Arms wrapped around the width 
 of your shoulders 
on a fall night where fallen leaves 
 only stir for a single kiss; It is 
Impossible for me to measure 
 the depths of the sea 
on your back with vague hands; 
 a gentle scratch and endless tide. I refuse 
To rest my eyes for even 
 a minute, and risk 
losing grip of the wave’s mane 
 and the hazel in your eyes. They 
Withhold something of the moon’s 
 gleam and gravity 
to lift me into autumn ecstasy. Instead, 
 drop me back at the station 
  where we say goodbye, 
      untouched. 
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Letter 

It is 1AM, right now 

and probably 2 or 3 

where you are 

and 

I’m starting to feel 

nostalgic, like that summer 

I spent in India, afraid 

my letters to you 

would be ruined 

by humidity 

so they stayed – 

     But, now 

I’m in Scottsdale 

and afraid 

my inks run dry 

so I’ll keep 

in mind to remind 

myself 

  what 

I meant to write. 
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LORI LOPEZ 

Last Attempt at Freedom before They Lock the Bat-Shit 

Crazy Lady in a Padded Room  

Red.  

My hands are covered in a sticky substance that 

reminds me of fresh made Redhots when they just start to 

congeal, clinging like the not-quite-shed skin of a molting 

snake. The warmth runs down my cheeks and my face itches.  

Shoulda been farther back.  

I left the laptop on the marble countertop, lid closed. I 

hadn’t considered the splatter distance when I chose where to 

place it in the kitchen. Glad I decided not to record the event, 

though maybe I should have placed a towel over the laptop.   

I almost gag as I swallow and a clot slides down my 

throat.  

We used to get Bubble tea, inside are tapioca-filled 

bubbles, when we visited New York City’s Chinatown. Funny 

what the mind connects when you’ve turned it on end.  

Today hadn’t started worth a damn, but now I stand in 

awe at the fodder collecting.  

A story. 

 I rub my hands down the front of the ruffle-edged apron 

I bought myself at a little boutique in France where we visited 

for our fiftieth wedding anniversary. Fred bought me silver 

jewelry. The piece is crescent shaped and I wear it at the base 

of my neck. Feels more like a collar, not a necklace, something 

you put around a dog or a slave.  
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On our fortieth, he bought me a bracelet resembling 

handcuffs. I thought he wanted to expand our love life. I 

discovered later I wasn’t the one he wanted to cuff. Our 

thirtieth we spent in Spain with his long lost cousin Estelle. She 

was half-our-age and twice as promiscuous. Twentieth, he 

served overseas blasting holes in the landscape and I went 

drinking away my sorrows with a girlfriend. Even our tenth 

was marred by the appearance of his ex-roommate who he’d 

told me was a thirty-five-year-old, fat, white guy. Apparently, 

the roommate underwent extensive cosmetic surgery 

culminating in a 34 triple-D chest.  

It takes me a few minutes to de-blood the laptop before 

I can open the lid to turn it on. The edges are sticky. Or maybe 

it’s my hands. I step over the body as I go to the sink to wash 

with the anti-bacterial soap I’d bought yesterday at a local 

health store. It smells of lilacs and I retch as it infuses with the 

scent of fecal matter and piss. Back at the laptop, I open a new 

Word document.  

Title? “Thoughts of a Situational Murderer?” Or 

maybe, “The Last Attempts at Freedom before They Lock the 

Bat-Shit Crazy Lady in a Padded Room.”  

Funny thing, as I type the first words, type how it felt to 

pump the shotgun, pull the trigger, and watch it rip through his 

body tearing at his internal organs, I realize, I felt nothing. 

Relief, if anything, but no, not even. I felt…no, I felt nothing. 

Nothing but the burn as I forced petrified muscles to pump the 

shotgun, and the shock of pain as the kick slammed the butt 

into my shoulder and sent me to my ass on the cold ceramic 

tiled floor we over paid to have put in because Fred suddenly 

didn’t like the feel of the linoleum. But nothing as the shot 

penetrated into the man I’ve loved for over fifty years.  

It feels…feels…like eternity.  

Damn it. I’ve got…Nothing!  
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I don’t feel regret. I don’t feel relief. I don’t feel scared. 

Or elated. Or overjoyed. Or even sorry. I feel…nothing. 

 Maybe the distance.  

The separation.  

The fact that I used an instrument too far removed. 

Maybe I should have used… 

Could I lift the axe?  

An axe leans against the cabinet mocking me. Fred 

inherited the steelhead, wooden-handled axe from his 

grandfather, and the handle has started to splinter. He brought 

it into the house so the neighbor boy could chop firewood for 

the potbelly stove we had installed last year as alternative way 

to heat the house. Winter is nearing. 

    *** 

“I waited in the den when I heard them arguing, and 

when I was about to go in, the unmistakable ratchet of a 

Remington pump action thirty-ought six made me stay where I 

was.” The words tumbled out of her mouth faster than her brain 

could conjure them, and the twang of Texas sounded like 

honey. “My daddy kept a shotgun. I went to the gun cabinet 

nestled in the corner beside the file cabinet with old tax returns. 

They say you can get rid of tax returns after seven years, 

should shred them, but Fred has never discarded any of them. 

Not a single one.” 

“You heard the shot?” The uniformed police officer 

asked. 

She picked at the box of tissue pressed to her chest 

before meeting his eyes. “The Remington was missing. More 

yelling from the kitchen. Something about the mockery of a 

marriage? How does a couple get to the point that they love 
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and hate one another with such passion that they reach for a 

shotgun? A shotgun for Christ’s sake.” 

Her eyes followed the receding back of a detective as 

he disappeared down the hallway. She sniffled. The scent of 

sausage and eggs from breakfast hung in the air just below the 

prominent smell of death. Several people entered the house 

moving into and out of various rooms, but no one spoke to her 

except the officer.  

“Who was fighting?” the officer asked. His questions 

made her feel important.  

“There are few noises, when filtered through a house 

that can still it like the blast of a shotgun. Buckshot embedding 

in flesh is a sound I will not forget.” She shook her head. Her 

voice sounded strong, with only a slight quiver. “I expected it. 

Waited. And yet still flinched.” 

She glanced to the prone figure on the floor. From the 

other room she heard drawers opening, cabinets closing, and 

every so often, silence, followed by the audible hum of a 

printer. 

“What happened next?” The officer asked. 

“The front door opened and slammed closed. Footsteps 

crunched over the rocks beside the walk leading to the 

driveway. I’ve heard that sound since the day we moved in. 

You’d think it wouldn’t be so loud, but if you’re the only one 

home... Didn’t hear the car door shut. Heard the Pontiac Grand 

Prix bought on sale at Denney’s Used Cars back in ‘92 turn 

over its large v-8 engine. My daddy raced cars.”  

She twisted the oversized cardigan in withering hands, 

stared at several bare footprints on the tile floor, and 

swallowed.  
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“When tires squealed, I reached for the heavy black 

phone that should have been tossed in the garbage years ago, or 

sold for some cash. Then I couldn’t remember the number. And 

should I call the non-emergency number of my local police, or 

911? Or maybe an ambulance? But I didn’t think there was any 

real emergency. I was pretty sure someone was dead. Dead, 

dead, dead. Shot at close range like that. Kitchen ain’t that 

big.”  

They stood between the kitchen, granite counter tops 

with oak-stained wood cabinets, and a formal dining room. As 

if guests were expected, a blood-red tablecloth lay beneath 

bone-white china and glistening silver utensils. In the center, a 

vase of yellow daisies smiled. Staring down the hallway she 

watched as the detective moved from the den, across the hall, 

and into the master bedroom. 

“You’re looking a little pale, ma’am. Maybe we should 

move to another room.” The officer shifted foot to foot. 

“I called 911. Couldn’t remember the non-emergency 

number no how. I told the operator, she had a cutesy voice; I’m 

sorry I dialed 911, but I couldn’t remember the non-emergency 

number. Told her someone was shot. She asked if I needed an 

ambulance, so, I came out here and found him lying in blood.” 

She pointed her middle finger at the body and looked to 

the man taking photographs of the person she’d vowed to love 

until death. The third finger of her left hand felt heavy and she 

twisted the gold band as if making a wish. 

“Then you arrived.” Her pupils dilated and she covered 

her mouth. “I didn’t touch the body.”  

“Did you see who shot him?”  

An axe leaned against the counter, flesh and bone clung 

to its edges. Silently the detective walked passed them exiting 

into the garage. 
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“You said you heard a gun fire.”  

She followed the officer’s glance around the room. 

Pieces of the cabinets dusted horizontal surfaces, most of those 

covered in blood splatter. Spared by the violence, an Apple 

Airbook lay on the end of the counter. A Word document filled 

the screen. The opened backside of the lid was smeared red.  

“Is this yours?” The officer motioned to the laptop. 

“Marcella killed him.” She stood straighter, shoulders 

back in defiance.  

“Marcella would be?”  

“His lover. I can describe her if you like. She’s very 

pretty. If you go for big boobs, blonde hair with dark roots 

showing, and fifty layers of makeup plastered as if you’re 

building a brick wall. She’s probably wearing a red dress, five 

inch FMPs and a smile.” 

“You saw what she was wearing? Did you see her shoot 

him?” he asked.  

“Nope.” Her hands trembled as she touched the side of 

her face to brush back a tear, while the detective walked back 

down the hallway and disappeared into the den. 

“How old is Marcella?” 

 “Twenty-three. Maybe forty. She doesn’t look a day 

over thirty. She works as a private dick. You know what a 

private dick is?”  

“Where does she live?”  

“She used to be with the FBI. Was once a waitress and 

a professional singer. She’s never been married. Except to the 

job I guess.” She brushed back a stray hair moving her arm up 

to tuck it behind her ear. “Falls in love with every nice fellow 



 

74 

she meets, at the drop of a look and a smile. Slut.” She went to 

spit, but swallowed it instead. 

“Where does she live?”  

Eyes focused on her dead husband, she whispered, 

“DC.” 

This time she let the tear slide down and he handed her 

a tissue from the box she held.  

The officer asked, “How long were you married?” 

“He never cheated.” She wiped her nose as it began to 

run. Fatigued, she slouched, allowing her shoulders to sag. 

“How did he know Marcella?”  

The officer took a step back when the detective 

returned, a paperback in one hand, a three-quarter finished 

manuscript, in his other. He motioned to the laptop and looked 

at her.  

“You’re a writer.” It was a statement not a question. 

“I’ve published over fifty romance novels.” She stood 

taller. “Every one a best seller.”  

“This isn’t your usual style,” the detective proffered the 

manuscript, ink still warm. “Your first murder mystery.” 

“One must expand her repertoire.” There’d been a 

comment in a writing magazine describing her most recent 

work as little more than cookie-cutter romance. 

“Who’s the villain?” The detective asked.  

“Wife of a powerful attorney. She used to be part of the 

rodeo set, before he took her to the big city. She could take 

down a cow and hogtie it three ways to my mama’s kettle, in 
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less than a minute. Her cheating husband thinks he’s gotten 

away with another affair. Until he meets her shotgun one 

Sunday morning after the newspaper boy pedaled his bicycle 

down the drive.” She’d forgotten the newspaper tucked under 

her arm and pushed it higher, hiding it in the folds of her 

sweater. 

“Who’s the protagonist?” The detective put a hand on 

the butt of his weapon.  

The name on the ID he flashed her when he first arrived 

said Wallace, PJ. He’s handsome. Youngish, mid-forties with 

the hint of grey at the temple. His smile is warm. His scent, all 

male. Beneath his jacket, evidence of his service weapon.  

“Paul Jon Wallace.”  

“How’s he figure it out? The detective asked.  

“He reads the manuscript.”  

“Physical evidence?” Handing the book and manuscript 

to the officer, the detective reached behind his back and 

removed a pair of handcuffs. “Maybe an apron covered in brain 

matter in the bathroom trash can? Traces of blood clinging to 

the caulk around the shower drain?” 

Eyes downcast, she looked at a ragged nail and picked 

at a piece of wood stuck in the end of her index finger. 

“Fingerprints on an axe in the kitchen? A dress tinged 

with dark splotches, probably blood, in the can in the garage?” 

His voice was gentle, sympathetic. He nodded to a man behind 

her who held a clear plastic bag containing the dress she 

remembered putting on before making the morning meal.  

 “Did you forget your slippers this morning?” 



 

76 

She looked to the footprints in congealed blood on the 

tile floor.  

The detective removed the newspaper from under her 

arm and handed it to the officer. “Your feet must have been 

cold when you stepped outside to pick up the newspaper.”  

Handcuffs ratcheted on the thin bony wrists as Marcella 

Merchant, a pen name, sixty-seven years old, twenty-nine-time 

bestseller of romance novels, is read her rights. The word 

document open on the counter, inserted among the text, 

pictures taken with a cell phone belonging to the accused, of a 

crime scene that would later become a major motion picture, 

the main characters played by actors best known for their 

indiscretions. 
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MARISSA MARANGONI 

Seagulls 

“Well, it ain’t pretty,” Vern said, staring down at a 

flattened crab.  Its shell was cracked, pieces of it strewn about 

like confetti, slivers of red and white dotting the sand.   

Vern took the toe of his worn brown shoe and nudged 

sprinkles of the crab’s scattered body until he toed what turned 

out to be a full claw. I stared at the single, in-tact piece of the 

animal, imagining the separated hook suddenly pinching 

Vern’s shoe. 

 “And you wanna cook crab?”  Vern’s brown eyes were 

ringed with orange that glowed in the evening sun. He bent 

over and ran his fingertips along the severed claw. 

“Yes.  Not this one – a fresh one. Obviously. I think it 

would be nice, don’t you?  I’ve always wanted to cook crab,” I 

said.  An ocean breeze blew through my hair and across my 

face.  

It was a lie. I was terrified of cooking anything with such 

a hard exterior, was already imagining its black beady eyes 

staring at me accusingly as I submerged it into the steaming pot 

of water in our tiny blue kitchen, but I knew how much Vern 

loved buttered crab. And I wanted to cook for him. 

“Sure,” Vern said, standing and wiping his brown 

wrinkled hands across his thighs, “it’d be real nice.”  He 

paused a moment, then said, “As long as we buy one from the 

grocery,” his finger pointed at the remnants of the crustacean, 

and the corner of his mouth twitched. 

 “You really think I’d try and cook this?” 

“Wouldn’t put it past you.”  

Vern signaled for me to follow him as he slipped off his 

shoes. I did the same, and he put his arm around my waist as 

we walked down the beach, our feet slowly sifting through 

millions of grains of sand with each step. 

We walked to the open-air market in the middle of town, 

inhaling the fresh sea air and welcoming the familiar taste of 
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salt that permanently settled on the tips of our tongues.  Vern’s 

gait slowed as we approached a slab of cement with a thatched 

roof resting on the edge of the ocean.  Under the roof were 

large, covered, steel bins that held the fresh catches of the day. 

Vern approached the bins, and a man with a stained apron and 

stubble on his face appeared. Vern asked for two pounds of 

crab.  The man opened one of the bins and pulled out a crab leg 

to show us.  Vern shook his head. 

“No, we want the whole thing,” he said, making a round 

motion with his hands. 

The man nodded, walked to the end of the cement slab, 

and opened another bin and returned with two crabs, each 

bigger than my face, for us to inspect. 

We bought the crabs and walked home, the brown bag 

swinging between us, connecting our fingers with its handles. 

 

In 1998, Vern and I were curled around one another in a 

beach chair on the ledge of the porch at my tiny apartment in 

New York City. We sipped glasses of wine under a blanket in 

the midst of a snow storm.  I complained about the cold. 

“Why don’t we go somewhere warm?”  Vern’s finger tips 

rested on my collar bone, holding a well-worn blanket around 

us. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Let’s leave,” Vern said, setting an empty wine glass on 

the crate in front of us. 

I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I didn’t need to in 

order to know that he was serious.  It was me who kept us tied 

to the city.  I always had a lot of reasons for staying:  we had 

bills to pay, our families were nearby; I’d never lived anywhere 

else but in New York and had nothing pressing me to leave.  

The list of reasons went on and on. In reality, I wasn’t all that 

tied to my job, and I didn’t see my family that often. The truth 

was that I was afraid to go anywhere with Vern in fear that 

he’d leave me somewhere by myself.  I worried I’d wake up 

and find myself wandering foreign streets with only a pair of 

high heels dangling from my fingers.  
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There, in New York, I had my own apartment, a job, and 

I slept in my own twin bed at night.   I could always go back to 

what was purely mine if I stayed.   

Vern was restless.  When we first got together, he’d 

disappear for days: no phone calls, no explanations.  He’d 

return, the copper ring around his pupils brighter than when he 

had left. He’d resurface in the middle of the night, pulling me 

from my warm bed, handing me a dress from my closet, and 

suddenly I’d find myself twirling around in some Salsa club in 

Spanish Harlem, the two of us laughing like a couple of 

honeymooners, completely absorbed in one another.  It was 

nights like those I was thinking of when he suggested we leave. 

The nights I went home drenched in sweat and so tired that my 

vision blurred as I stumbled up the stairs to unlock my door 

alone. I’d leave Vern behind for work early in the morning, 

walking away from his crinkled smile and gentle hands, letting 

him spin the rest of the night away into the red glow of the 

morning without me. 

  When my silence was too long, Vern tapped his fingers 

against my shoulder and raised his faint, dark eyebrows.  The 

next morning, I locked the door to my apartment, carrying a 

bag of clothes and apples, and met Vern in front of my 

building.  We caught a taxi to LaGuardia and flew to the 

Dominican Republic.  I read a SkyMall while Vern looked out 

the window.  We ate the apples mid-flight, and we never turned 

back.  

At first, we were just on vacation.  Spent the days lying 

on the sand in front of the two-room bungalow we rented on 

the beach.  But after nineteen days of being on vacation, surely 

having lost our jobs and sufficiently puzzling everyone we had 

left behind, I started thinking that maybe our spontaneous 

getaway was permanent.   

A month later, we bought a lopsided cottage in a lazy 

neighborhood, just a two minute walk from salty sea water then 

called our family and friends and told them we had found 

heaven on earth and didn’t plan on returning any time soon.  It 

was easy to let go of my old life – easier than I had imagined.  
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Back in New York, I was always waiting for Vern to find 

someone new, waiting for him to give into the restlessness that 

kept him up at night, the restlessness that kept him reading 

about Japan and India and any place that wasn’t New York 

with those thick black glasses always sliding halfway down his 

wide nose.   

I was always waiting for him to disagree with me, for one 

of us to say the wrong thing, for him to tell me we should see 

other people – or maybe ask me to marry him. Mostly, I was 

always waiting for him to disappear and never return. But 

when we left, when we moved to a languid beach life where he 

and I helped manage a local restaurant during the day and laid 

out by the ocean at night, I stopped waiting.  I forgot to wait for 

Vern to disappear while I listened to the sounds of the earth 

settling into itself as I drifted to sleep at night. 

 

Our lives were quiet in the Dominican. We lived moment 

to moment, with very little talk of our futures – and none of our 

pasts. Vern was content, reading the paper each morning, 

grabbing my hand in the middle of the day to dance to the 

clinking wind chimes whose music moved seamlessly through 

our window and into the soundtrack of our days. We eased into 

a life of each other, of balmy summers and mild winters, of salt 

water and sleep and simplicity. And though I was admittedly 

less satisfied with my life that left the taxis and corporate office 

meetings and schmaltzy dinners in my history, it made me 

smile to hear Vern whistle, to see him close his eyes just 

because he could, to know he was able to forget whatever it 

was in his life before me that he couldn’t seem to shake when 

we were still in the States. He’d needed to escape for much 

longer than I’d realized, and when he finally did, I knew I was 

fortunate that he took me with him. 

 

Nights in our new home were warm for a while, and we 

slept on top of the sheets in the bed we shared, sweat 

sometimes sticking our shirts to our backs. When the nights 

cooled, we slept under a quilt that Vern’s grandmother had 
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made him when he was a little boy. She was the only person he 

ever told me about, the only extended piece of him that existed 

to me. He told me she was a sweet woman, with round cheeks 

and rough hands that she worked to the bone. He’d leave me as 

he talked, drifting into his memories, and when he drifted back 

in, he’d shake his head, tell me that nothing in his past was 

worth knowing, and I accepted the few words he gave me, 

allowing him to retreat into silence and grateful for the little 

bits of his life I shared with him. 

Years passed, the tide went out and returned every day, 

and the quilt on our small bed thinned in the spots we held onto 

as we stared into each other’s eyes, riding out each breath like 

we rode waves with our bodies fighting the undertow. The life 

we chose for ourselves was more stable and sacred than the life 

we’d left.  

It shook me to my core when Vern got sick. All it took 

was one word for me to unravel, to lose the glue between the 

little bits of fibers that held me together when I understood that 

Vern would be gone. He took it better than I did, still whistling 

and dancing and catnapping. He told me he’d done all he 

wanted to do, that he was happy to spend the rest of his time 

beside me.  He let me cry a few days. Sobs ripped through my 

chest any time I thought he wasn’t paying attention. One 

afternoon during the first days, when the sun streamed through 

the cottage, bathing the walls in golden light, I muffled my 

cries in the old quilt as Vern napped in the front room. I let 

myself shake and scream and fall apart over the unfairness of it 

all. I didn’t hear Vern come in, but I jumped when he pulled 

the quilt from my face, wrapped me in it, and then held me 

against his chest. When I quieted, he took his thick finger and 

ran it underneath my eye.  

“You got a long life ahead of you. Sail through what’s 

left of this one now,” he had said. 

So I did. And even when he couldn’t walk from the 

cottage to the ocean without me, when the ache of knowing 

how our ending would play out crept into my chest as he 
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grabbed at me for support, my eyes stayed dry because it was 

what he wanted. 

Me and Vern were together a long time before his last 

breath slipped between his cracked, brown lips. On a morning 

when rain was pouring hard against our old tin roof, I rolled 

over to face him, and the bed groaned beneath me. It was cold, 

and I was empty, and even before I pressed my forehead 

against his, I knew that he had left me alone.  

 

The night we got the crabs was the night I should have 

taken Vern’s hand when he offered it to me and walked with 

him into the water. Instead, I let his fingers grasp at air and 

shuffled backwards in the sand, digging trenches with my feet 

away from him.  

When we got the crabs home, I got out a big, steel pot 

from under the kitchen counter.  Its bottom was black from 

years of use before us.  I bought it from a vendor on the street.   

Vern turned on the faucet and took the pot out of my hands to 

fill it with water. 

“I wonder if the papayas are ever going to grow,” I said, 

looking out the kitchen window, tapping my long nails on the 

counter.  The setting sun cast a bluish-black hue around the 

tree. 

“In time,” Vern replied, handing me the filled pot.  I 

turned on the stove and struggled to place the pot on the 

burner, sloshing a bit of water onto the floor by the bag of the 

crabs. Ignoring my spill, Vern picked up the wriggling paper 

sack of crabs and handed it to me before he walked out of the 

room. I could see the outline of his spine through his shirt that 

grew looser and looser. 

“Hey,” I called, “aren’t you going to help me?” 

“This is your thing,” he called back. “I’m getting a 

shower.” 

I heard the water run in the shower.  I opened a drawer by 

the refrigerator and took out a rubber band. I twisted it around 

my frizzed hair and then reached for the crabs.  I set the bag on 

the counter and opened it.  I peered inside and the crabs were 
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still there –moving. I stared at them until the water in the pot 

began to boil, trying to get my courage up and gain my footing. 

They’re just crabs, I remember thinking. I felt the urge to flinch 

as I reached inside the bag to grab them, but I didn’t.  It was 

my thing, as Vern had said, and I was going to do it. I held my 

breath. 

The crabs hissed as I dropped them into the rolling water, 

and as I slammed the lid on the pot, cringing at the scraping of 

claws and thudding against the steel, I exhaled. I remember 

thinking it was kind of ironic that they were going to die where 

they were born – in the water. But in a way, most lives end 

where they begin.  

The sunset was slow-moving that evening –almost as if it 

was waiting for the moon to catch up.  The crab wasn’t what I 

had imagined it would be.  I didn’t know how to cook it in the 

first place; it was more wishful thinking and foolish confidence 

that led me to the attempt.  I just wanted him to lean back in his 

chair after the first bite, close his eyes and lose himself in the 

pleasure of eating something he loved. Instead, Vern kindly let 

me tell him that the crab wasn’t ripe, instead of admitting that 

I’d been the problem. After I washed the dishes, we walked to 

the ocean before we went to sleep. I didn’t like the ocean at 

night. It made life seem so surreal, so overwhelming. 

 “There’s just so much black,” I told Vern.  “I can’t tell 

where the sand stops and the water begins.” 

“Even after all this time?”  Vern asked, bending down to 

take off his shoes and roll up his pant legs. 

We’d been away from taxis and crowds for five years 

then. 

“Even after,” I said, slipping my feet out of my sandals 

and gathering my skirt in my hands.  “Vern, don’t you think 

maybe you should just stick to the sand tonight?” I asked him, 

thinking that the weight of the wet sea might be too much for 

him, though he was just in the beginning stages of the cancer 

then. 

Vern didn’t answer. I don’t know if it was because he 

was ignoring me or just didn’t hear my voice. I followed his 
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deliberate steps. The closer we got to the water, the more the 

wind picked up, and my hair blew over my face.  The rubber 

band must have come loose and fallen into the sand 

somewhere. 

The sound of waves drowned out all other noises of the 

night, and I felt the dampness of the water’s air creeping up to 

us and covering our bodies.  I shrank from the cold of the 

ocean when it hit my feet and teetered when a wave rushed 

around me and a stick caught between my bare toes.  Vern 

turned, yards ahead and already up to his knees in salt water, 

and he offered me his hand, his fingers reaching toward mine.  

I waved him on.  

“Go!” I called to him, backing up until my feet were 

steady beneath me, grounding me between the beginnings of 

the tide and the end of the beach. 

When I stopped, I let the cold water creep up my bare 

calves, my skin bristling between waves when the wind blew 

cold against me.  Holding my skirt in one hand, and my damp, 

knotted curls in the other, I watched as the white of Vern’s 

shirt disappeared into the black sky and the black ocean, a lone 

seagull on an invisible horizon.   
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HERBERT MARTIN 

Quickie 

I am in love with a hard headed two-fisted woman 

she is brown; she walks a long block to town 

she fries her men in lard as if they were fatback; 

she drinks her coffee hot, unsweetened and jet black. 

she knows how to do a sweet thing, smooth and up right;  

it don’t matter whether it’s morning, noon time or night. 

Her nickname is Jack, and she likes it like that. 

 

In the Shadow of the Capital 

These are three visibly young black girls who seem to wonder 

what is going to come next? One of them looks behind towards  

the unalterable past, the second seems to look towards 

possibility, 

towards an expectant future. They are not sure of any 

outcomes. 

The third companion has both her hands tight on her hips while 

the youngest of them seems to have her hand grasping at the air 

and standing squarely in front of the future. She will be  

“The wife of a lynching victim.” She is seated next to the other 

girls, in a timeless photograph. She will be absorbed in a  

traditional mourning dress, black, and weary of what will 

come next. In another photograph, a young man poses alone 

as if he has been hung by a party of three white boys 

who we see, in a similar photo, holding him by the arms 

and placing him on a scaffold where he is finally to be hung. 

This is a game that only they play as boys. They will see it as 

serious when they become men. They called it, however, 

we may think of it in the future: “The Lynching Game.” 
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Bahamian Migrant Worker 

He looks to be a braggart 

in a time when such a 

small attribute was 

offensive and punishable 

by some terrible death 

depending on how deep 

in the south you happened 

to be buried, which would 

have first resulted in your  

disappearance and second 

your death. Such a handsome 

face might have been intriguing 

to some white women, but for 

the most part you were a minor 

scream or maybe a mighty whimper 

resulting in your untimely end no 

matter how hard you were 

willing to work. 
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GARY MITCHNER  

Working 

Not like a career which requires preliminary 

images: seeing yourself in a lab coat  

or standing in front of a class with authority. 

 

These temporary labors offer quick change, 

self-discipline and structure from boredom, 

not performing with creativity but with rote. 

 

My first ones were not dignified with serious title, 

but were necessary chores – “necessary” for parents 

not me but someone had to take out the trash – 

 

this was well before recycling so everything went out 

of the house until the bills were not paid 

and cans and garbage and bottles were either 

 

tossed into the garage or buried in the backyard. 

When weather permitted raking the leaves, 

mowing the lawn and washing the windows commenced. 

 

My promotion came when Daddy lost his Armco job, 

taking up with Fuller Brush then local real estate, 

appointing me to mow the property lawns 

 

and getting pay-by-job money instead of allowance –   

I was always fascinated by that word: I was  

“allowed” to spill the coffee grounds on the way out? 

 

You must realize at that time my arms were pencil thin 

and the heavy mower especially on the banks of grass 

was difficult to push – no self-propelled equipment for me. 
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Then a real, after-school employment: Muir’s Drugstore 

where I swept and mopped the floors, cleaned toilets, 

and scraped the grease off the grill in the soda fountain. 

 

Home movies of me as a child arranging boxes 

at Patty and Bill’s wedding disproved my therapist’s  

theory: I was not anal-retentive because of Daddy’s alcohol 

 

chaos but perhaps born to arrange and clean 

and keep order (just now as I make sure 

all these stanzas are tercets with visual decorum). 

 

I was fired (everyone should be so for a sense of humility)  

not because I could not push the wax onto the floors 

or could not hit the oil barrel from the grease tray, 

 

taking orders from an assistant one moment and  

the next from a manager caught me in-between, 

ending my high school job – I went to a football game 

 

instead, though not until I had cried to my mother, 

thinking and feeling that my life was a failure, 

forgetting that I still had college to prove myself. 

 

To graduate from a drugstore to a factory assembly line 

seems odd – certainly no cause and effect move –  

but that is what I did in 1964 when work/study, 

 

my only source of college funds offered a way out 

of Franklin and its small mindedness – limited in  

so many ways: opportunities and expressions. 

 

Who knew that to graduate I would have to weld  

pieces of aluminum for Ford car doors, to press 

metal into practical shapes with hands bound 
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by safety straps, to watch the Iranian girl’s fingers 

severed when those safety measures failed, leaving 

her marked as a thief in her own country. 

 

The smell of metal and grease, the dirt of the floor, 

the unrefined banter of the workers, unbearable heat –  

all weighed upon me until I walked out, out to the 

 

railroad tracks where I had to walk to get back to my dorm, 

knowing I would have to leave college, leave education and  

return to the chaos of an alcoholic’s home and punishment. 

 

Not sure of this memory but somehow I ended up 

in the library stacks, shelving precious stories and facts, 

finding myself in quiet study as I memorized books. 

 

I loved this job. I still remember the spines, the titles,  

even the colors, their placement and the solitude 

of order and classification and neat arrangements. 

 

An undergraduate assistantship paid the tuition 

as I began to appreciate the Quaker values of this place: 

no oaths, no preacher, no symbols, only tolerance 

 

for every inner spirit. No pledge of allegiance,  

no Star-Spangled Banner only books and respect, 

no conflicts, only peaceful resistance and disobedience. 

 

That work evolved into another opportunity that matched 

a career goal: secretary to the head of the English Department. 

The best yet: helping to give order and hearing orders. 
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Arranging the dittoed copies, listening to the professors’ voices 

on the dictaphone cylinder and typing their assignments and 

letters, 

filing away ephemera for the next round of professionals. 

 

From that desk chair I would move to my own desk 

in front of eager and boisterous teenagers to whom I would 

say: 

“Don’t live and die in Huber Heights, Ohio.” 
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R.A. MOREAN  

Chaos Theory 

Timbuktu. 

When I was four, I loved the way the name tripped off 

my tongue. This word bouquet coincided with my first ice 

cream sandwich and seemed gloriously mysterious, even 

without the added intrigue of coming from a vending machine. 

“They don’t have these out in Timbuktu,” said my mother as 

she unwrapped the frozen bar. 

Timbuktu. A name layered in grade school songs, and 

pulled into games like a piece of geographic Play-Doh. Let’s 

fly to Timbuktu. I’m king of Timbuktu. You’re going to the 

island of Timbuktu. It had the same exotic flair as Lake 

Titicaca, but with a slightly more sanitized piqué, and seemed 

accessible, like one day maybe I could travel there – mostly 

because my mother always told people we lived in out in the 

boonies, in Timbuktu. 

But we didn’t really live in Timbuktu. Never did. And, as 

I found out when I was eleven, Timbuktu is real place. With 

real people who do normal things like go shopping and eat 

dinner together and laugh at Seinfeld. It is a city in Mali.  

Never did I think Timbuktu would be a place of horror 

and the disembowelment of history. But when I read of the 

takeover by al Qaeda forces and the looting of art, the burning 

of libraries with papers dating from the 1300s, I was ill.  

On January 23rd al Qaeda backed militants finally left 

Timbuktu after imposing harsh, Shariah law and mowing down 

shrines from the 14th century. For eight months they terrorized 

the people of Timbuktu using the Malian Solidarity Bank as 

their Islamic Police Headquarters. All this horror in the name 

of religion. 

Timbuktu is home to more than 100,000 ancient texts, 

and as the French government moved in with Mali troops the 

end of January to release the city of 50,000 from their 
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tormentors, the AQIM (al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) 

decided their final act of terror was to loot and burn libraries. 

Libraries. Really?  

It’s the same mentality that leaves a young school girl 

dead on a bus, hundreds more kidnapped, the victims of men 

with guns who don’t think they should learn to read and write. 

Really? These little girls are a threat to your religious views? 

Those 900 year old documents are a threat? Shrines are a 

threat? Hogwarts is a threat? Catcher in the Rye? A threat? 

How insecure are you? 

In 2001, a general in charge of blowing up the two 

ancient Buddhas of Bamiyan (dated to 544 AD and 560 AD) in 

Afghanistan, was asked by a British reporter if it was difficult 

for him to destroy such works of time and history and art. She 

asked if it was a personal challenge to remain on task. 

Ruefully, he said yes, it was difficult for him. He then went on 

to explain in excruciating detail the reason it was so hard was 

because the shelling took three days, non-stop, and his men 

grew tired. The end result was also disappointing – the statues 

were not sufficiently destroyed to his own satisfaction. 

Torture, rape and murder – all are the high cost of war 

and are revolting, horrific, and unthinkable. But destroying 

human history carries its own horror. If we cannot cherish and 

protect and revere our history of all that which has made us 

human over millennia, then we will lose ourselves. These 

objects and papers are irreplaceable.  

The feeling I get in my stomach is the same as when I 

read or watch anything about the poaching of elephants and I 

am reduced in my dark hours to thinking we deserve all that we 

will get – we are such a selfish and stupid species. We will 

destroy ourselves with global warming, some nut will push a 

button, some idiot will release a virus or bacteria meant to 

destroy some other…the “enemy,” and that will be that. Good 

riddance to bad rubbish. Let insects inherit the earth. 

And then I read about the archeologists who, ten years 

later, just days after the borders were open, began repairing the 

Buddhas. How 28,000 documents were saved from the fire that 
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January night, smuggled out by donkey cart under the watchful 

eye of a security guard and an historian, and of those 

documents that did meet a terrible fate and were burned, all, 

yes all were digitalized beforehand. The keepers of humanity 

persevered.  

This gives me hope, makes me wonder at the dainty 

shape of the hand of a newborn or glory of some piece of art 

hanging on a wall: we are a magnificent species. 

And yet, that feeling is fleeting. Chaos, as we all know is 

easier to wreak than order to maintain. Entropic forces are at 

work all the time in the physical world, eroding mountains and 

lending pinball machines their ludicrous ability to entertain. 

Entropic forces are seemingly at work at the societal level as 

well. It is easier to blow up a building than to build one. 

Seconds compared to months or years.  

At the root of all this chaos is religion. I stand by what I 

say. It is religion. Every. Single. Time. Couple that with Jared 

Diamond’s claim that all war is for land and resources, and we 

all have cause for great concern.  

Here’s the toddler mentality: My land. My resources. 

And my god gives me the right to take them both.  

Just as we maintain an Endangered Species List, 

UNESCO maintains a List of World Heritage in Danger. The 

smaller Buddha will be taken off that list this year. The larger 

one was determined to be too shattered to repair and his stump 

will be left intact as a reminder of the violence. 

The problem is, those motivated to destroy these works in 

the first place don’t care and we who do, don’t need reminders. 

Those who destroy are focused on some afterlife and reward. 

They see art and education and history as a threat to their god. 

And I am talking about Christians who burn books as fast as 

Islamic fundamentalists. About those who believe the earth is 

6,000 years old, science is an affront to Allah, God, Yahweh, 

and humans were formed in a garden with a talking snake. That 

heredity and genetic theory only apply to raising their livestock 

and crops, and that evolution is “just a theory.” 
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As I applaud the rational and brave people of the world 

for protecting and preserving our art and history, I fear we are a 

species of selfish toddlers marching around with machine guns 

and bombs and claiming “mine, mine, mine.”  

And I am afraid chaos will reign. If only chaos were “just 

a theory.” 
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LANCE NIZAMI 

Universalist 

Away in a tiny Midwestern town 

A smallish town, unlikely place, so far from major shores 

The church swells up with songs for astronauts 

The stained glass, mostly azure, showing scenes of cosmic 

fascination 

 

All of it the aftermath of some space-time coincidence 

Unbalancing of energies that led to us, eventually 

We stand here on one Sunday in soft light 

To pay respects to something seen the darker half of day 

 

My eyes blink shut and suddenly my arm jerks, waking me 

Was I about to sleep? Born much too soon to stand on the 

Moon 

Born much too far to step on Mars, I frustrate here 

Earthbound too long, my eyes close once again 

 

My chin slams at my chest, I’m stunned awake 

My body harshly tells me one more time: 

That I’m not conscious after heavens darken 

Hence, in halls, I sing amidst the light. 
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Singularity 

I foreign 

Land of canals 

Dutch houses 

My steps uncertain 

 

Grey overcast 

Nothing familiar 

Strange: no people 

Just me suddenly 

 

Write? Coffee? Both? 

Canal-side cafe 

Only waitress, me 

Steaming mocha 

 

All others asleep? 

I pause, lonely 

Waitress pretty 

We each ignore 

 

Our business separate 

A cold grey day 

Dutch houses surround 

Land of canals. 
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Internment 

Cage: a disliked word 

Cage: it speaks of lack of freedom 

Cage: it speaks of speech suppressed 

 

Why should you cage yourself? 

Refuse to roam in body, roam in speech? 

Set borders at the points where fear begins? 

 

Cage: the restraint that must be restrained 

Harsh isolator 

Enemy of self 

 

What day is it 

Is it the day I break on through 

Is it the day I merely plod 

Is it the day I just give up 

What day is it 

 

It is a day what 

Day six or seven or eight or nine 

Of a seven-day week 

Of a weak seven days 

It is a day what 

 

What day is it 

Is it the day I just give up 

Is it the day I merely plod 

Is it the day I’m breaking through 

What day is it 

 

Plan, plans, or planning 

Escape, escapes, or escaping 

We speak like convicts dying to get out 

 

And in our minds, dogs bark 

Warning: leave or be dragged back 

We hear the rolling of the gates 

The gates soon shut, then isolation. 
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SOPHIE MADISON PEARLMAN 

 Insight Into My Babbling Mind In Three Lovely Pieces 

Journal 1 

I carry myself and I carry other people. 

I carry my autistic aunt, if that’s even what she has.  Since I 

was young I’ve been told it was autism, and though I’ve grown 

to wonder what the problem really is, I’ll never ask. 

I carry the problems of everyone I meet because I care too 

much. 

I carry my constant fear of throwing up, or having people 

throw up. 

I carry anxiety. 

I carry bad choices in the past. 

I carry his secrets. 

I carry more food in my stomach than I used to.  I used to carry 

none and at the time, I liked that. 

I carry the fear of something bad happening that has haunted 

me since my uncle’s death on 9/11. 

I carry each and every one of my emotions because I never let 

them out. 

I carry constant paranoia. 

I carry her eating disorder.  I tried to get the school involved 

and they tried telling her parents, but they didn’t believe that 

she had a problem. 

I carry an immense amount of pressure that I put on myself. 

I carry the jokes that other people make about me and the jokes 

that I make about myself.  You have to be able to laugh at 

yourself. 

I carry expectations. 

I carry the hope that I will get to experience everything I want 

to in life. 
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Journal 2 

Things That Don’t Make Sense At All 

The fact that as I get older, my school desks get smaller.  In 

elementary school, they were large enough to hold our books.  

In middle school, they were the same size but couldn’t hold 

anything.  In high school, where we have the most work and 

the most stress, I can’t even fit one of my binders on my desk.  

This leaves me awkwardly trying to take notes while also 

trying to hold up my binder – not cute. 

Why we had to learn to write I cursive in elementary school.  

Never will I ever encounter something that tells me that I am 

completely required to write in script. 

Why boys have better reputations when they get with a lot of 

girls.  High school kids are stupid because they think that the 

amount of girls a boy is involved with actually defines the 

boy’s popularity.  I just think it’s gross. 

How people have different levels of intellectualism.  It is so 

difficult to wrap my head around the idea that it’s partially 

genetic.  I feel like everyone should be born with the same 

extent to which they can learn. 

Why people think English teachers are crazy for concluding 

that the red wallpaper represents the character’s anger.  I think 

that literary analysis is one of the most fun things in the world 

because there is no right answer.  It’s almost as if you can 

make up your own story about why something is a certain way. 

Whether or not coincidences mean anything.  I’d like to think 

that they mean something; whatever happens is meant to 

happen.  My mother always tells me that I’m being silly… 

coincidences are just coincidences? 
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Journal 3 

To my future daughter, 

Here are ways to lift your chin up (and keep it there) when it’s 

down: 

When your friends turn on you and decide that they’re “too 

cool” for you, don’t care.  You don’t need them and you’ll be 

better off without them.  Take every single thing you do 

seriously.  Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you can’t do 

something.  The best feeling in the world is to succeed at 

something that you were told you wouldn’t be able to do.  Be 

friendly and be as classy as you can. Hold the door for 

everyone who walks in after you and always have good 

manners.  There is never any harm in doing so; being polite is a 

nice thing.  Never dumb yourself down.  Smile at the old 

woman standing in line behind you and don’t be afraid to talk 

to the person sitting next to you on the train – not everyone is 

out to get you.  Having unrealistically high expectations can 

often lead to disappointment, but don’t let that stop you from 

dreaming.  Guys can be jerks.  When they tell you to keep your 

relationship a secret, tell them that you don’t want a 

relationship, thank you very much.  If you don’t like a guy, 

don’t force yourself to.  Good things come to those who wait, 

so wait for a boy who will treat you right (he won’t be a jerk). 

Read as much as you can, especially short stories because those 

are the best.  People suck. Try to be a nerd and if you’re not, 

don’t make fun of them.  They often end up being the most 

successful because of their ambition.  Don’t be afraid to stand 

against what everyone else is doing.  It doesn’t make you 

uncool; it makes you unique and true to yourself.  Karma 

always comes around, so be good.  Worrying doesn’t 

accomplish anything.  Know the difference between you’re vs. 

your and their vs. there vs. they’re.  Be positive, or at least try 

to.  Most of the time, what your parents tell you makes sense 

and will actually help you.  Though you may not want to seem 

like you’re listening, pretend you are not just to spite them (but 

actually listen).  Also, it doesn’t make you a loser to hang out 

with your parents.  Don’t let your fears hold you back and 
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don’t over think things.  There are so many opportunities in 

high school, so take advantage of them.  When you find a best 

friend, keep them for the rest of your life so that you can look 

back on old pictures and laugh.  Always dress nicely because 

you never know who you’ll meet or what will happen.  Eat 

whatever you want because eventually, you won’t be able to do 

so.  And don’t not eat, either.  Take pictures of everything and 

write down the dates of important events in your life.  When 

you’re really happy, it will pass.  But when you’re really sad, 

that will pass too.  Have fun. 

      Don’t be stupid, 

      Me 
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PAM RILEY 

Tea 

She could not remember the  

last time she had tea 

with her grandmother – 

how the old lady had wept 

as she came up the porch 

and through the door 

and settled into the beige chintz chair 

kept just for her in the parlor. 
 

There was the silver pot like always 

polished so clean it almost breathed 

and the porcelain cups 

and saucers begging for attention 

while she took off her sweater 

and pressed a kiss against the woman's cheek. 

Tiny sandwiches, their crusts 

trimmed away held 

meat paste 

and fish and slivers of vegetables; 

there were cakes. 

the pink and yellow frosting 

already wilting on the sideboard 

and scones freshly 

baked that morning. 
 

And she would sit and hold 

her grandmother's hand, 

promising she was happy 

and soon to be married 

just like her father wanted. 

She would admire the crocheted doilies 

the silver spoons with filigree she 

would one day own herself 

and the heavy oil portraits of strangers 



 

103 

playing family on the walls. 
 

The clock would chime five 

and she would ask where the time had gone, 

her grandmother smiling 

at the words, 

hoping her skirts would not grow shorter 

as the girl kissed her goodbye 

and made her way 

back to where old women 

did not belong 

and promises were spiteful children 

buried in the grass. 

 

 

Titus 

Titus, 

with your war paint 

and helmet 

nailed upon a spike – 

I see you turning 

out your pockets 

and polishing your medals. 

Whose head will be hoisted tomorrow? 
 

You fed children to their mother 

bones ground and slipped 

into a pie 

and Lavinia can only 

mime what she feels, 

willow sprigs where 

her hands should be. 

Rape is a solemn thing. 
 

You leave a dead kingdom 

to no one – 
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they all call 

for your genitals on a plate. 

And state burials 

are only for angels 

buried waist deep 
 

outside the city walls. 

 
 

Hope 

I saw you out walking 

on the street today 

past the bank and market 

where you stopped to buy 

pears and honey 

and a loaf of olive bread. 

your dress was a yellow print –  

daffodils 

and you wore a scarf 

that nestled 

on your shoulder, 

a soft Pleiades. 

Morning steamed off the street – 

nebulae 

of sounds – 

the world waking up 

as you laughed, 

the breeze cupping 

your chin 

in an embrace of thieves. 

People turned and smiled 

at the sound 

of you living 

at the sound of everything 

slung across your shoulder 

like hope.  
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Dinner 

We pass platters – 

parslied potatoes 

and turnips, bruised 

and rescued from the cellar. 

Uncle Robin spears the meat, 

boiled and sweating on his plate, 

and proclaims it good – 

the best Aunt Jill has ever made 

as I count the peas in the bowl 

in front of me, 

pretending they are soldiers 

I can shoot. 

 

Don't you like your dinner 

mama asks me 

as she shakes out her napkin 

and plants it back 

in her lap 

where it will surely grow 

sorrowful again. 

Father just stares at her 

wondering how she got there 

and who she is, 

biscuit sopping in his soup. 

 

Under the table, 

I poke my cousin Gretchen 

in the shin 

with a fork 

because I like her 

and I want to watch her 

take off her dress 

for me again. 

Dessert is jello, 

the kind with fruit 
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growing inside of it, 

the sad red quivering 

in the dish 

like a dog's heart 

 

And we hover 

at the table – 

a feast of thieves, 

a family 

who sip cool tea 

from long glasses 

and wear clothes 

they do not know 

and pretend 

our hungry words 

will linger with the crumbs. 

 

Toys 

We grew up in strange times – 

days when playing war 

meant fingers and sticks 

did the dirty deeds 

and clots of mud became wounds 

festering in the garden – 

no nurses,  

just sudden resurrection when our mothers 

called our names 

to come in for lunch. 

 

Our dolls were porcelain, 

not plastic, 

and had names like Marguerite and Jezebel, 

and we dressed them in dying lace 

with tiny pearl buttons 

and shoes like tiny doves. 
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They drank tea from silent cups 

and would grow up to 

marry rich and hungry men 

who would buy them everything 

in the world. 

 

We had ships and castles  

rusting in the forest 

where weeds knew friends 

were buried – pirates 

from the nursery school 

left drowning in the lake, 

fortresses that would make our mothers cry 

to see how tall we could become 

on a summer afternoon. 

And when the streetlamps  

chased our figures home 

we ballooned with shadows 

drifting in the summer night 

 

setting the sky on fire. 
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REBECCA RITCHEY 

Here Comes the Sun 

1. 

Her enunciation unravels itself at high octaves. I know 

this because she’s screaming at me and it’s beyond coherence. 

I’ve had years of practice, piecing together half-words and 

fragments of sentences, and yet I’m no closer to understanding 

her than a stranger. In my current state I’ve lost all sense of 

proportion, struggling to grasp the words that fall from her 

mouth as her voice swells and Korean bungles itself up with 

English. I work up the nerve to ask for leniency, just a few 

hours. Her words hit me so cold I remember why I hate my 

mother. 

“I don’t care if your friend died,” she said, “Get it done.” 

I don’t recognize the voice that answers her, a childish 

relent choked out between sobs. My red Cutlass rattles down  

I-33, making shadows against the vast expanse of land that 

typically surrounds the Midwest. I hang up the phone. It buzzes 

repeatedly on the passenger’s seat. I drive in quiet anguish, 

glancing every now and then at the clock on the dashboard.  

I’m going to miss the funeral. 

 

2. 

I received the news about Ben a few days after he killed 

himself. I didn’t ask how. The details seemed less important at 

the time. I thought I would cry, waiting to blink back tears that 

never came. Instead I looked at the last text message I received 

from him: an offer to help me with my new phone and a 

promise to see each other soon. For months afterward I would 

have to stop myself from trying to call or text him, periodically 

scrolling down just to see the letters that formed his name. I 

would grapple with the reality of deleting his number as it 

dropped further and further to the bottom of my messages, but 
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the decision would be made for me when I lost the phone and 

everyone in it. 

It’s still vibrating when I pull into the parking lot of the 

bank. I flip down the overhead mirror, wipe my black stained 

cheeks and powder my nose to a lighter shade of red. I sign the 

cashiers check over to my mother and get out of the car. The 

transaction takes less than five minutes. My phone stops 

vibrating. She must be periodically refreshing her account. 

Driving back across town I calculate how much time I’ve lost, 

hoping that I won’t miss it, that I won’t miss him. It’s been a 

year since I last saw him and now I never will. I race down the 

highway as the sun bathes my car in light. It is bright and 

cheerful and mocking. I glare at it and it glares back. 

 

3. 

I find the church with little difficulty, the only standing 

building in a five mile radius. Cars are strewn about the 

parking lot haphazardly like Legos with little regard to 

structure or form. I choose a space behind a lopsided Chevy 

pickup, grab my purse and rush out of the car. In my haste to 

reach the church I forget what brings me here and I stop myself 

before I reach the door. I can hear the muffled sounds of the 

organ, the voices of mourners. It mingles with the sounds of 

nature – birds in the distance and wind whipped trees and that 

inescapable softness of summer. I almost don’t go in. After a 

moment I push on the heavy oak doors and enter a dimly lit 

entryway. A line of people are signing their names to a book 

like hotel guests checking in. We were here, it seemed to say. 

We cared.  

When I first see Ben, tucked in velvet, I am washed in 

relief – an open casket. I mentally check off a list of suicide 

attempts as I continued to entertain strange thoughts. He looks 

good. For a dead person. For any person. He’s lost so much 

weight. I’m unsure if this happened before or after. It’s 

unsettling to see him in a button up shirt instead of his usual 
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ironic t-shirts and sweatshirts. The shirt is blue gingham, a 

garment he would truly only wear if he were dead. From my 

seat in the back row I can see the mop of red hair that could 

only belong to Mark. His shoulders are hunched, his head 

down, tired of seeing his best friend projected on the wall in 

front of him. I focus my gaze into that shade of burnt orange, 

willing my eyes to burn with it. I look up at the slideshow and 

the muddled sounds of soft rock and condolences become 

white noise: little Ben and Mark, ten years old; Baby Ben in a 

high chair; Ben in a Superman costume, red cape around his 

shoulders. Soon the funeral will start and the casket will close. 

I feared not getting a chance to say goodbye, but now that I’m 

here I can’t move.  The knotted feeling in my stomach has 

traveled to the back of my eyelids. I’m stuck in this chair. 

I can’t help but think of the only two funerals I’ve been 

to: my grandfather’s, a once boisterous man wilted away into 

frailty by colon cancer, and my friend’s mother, Helene, a kind 

woman who lost her second bout with breast cancer. My 

strongest recall is the striking difference in expression; my 

grandfather’s face, clenched and tight – signals of a painful 

end. And Helene, who seemed to know exactly what was 

waiting for her, the smile so serene on her dimpled face. 

When I finally manage to make my feet approach the 

casket, I’m unsure of what I thought I would find. He looks 

almost the same. The weight loss is even more apparent up 

close. But it’s still him. The same boy I bested in a 3
rd

 grade 

spelling bee – and then again in a rematch 12 years later (only 

with more beer.) The one who gave me pep talks as my 

confidant, never hinting at his own inner turmoil. His hands are 

at his sides, slightly parted as though he’d clenched his fists in 

those final hours. I place my hand between his stiff fingers, 

nestle them in the heart of his palm. My tears spring forth hot 

and unexpected. Ben isn’t here. This goodbye is just for me. I 

turn around and blindly find my way into the empty bathroom. 

I slap myself repeatedly to stop crying, alarmed at my inability 

to prevent the salt from collecting in my eyes.  
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4. 

I learn later that it was an overdose. Weeks after the 

funeral I read Madame Bovary for the first time, my body 

tensing at the passage where Emma eats arsenic and waits for it 

to envelop her in nothingness. What follows is a particularly 

violent death as Emma’s insides are twisted from the poison, 

her body convulsing, black liquid seeping from her mouth. I 

wonder if Ben held the same delusions that death may come 

quickly, painlessly in this method.  

His guitar sits atop a chair by the podium. The pastor says 

a few words about Ben, about God. It all feels so hollow. 

Despite his religious upbringing, his attendance at a Jesuit 

University, Ben was an atheist and a nihilist. I shift 

uncomfortably in my seat as the pastor continues to describe a 

person that never existed. I want to leave. These people never 

knew him. Then I wonder what makes me think that I ever did. 

It isn’t until Mark stands up that I relax. He gives a lovely, 

tearful eulogy comparing Ben to the comic book heroes of their 

youth. Then he sits next to Ben’s guitar and plays his own. The 

melody of “Here Comes the Sun” reverberates against the 

stained glass windows of the church, the pews, the coffin. I had 

already decided that he wasn’t here anymore, the harsh touch 

of his stiff fingers against mine destroying any inclination I had 

to believe it. And yet I find myself hoping that Ben can hear 

this, can see that he never lacked for any love. 

The funeral over, the pallbearers proceed to carry him 

out. I stare at Mark, but he doesn’t see me, at least not in any 

corporeal form. The procession makes its way to the cemetery, 

bystanders averting their gaze as we go by, our entire fleet an 

unwanted reminder that death can shatter any ordinary day. I 

watch the rituals of the living and it seems odd that life could 

continue as normal; a couple walking their dog; a man jogging; 

a mother and daughter, hand in hand – look both ways before 

crossing the street, the difference between walking and 

breathing, or not. 
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5. 

 At Mark’s house I drink red wine so sweet it puckers 

my lips at every sip. It’s a small group, five people in all. After 

the funeral Mark and I had wandered over to each other, gave 

each other quick side hugs. His towering height always made 

physical interaction awkward between us – probably why we 

never had any. We stood next to each other, staring at the plot 

in which Ben’s casket now sat six feet below ours. I asked him 

if he was okay. 

“I’m okay until I’m alone,” he said, his eyes filming over. 

“Then I feel it too much. All I do is cry.” 

 Ben and Mark had been best friends since they were in 

diapers. I couldn’t imagine how he felt. I lifted my hand to rub 

his back, encouraged to find his muscles relax beneath my 

fingers. He smiled. “I don’t have your number anymore.” 

A few hours later his mother welcomes me warmly into 

her home and I briefly wonder if she knew about my 

unrequited feelings for her son. We uncork a bottle as though 

this were a celebration, and it is. We swap Ben stories. We play 

The Beatles Rock Band, argue over who gets to be John (Mark 

relents and settles for Paul. No one wants to be Ringo.) We 

listen to music. We pour a beer out for Ben. We don’t say 

anything for a while.  

My phone rings – it’s my mother. Hitting ignore feels 

particularly satisfying. Later I will listen to her voicemail, a 

soft toned apology offering me money as penance. I will fake 

an acceptance as phony as her condolences, and our 

relationship will continue as normal.  

Mark tries to convince us to stay the night as I sadly 

recall what he told me at the funeral. Everyone has an excuse, 

places to be in the morning, things to do. I am the last to leave. 

When we say our goodbyes we fumble with our words. We 

embrace, the contact of our bodies saying more than we ever 

would out loud. The next time I see him, four years later, we’ll 

exchange a glance across a crowded patio and a smile and 
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remember a time when love seemed possible, for death kills 

more than just a body. 

We hold on, longer than we should, before releasing our 

grip. The morning light flickers through birch branches as I 

wave goodbye, walking by neighbors out for their early 

commute. 

 

6. 

I returned to the cemetery a few days after the funeral. It 

was dismal and wet. I left a bouquet of store bought daisies that 

quickly turned downtrodden in the mud. The rain seeped into 

the freshly dug earth as I found a dry spot beneath the willow 

tree. Unsure of what to do with myself I leaned against the bark 

and began pulling tufts of grass from the ground, stray blades 

catching in the wind. I took out my iPod, scanned the Beach 

Boys discography until I found Ben's favorite song. I put it to 

the ground, speaker side down, and let “Good Vibrations” try 

to reach a place I wasn’t sure it could find.  

I imagined visiting him often, planting chrysanthemums 

and tulip bulbs, fresh flowers of vibrant colors, updating him 

on the trivialities of my life. It seemed normal to include him, 

to hang out like we promised, to sit with a book under dripping 

trees, reading like a living corpse among the dead. But 

mourning brings a different kind of logic, one that time 

inevitably erodes. I have not gone to visit Ben again. Not even 

when the new headstone was erected bearing his name and 

time spent on earth, etched forever in shiny marble instead of a 

flimsy wooden marker. Tomorrow, I’d say, busy with other 

things, and soon I’d forget that I ever meant to go.  

I'm still reminded of Ben, sometimes finding remnants of 

him in the faces of strangers, a song on the radio. But the song 

always ends. I return to life. The sting has lessened 

considerably in the years since, and the sadness I feel at that 

grows too tepid for reflection.   

Little darling,  
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the smiles returning to the faces 

Little darling,  

it feels like years since it’s been here 
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SCOTT ROSS 

Lillian at the Window 

We sit apart and fight through the haze of Sunday 

afternoon. Five o’clock arrives with a wash of jet noise and 

distant thunder, as the shadows lengthen and cast dark spots on 

the dying lawn. Lillian runs her hand through her graying hair 

and stares out the window like she is waiting for something 

magical to appear. I hope she is daydreaming about white 

clouds and cool water as she smokes another cigarette, but I 

know that she is crying for this summer day that holds fall 

inside it like an embryo.  

Lillian writes on small pieces of paper and sighs. Outside 

the window, the leaves tumbling in a slight wind seem to 

change until they become the tumble of paper scraps she tosses 

to the floor. The words they contain are lost, and I sit and 

worry about their passing, and their secrets. 

In a voice as worn and thin as the last day of fall, she 

says, “I can’t finish letters to you anymore, and I’ll never write 

that poem about thunder. The words won’t appear anymore.” 

A light rain starts to fall with the sound of chattering 

voices. She asks me, “Do you remember swimming at the 

public pool when you were young? Running to the high dive, 

climbing the steps, peering over the edge? Hesitating, just for a 

second, with everyone on the ground wondering if you’d go 

through with it?” 

I remember. 

She lights another cigarette. “I remember the leap, the 

crash, and the sudden deafness of water, then slowly, slowly 

rising to the surface. For a moment, everything was water and 

air, mixed together. I never wanted that moment to end. But 

then I’d break the surface and the sounds would rush to greet 

me anyway, whether I wanted them to or not. Do you 

remember?”  

I remember. 
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“Things used to be simpler,” she says, then wipes her 

mouth with her sleeve and asks me for a cigarette and a new 

promise that I’ll never leave her alone again. Lillian sits, 

smokes, and talks about the television show she saw about the 

Southern Plains dust bowl in the 1930s. She tells me how the 

wind blew the dust in, covering everything in layers of dirt and 

hopelessness.  

“So many left their homes,” she says, “everything was so 

empty that it seemed for a while like a giant heart had stopped 

beating, but when the people came back, they rebuilt… I 

wonder, if it happened now, could we do the same?”  

I say that I hope we could. She asks me to explain why 

these things happened, and then she asks me for explanations 

again.  

 I have to tell her that even though I wish this wasn’t true, 

it is – that sometimes there are no real explanations, so we are 

forced to find what we can to substitute. I point to the distant 

storm clouds and tell her about the faint, wispy roll that thunder 

makes when it’s striking so far away that it’s more of an idea 

than a warning, how it often becomes another thunder – a 

storm that rioted over my bedroom when I was ten years old as 

I listened to dripping water play scales on an old, peeling 

windowsill. That thunderstorm seemed like all the 

thunderstorms of the world at once because it was around me 

but inside of me at the same time, shaking me, filling me with 

fear.  

Somehow, that storm became a sort of music, its 

regularity a rhythm lulling me toward sleep, as the rain fell like 

a music I’ll remember forever. Now, I tell her, it’s easy to 

substitute that thunderstorm for another one, because I found 

comfort then, and that is the only explanation that I know, that 

we must substitute to survive, and it’s easier not to know why.  

The music swells from an old radio, and we dance with 

the calculated steps of two people who have never danced 

enough, never quite sure of where to step, or how to place a 

hand in a hand. When the music dies, the dance ends and she 

sits by the window again, staring toward something I can never 
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hope to see. I imagine that she is listening for the moment that 

rain becomes a storm, or fall becomes winter, or that water and 

air mix to become sound again.  

Lillian is framed by a last scrap of sunshine. I close my 

eyes and wait for her tiny hand to brush away the stray hairs 

from my forehead, or for her whispering lips to move like a 

raindrop down my cheek. I remember and hope. But instead, 

the harsh noise of thunder and lashing water roll over us with 

the sound of a thousand pieces of paper being thrown into a 

dust storm. 

Later, she cries and calls for me until I run to her and 

hold her, rocking and rocking in time with the storm. I lull her 

to sleep with fairy tales and kisses.  I tell her that somewhere, 

far away, there is a king without a queen who grieves for his 

lost kingdom, and that day after day he makes a wish for his 

queen to return. The king sits, and stirs, and grieves, until all he 

can think about is who else should be made to suffer, and why, 

but that none of this is her fault. 
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ROB SCHULTZ 

Sans Peur et sans Reproche 

They swam all afternoon, directionless, as if to stir 

backwater of the night before – Stephanie sleek as a diving 

teal.  Soon or late, lateness came, crows cawing as Nick Cross 

came ashore.  Bank swallows dipped and veered, tri-tri-tri, 

their shadows racing across Mystic Lake.  He flopped on 

spongy grass, heaving and puffing, watching the wind whip 

little waves against a breakwater that lined the water’s edge 

like a row of tombstones. Dark cumulus clouds, enlarged as 

before a rainstorm, roamed the sky uneasily, growling. 

The lake was formed by a glacier that had scraped across 

the land leaving a rounded hilltop where, in a thicket of 

evergreens with pale ferns growing against a bank of dark 

moss, his father’s A-frame stood.  The site was sheltered – 

sandwiched between a pine-studded peninsula where long-

legged birds ran on a ray of sand and a brake of mostly birch.  

Up from clayey gumbo of the beach was thirty yards of 

meadow, then the thatch of trees, with a trail littered with twigs 

and dead leaves leading to the cottage. 

In these woods, Nick had found placidity of the lake 

comforting, a clarity of feeling for its coves and streams, 

cottages sprinkled around tree-clustered shores with their tiny 

docks, some with flagpoles and family flags floating up against 

clouds and sky. Little paths over tree roots led from lot to lot.  

As he and Stephanie approached this morning over the familiar 

road that turned to gravel, then loose dirt that grasped tires of 

his 

clunker, accustomed feeling of arriving here was altered 

by the sensation of his being alone with her.  He was reminded 

they were not on an illicit weekend and Monday morning 

everything would be back to normal, but it would be like this 

for a while or a good long time or forever, however long they 

made of it, and Stephanie was no sometime girl whose warmth 

the moment aimed.  He even played with the thought he was 
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his father – man parking the car was not Nick, it was Hal Cross 

unlocking cottage door, opening windows, changing into swim 

trunks, and hanging his pants on the peg behind door of the 

room where his parents usually slept. 

His senses had led him to Stephanie and his memory of 

Mystic Lake – how, in the morning, looking from the window 

of the loft where he waked as a boy, sunlight fell through trees 

like cathedral light, glistening off the dew-splashed dock. 

Stillness of skyblue water mirroring clouds signified to him 

something holy. Since seventh grade he had wished for a girl 

with whom to experience the place.  He remembered older 

cousins coming from Indiana, daughters of his mother’s sister, 

and watching them casually dress in front of him, their 

swimsuits drying by island stools in the kitchen nook, and 

thinking even then how it would be with someone not a 

relative, a girl seen from a car or bus window, or walking home 

from school, the blond cheerleader he fell for in junior high 

with bare white legs.  How chaste he had felt. 

One summer, when he was ten, the Tinker twins from 

across the road had come, Nan and Naomi, their shrieks and 

laughter in the outdoor shower. “Hey, Nickie, look! Nothing 

you ain’t seen before!” In high school, he had dated an elegant 

girl named Nancy, always sweetly sweatered and skirted over 

her heartbreaking shock of skin, and wanted to bring her to the 

lake, but his parents wouldn’t allow it.  Even Nancy said she 

wouldn’t know what to wear.  Now all possibilities were open, 

no route shut, looser, wider forces were at work – scope that 

somehow eluded his grasp. 

He watched Stephanie paddling in water, her backstroke, 

arc of belly, and bird legs kicking. She turned and swam 

toward shore and waded in, feet splashing in shallows where 

water lilies and water-soaked twigs undulated in clusters, past 

fat thumbs of cattails in the mucky margin of land between 

grass and water, strings of her two-piece trailing.  She slipped 

into a blue cotton workshirt, and they walked up to the picnic 

table under trees by the cottage, her legs in melons of sunlight 

throwing little drops of water. She put on her floppy straw hat, 
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then posed with it as a model, swiveling shoulders and 

touching its wide brim with light hands, smiling and staring off 

into a distant vacuum. 

“God, I’m thirsty.”  She kissed his cheek.  “Ou sentir 

quelque chose. . . .” 

 

Nick pulled out a couple of beers from the small cooler he 

had used all summer as a lunch bucket – working under the eye 

of her father mending pasture fences when not re- placing 

broken bumpers at a body shop, his diet practically nothing but 

sandwiches. For a moment, Stephanie held the can like a 

chalice of beige light before sliding a pale nail under its metal 

loop.  Beer blew a small shower of foam. “Zut!” The nail slid 

between her lips, disappearing up to the knuckle. 

“Let me see it,” he said. 

 

She oozed it out, jagged, pouted “kiss it,” and stuck it into 

his mouth, a strange intrusion.  Gesture stirred his senses. 

“Tu vois,” she cried, laughing, snatching it back.  “De bon 

augure.” 

 

He didn’t follow.  She sat, cross-legged, holding her 

finger in the pit of one knee and squeezing it like dough is 

kneaded.  He looped his own and peeled off the tab, glancing 

up to see two wood thrushes singing as one. While he started 

some coals in the hibachi, she sat in her damp workshirt 

watching the sun sink toward the horizon, drinking her beer, 

idly sucking her finger. When briquettes were gray with ash, 

he scored some dogs and split some buns. 

“Shoulda got steaks,” he said. “Woulda been perfect.” 

“Eh bein, so tube steaks.” 

“Mean, real steaks.” “Yum, T-bone." 

“Or strip,” he said with a leer.  

“Cuckoo.” 

Their first eat-in dinner, he thought, hotdogs and beer.  

Night before, after they left the reception, he had driven to a 

motel off Telegraph Road – tiny individual cabins barely big 
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enough for a double bed, bath separated by an accordion-like, 

vinyl door with a plastic latch. “Not very elegant,” Stephanie 

said. “What am I, a roll in the hay?” She smiled, little 

separation between her front teeth showing.  “Une femme 

facile.” 

“It’s out of the way,” he explained.  Nobody would find 

them – her father, Morgan Awa, had threatened to shadow 

them with her uncle, her mother’s brother, kind of guy who’ll 

say, “If I want advice, I’ll beat it outta ya.”  In French. 

Québécois, not able to shake language of the past. The two, 

along with their hunting buddies, were going to stand outside 

wherever the newlyweds were lodged and hoot and holler. 

Nick, taking the threat seriously, had driven over humpbacked 

roads to lose them if they followed, then pulled into the first 

place he saw when they regained the highway. 

Inside the tiny room, Stephanie lit a scroll-like candle she 

brought and disappeared into the dinky bath to change.  He 

didn’t know how far he should undress.  He was lying on the 

bed in boxer trunks, candle casting its glow, when she flung 

back the flimsy door and stood in light of the bathroom in a 

white something that pushed up her acicular breasts.  He was 

mad at himself for believing her old man, thinking he had to 

find a place in the boonies, when they could have driven to 

Arcadia Lodge just down the road from St. Bridget’s and 

gotten a suite.  But when he saw Stephanie standing in the 

light, a little unsure of herself, green interior of the bathroom 

making her hair look queerly green, pointy ears poking out of 

ropy strands, he forgot about Morgan Awa and watchful eye 

he’d had on Nick all summer; he forgot about everything when 

he took Stephanie in his arms, his wife.  “At last, no more 

hiding,” she had whispered.  “Ou amortir les feuilles.” But 

then, said she was starving – hadn’t eaten anything at the 

reception, too busy talking in two languages – so he dropped 

into a burger joint and picked up a couple of gut-bombs. 

Hamburgers and hotdogs, All-American honeymoon.  

And baloney.  That’s what they had for lunch.  They stopped at 

the general store in Kinderhook for those supplies, plus soda 
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and coffee, eggs and cookies. Plenty of beer left by his father 

in the fridge. 

Tomorrow, a Monday, Stephanie wanted to drive over to 

Safeway in Elkhart and get some “real” food.  Maybe then he 

would experience elegant cuisine she could prepare, onion 

soup under crust of melted Gruyère, a “cassoulette” of lamb 

shanks with asparagus niçoise, la pièce de résistance, washed 

down with a brooding bottle of Bonnet from Bordeaux she 

brought along, a meal as easy to fix, she had told him, as un, 

deux, trois. 

He let the dogs sizzle, then put buns on.  The fire flared.  

He wanted them grilled perfectly, rings of black around scored 

red meat. 

But the wind had intensified the coals, and the dogs got  

overdone. “Well, you burned mine,” she said.  

“Un péché.” 

“Don’t eat it, then.”  

“Ooh, temper.  Cross?”  

“Not angry.” 

“How do you like hotdog bien cuit?”  

“Slap some mustard on it.” 

“Mustard on cinders, thanks a  

bunch.” “I’ll eat yours.” 

“Oh, no you won’t,” she said. “Eat my own and make 

you suffer. Fait voir.”  

“I’m guiltless.” 

“As a ghost.” 

 

Darkness fell like a wet sponge.  In the dying light, the 

burned dog left a sulky smear across her cheek. 

“God, everywhere black.  Tout à coup.”  

“Gonna rain.  Hard.  Look at those clouds.” 

“C’mon,” she said. “Let’s strip and have a last swim.” 

“Lightning,” he said, mouth stuffed with half-chewed 

bun. 

Her eyes scanned the horizon.  “Je n’en vois pas.  Have 

you heard thunder?”  
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“Growling.” 

“Love a swim in the rain.” 

 

“I’m chilly,” he said, squeezing his beer can in half.  He 

felt weak and vulnerable. 

In his sleep last night, he heard horses carrying Stephanie 

off.  

“Trouble-fête.” 

“What’s that?”  

“Spoilsport.”  

“Just cold.”  

“Not my  

baboo.” 

“Let’s get this stuff together and get to the cottage,” he 

said.  “Build a fire.”  

“Warm enough.” She fanned her cheek. “Bandante?” 

Wind got angry as they trudged to the cottage.  It whipped 

Stephanie’s floppy hat, scattering her hair, and lanced it into 

the grove.  The hat rolled along shinbones of scrub trees like a 

dropped coin to silken grass near the water’s edge and danced it 

into the waves.  Stephanie raced after it.  Nick stood at the door 

with cooler and tongs and watched her disappear into the trees.  

When he stepped back, he stomped on cold slime of a slug and 

knew it wasn’t a wet leaf.  As he stood on one foot picking off 

lead-colored pieces sticking to his instep, he felt something 

verminous drop onto his nape. He whirled slapping air, 

heartbeat picking up.  Brushing and slapping back of his head, 

he turned to follow her.  It seemed a long time before 

Stephanie reappeared, racing into Mystic Lake. 

Trance of a woman. What did Nick know but dreams. 

She eluded him as a dream.  He dreamed of her as illusion. 

That Stephanie still spoke to him in her parents’ tongue made 

him wonder if he were missing something, made him doubt 

whether she was ready for their future, though he loved to hear 

her lapse into it when they first dated and were snuggled 

together in his dark, parked car with night mist lifting in the 

moon- blanched pasture behind her father’s horse-barn, stretch 
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of marshy land there shining like a mirage.  And with 

Stephanie’s moist hand nestled in his own, it was as if liquid 

variation of her face bobbed in water. Love was a landscape 

seen through mist and breath- fogged windows of his clunker.  

Low moan of her voice intoning strange syllables and her 

groan in his ear was the bubble of a dream of Heaven – just 

slightly out of reach. “Fate,” Stephanie called their coming 

together.   

“Une délivrance.” 

Before Stephanie was Nancy in eleventh grade. Heavy 

petting by the river running through Monroe not far from where 

Custer grew up, and where stood his bronze statue, ghostly 

embodiment of the “Boy General” overlooking a small park 

and inspiring “raids” on Saturday nights, kids flashing lights on 

couples making out and leaving empty beer cans and condoms 

on the General’s pedestal.  He recalled heft of Nancy’s breasts, 

her burdens of bloom, and the moon hanging over Custer’s 

green-tinged statue. 

When he was fourteen, there was a prostitute in Toledo. 

His brother, Alex – older by years, more a distant uncle – got 

him into a bar with a peephole.  You had to say a magic word 

before they’d open the door.  Inside were factory workers in 

flannel shirts and steel-toed boots and ball caps worn the way 

they should with bill facing forward, some soldiers from a 

nearby post and businessmen in suits, all at round tables size of 

basketball hoops, sitting with overly made-up women.  Behind 

the bar was a fat man, bald, in a T-shirt, tattoos on his arms.  

Glass jars containing dollar bills with names taped on like 

“Dawn” and “Cheri” and “Tiffany” were shelved above bottles 

of booze.  A heavy girl, sweating, sat in Alex’s lap as soon as 

they ordered their beers. Then a slender brunette with a mole 

above one eye sat in the chair next to Nick, took his hand, and 

slid it up thighs to her crotch. 
– Wanna date? 

– Date? 
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– How much ya got? 

– Twenty bucks. 

– Get ya ten minutes. 

– All this boy needs, said Alex, laughing loudly. 

– Thought so.  Seem awfully young. 

Alex hard-de-har-harred and said, young all right, don’t 

know shit from Shinola. 

– Call me Misty, she said. 

A moment standing still.  Misty leads him to a room 

behind a plywood wall with a pink dresser, like something in a 

child’s room, at the end of a double bed.  She drops her dress, 

no bra, and stands in pale panties, matted darkness beneath, 

breasts in the vague light reminding Nick exactly of two fuzzy 

tennis balls. 
– Gonna take off yer pants? 

He’s shy.  And he wonders, as she turns to a sink against 

inner wall to run the tap, if she’ll suddenly disappear as in 

night dreams, waking to nothing in his arms but black air thick 

as a held breath.  Her face and breasts as she turns back bob 

above a pale, plastic pail of water. 

– Your pants.  Gonna take ‘em off? 

He unbuttons, unzips, lets fall, boxers and all. Misty 

turns technician examining head of his penis, pants rolled at his 

feet.  She washes him with warm water.  Then slips 
out of panties, pale shimmer sliding down legs speckled 

with black roots shining in light of an overhead bulb, and 

splays on the bed. 

He presses toes to heels, kicks off shoes, pants.  Rips off 

shirt. 
– Anything special?  Doggy-style?  Want me on top? 

– Just what’s usual, he says. 
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– Hurry. Got just five minutes. 

He kneels over her, feeling nothing, batswanger sleepy.  

She reaches for him, yanks.  Clambers up and covers flaccidity 

with her mouth, mole twitching above her brow.  Something 

that had not occurred to him, so astounded in his adolescence 

he cannot react.  On stiff knees she scurries to end of the bed, 

rump rising with tuft of hair, and reaches into top drawer of the 

dresser, extracting something in a tube.  She massages him 

with the stuff, head bobbing on up-stroke, seems pleased when 

this works, then flops back and raises knees.  He leans over her 

and tries to kiss her lips. She turns her head and the kiss lands 

on her dry temple. 

Ten minutes later, he is out in the harsh breeze coming 

over Lake Erie, Alex clapping him on the back, saying, “Now 

ya know what’s what, Nick.” But did he?  “Done you a great 

service.  Hope you didn’t catch nothin’, ha ha.” 

Cold midnight.  Moon like a fist.  

Not as now. This commingling mist. 

Nick stepped from the grass to meet Stephanie coming 

ashore with her hat, sky lightening, dark clouds moving swiftly 

toward the horizon. He turned and looked to the east and saw 

more dark clouds scudding in. At water’s edge, he held out his 

hand and she took it as she came kicking out, blue and 

trembling, descending sun spreading a gleaming channel of 

bronze across the lake. 

She rubbed against him; he felt her nails.  She kissed him, 

lips furtively tracing his cheek, bird-like.  “I’m freezing.”  She 

shuddered.  He looked at her angular face and ran a hand over 

her wet hair, almost greenish, otherworldly, color of night 

before.  Her lips were blue. He grazed her belly with back of 

his fingertips. She sucked on his shoulder, neck, tenderly 

nibbling flesh – kissed his lips quick, circling her tongue in his 

mouth.  His parts tightened like raisins.  They broke for breath.  

She glanced at his eyes, her own pupils dark, wet, immense, 

skin above them white and humid. 
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The sun waved in and out with the waterline, willow 

scrub along the lake beyond curve of her shoulder flaming with 

sharp yellow leaves. 

“Do you love me?”  

“Yes,” he told her.  

“Truly. With joy?”  

“I love you.” 

“Not pity, or necessity . . . or guilt?”  

“No.” 

“As children love?” 

“Yes,” he said. 

“Sans peur et sans reproche.”  

He understood, and said he did. 

“Fou.  Are you sure?” She tossed her hat as she would a 

frisbee onto the grass beyond the shore. 

He was sure. 

They stepped apart and stripped.  The lake tipped toward 

him.  She stretched on the lip – breasts, belly – sprawled to slap 

of foam and plankton pucker, lariat-like lengths of her hair 

whipping in water and mixing with algae.  He knelt gripping 

clay, silt.  Inlet revolved, birch before him rising in the sun. 

Gulls wheeled, white on white, wings held, dipped toward 

water, as if their sharp eyes were measuring distance between 

them. 

Everything was clear and precise, cut out distinctly from 

fluttering features of water and light – pointed rocks jutting 

above level of water, low waves foaming around them.  Tufts 

of yellow grass, fine as hair, curled below the chest of a blond 

bluff bright as a face.  The lake was calm, in the moment, still, 

like water held in hollow of a hand – midges ambushing them; 

blackflies crawled over them. 

He kissed her shoulder, arm, under her arm, faint fuzz 

there, nose-tongued fishing, aroma of her skin dank-sweet, 

breasts tipped up.  Distinctions melted with her unloosening – 

perpendiculars, blocks, boxes, binds of thought; everything 

flowed into hues, shadings, rises, bends and blends of light, 

irregular patches of primrose by the pine-dotted peninsula 
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beyond her body, disorderly displays of something like 

daffodils and tiny blue flowers on leafless weeds between trees.  

Presence of things present – a butterfly, forlorn wet white 

flower blown by wind to shore. 

These were the shapes of all his formless dreams, this 

shore, this Mystic Lake of long imaginings – wind, water, land, 

lip, everything waiting only for the unraveling of his heart.  

With palms he spread her calves, thighs like startled fish.  

Navel, a little pool. 

Airy nest, well.  His wife.  He covered her mouth, wave-

tongues licking with her low moans. Blood hummed in his 

throat. He blanketed her feeling nubs of gooseflesh, sweet 

Stephanie, sleepy rocker, her rocking sleepily back and forth, 

back and forth, for evenness, bellies of minnows bobbing, clay 

below ridge of her shoulder lettered with sandpiper prints. He 

could count grains of silt, moon rising on his thumbnail. 

Drops of rain began to fall.  Hard, as he had predicted.  

Riddled sand like a spray of buckshot. Water and silt danced 

beneath them, her exultation, a vatic Stephanie ululating in 

mists.  He rose to follow arc of her body. In his vision, nearby 

breakwater that lined the wash like headstones for the dead, 

shattered. 

They lay in lapping water with rain pelting their bodies 

for how long he did not know.  After a while, she said, “Your 

silence, Nickie, is a song to me.  We are so young, but emotion 

does not grow old.  Web we weave is to link. Not trap. I love 

the earth. And want to go a long way.  Rappeler . . . ne m'a 

jamais craindre.” 

He lifted from her and lay on his back, sky a color not 

witnessed before, not imagined. And he said like the rain he 

would not fear her, and he loved her without reproach. 

They gathered up their suits, her wet workshirt.  He 

grabbed her hat as they came to the lawn, and they scurried up 

to the cottage, her buns flashing with the crack of lightning and 

thunder burst from across the lake.  They reached the door 

panting, mari et femme. 
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ALLY WATSON  

The New Humanism 

Once I lived at the bottom of the ocean,  

But I had to move to the shore because the pollution was 

killing me.  

Humans ruin everything, that's what I'm trying to say.  

You don't believe me?  

Okay.   

Close your eyes and spin around. Stop. Point at a person.  

When you open your eyes give that boy your soul.  

Don't tell him you are giving him your soul, say you are  

just giving him a treat but not to eat it or throw it away  

because you may want it back some day.  

He'll put it under his pillow with the best intentions 

but obviously he'll forget about it.  

You have brown hair you aren't memorable.  

You can't even pronounce Mass-a-chew-sits correctly.   

Don't talk to him for four years.  

Move to Arkansas because you like how it's spelled.  

Write him a letter from your death bed; ask  

"Whatever happened to that cupcake, George?"  

He'll tell you that it's there waiting for you,  

but he's moved now.  

He lives on the moon and the shipping is just too much.  

Obviously.  
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But you know it's been in the trash for decades,  

and the only sign it ever existed is the dark chocolate stain on 

his fluffiest pillow,  

while you have to rot to dust because even  

Hell doesn't bargain for a soulless being.  

Now maybe you still do not believe me.  

But here I am breathing air while my gills just twitch 

uselessly.  

Consider this.  

You plant a flower in your garden and  

it grows to be the most beautiful flower in the word.  

Your neighbor says  

"That's such a lovely flower, where did you buy the seed?" 

He does not stop to consider that  

the flower is so beautiful because of your love and affection.  

If you can grow a flower so beautiful of course he can.  

So when you tell him he goes out  

and buys fifty seeds and replaces his  

carrots and strawberries with this flower.  

Because it is beautiful and they are not.  

And they grow just like yours did but  

now there are 51 beautiful flowers and  

they each make the other less beautiful.  

God damnit George,  

you killed beauty with abundance.  

God damnit George,  

now what will we eat? 
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And George,  

did you even stop to think that your wife is allergic  

to those stupid petunias? 

Obviously not.  

But the world doesn't blame George  

because he is a prime example of human exploration.  

They blame you for planting the first seed.  
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