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MEGAN FIELY
Bravery
18 x 24, acrylic on canvas, 2019
Megan's abstract work is a deliberate attempt to portray non-visual
entities such as music and emotion via paint. Bravery was painted
shortly after the close of the Tornado Relief Art Auction as a
response to Dayton's gritty, grassroots spirit. It is the first in an
ongoing series of Virtue paintings where Megan portrays what she
perceives as important traits for the modern world. Other titles in the
series include Balance, Honesty, Vulnerability, and Authenticity.
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HEIDI ARNOLD
The Stick
I looked high on the shelf above and between the washer and
dryer below, but no Stick. Months before, my sister and I had talked
about the Stick but didn’t panic. I had looked before in haste and
without success, but on this night, I really looked. I even opened the
cupboard containing every bottle of potion and magic cleaning
product known to the Arnold household. Nothing. No Stick.
I’m guessing most families, at some point, have that
discussion about who will inherit what from Grandma’s house or
from Uncle Jim’s tool shed or from Mom’s china cabinet. And this is
exactly what happened years before on a random day when no one
was sick or dying. It might have come about after Grandma handed
over the white, glass basket to my sister—the one that Grandma said
could easily hold the head of the person who broke it. Or it might
have ensued after the precious ceramic children on swings fell into
the kitchen sink, and we all breathed a whopping sigh of relief when
we slid it out unharmed. But no matter when or what preceded it, the
conversation happened: Who will inherit the Stick?
Grandma had owned the Stick since before either of us had a
memory of it. It rested on the back of the washing machine behind
the hinged lid. Grandma used it to poke the sheets down into the
water or to stir up the bleach when she was soaking the whites. I
never remember a laundry day without it. We had never talked about
where it came from or how redneck it seemed to have a rudimentary
piece of wood, all worn and old, in a modern day laundry room.
Clearly, this tool from the era of a wringer washer and the need to
stir the clothes and keep them under water was now one of our
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prized possessions.
My sister and I, the only girls and the only two who cared
about it, realized all at once that we both coveted the Stick. We raced
to the washing machine where the faded, softened and shortening
Stick resided. One of us grabbed it and wielded it like a sword
against the other. We smiled and laughed as the other one took it
away and pretended to fight like Luke Skywalker. We were kidding
about who might one day own the Stick, but we weren’t.
As we pretended to laugh about the final destination of the
Stick, I tried to pull the I-am-older-than-you card, but my sister
wouldn’t budge. My sister, kind and diplomatic, suggested we divide
custody.
“I’ll take the Stick for a few months, and then you take it to
your house for a few months. We’ll share it!” she said.
I agreed, knowing full well, we’d never keep that pact. I feared she
might lose it, and I knew I would forget to take it to her for
visitation. But for now, it appeased both of us and made us happy to
know the Stick would not be forgotten. Since Grandma’s health was
failing and we saw reality clearly in our future, discussion about the
Stick made us love each other more, knowing Grandma left an
impression on both of us, stirring the laundry with the mysterious
baton.
But on this night, after searching for the Stick after it had
mysteriously disappeared, I asked the tough question—the question I
didn’t want the answer to—the scary truth.
“Grandma, what happed to the Stick?”
Without much hesitation, she said, “I think I threw it away!”
“What?” I shrieked! “Why? We love that Stick!”
“I don’t use it anymore,” Grandma said plainly. “That’s
why.”
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We don’t use it anymore? Yes, we do, my heart cried. But Grandma
didn’t realize that she didn’t even do the laundry alone anymore.
And maybe if she did, she wouldn’t remember what the Stick was
for. I was hurt and stunned. A piece of Grandma was gone, forever. I
was saddened to think of the flash of fading memory causing her to
toss the Stick aside like one-hour bubble gum. Our inheritance was
gone!
Whether she really threw it away or made up a story to
excuse its disappearance, I’ll never know. I relayed these fears to my
sister when I texted the tale. She was sick, just sick about it.
Knowing we’d never be able to pass the Stick between us as a sign
of what once was caused heavy hearts. We agreed that this was a
night to mourn—without a photo or any evidence of its existence—
the loss of the beloved Stick.
Epilogue
Less than a year later, I thoughtfully moved Grandma and
Grandpa—our family treasures—to assisted living, leaving a house
full of valuable remains. I choked down the task of calling an
auctioneer and began sorting through drawers, boxes, closets, and
rooms of relics. Days and nights alone clothed in anger and sorrow, I
moved the furniture from the walls to uncover every space. That
dreadful spring, I found life, new joy—the Stick, once lost and never
to be seen again—behind the dryer. This bone-colored gem breathed
a sliver of hope into a season of despair.
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JAMIE BALL
Abandoned
St. Josephs Orphanage
Cincinnati
2013
In the waiting area
I feel lost
Dark walls rise up around me
A stark contrast from the cold institutional halls
Clip boards pass through shatter proof glass
Angry teens shuffle past
Their voices- echoes
Flooding memories
A mean and weathered face
Pulls trash bags from his car
And drives away
Without his little boy
Time stands still
Will it ever move again?
Transfixed
In a daze
A moment
Only I know we share
Interrupted
11

CÉCILE BARLIER
Home
“No, it is home to me. I’m headed home.”
The man in the seat next to me looked startled, as if I had
answered that I was born two million years ago. He was wearing an
outfit with several shades of blue. He pulled back as much as the
airplane seat would allow, and resting both hands on the armrest
between us, his face still, he stared at me as if looking for bits of this
odd place I was calling home. That I sat on a plane headed to the
improbable country of my childhood seemed to me as extraordinary
as the fact that it could be someone’s homeland to this man. I looked
away and started thinking about my mother, who was the motive for
this trip. She was the only remnant of my entire family. Over my
years of absence, they had all died, one by one, young and old, like
the last wilted curls surrounding a bald spot. No one had waited. An
image of my mother started to form and with it the spatial discomfort
that I always felt in her presence. I could never create space between
me and my mother, certainly not on a plane. She had vacuum
cleaned at dawn and banged into my bedroom door. She had ironed
my clothes in the entryway in her underwear. She had never kissed
me good night, however; out of modesty, I assumed. I had left my
homeland and not seen her for two decades. I had woken up in the
middle of one night, tried writing, and within days I had booked a
ticket.
Through the slot of the window, the mountains moved
toward us, like enormous chocolate breasts; their curves licked by
heavy taupe vapors. Farther out, the horizon bent into sepia smudges
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that looked primitive. This vision was enough to rule out hope that
the liveliness I remembered was still there. The bed of thinning
rivers spilled like white ink on blotting paper. An entire forest was
down, trees uprooted, laid to rest with their branches extended
behind them, like splayed dogs looking for freshness. I forced
myself to keep watching.
My neighbor was back in his original position, his knees
hooked on the backrest of the seat ahead, his temple pushed against
the folded wing of the headrest. He had stopped staring at me;
neither the brown mountains nor the fallen forest seemed to interest
him.
I leaned against the wall behind the window and used my bag
as a pillow. I had no illusion that I could sleep; my right hand shook
when I tried to hold it flat. My eyes were shot with fatigue, and yet I
could follow the terrain like a nighttime passenger follows the
roadsides lit up by the headlights. This mountain chain led to the
desert and to the valley and to the city by the ocean and then out to
my village. From within my eyelids if I closed my eyes, I could
extend the road to the post office and on to the small boulevard after
the traffic light and to the right over the trail and into the cul-de-sac
up the hill where my house stood on the last fork. This mental path
was as well lit as a landing strip. I asked a stewardess where we were
and how long we had until landing: She said about two hours.
I must have been about to nod off when I felt a violent jolt.
The air inside the plane looked inflamed, as if the particles of dust
had been lit up by the setting sun. The clouds outside were gathering
and covering the view below. I could almost smell their humidity.
Somewhere in the back of the plane, a baby started crying. I rolled
my earplugs into small thin snakes that slid agreeably into my ear
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canals. I closed my eyes.
A lamp lit up beside me. Perhaps my neighbor wanted to
read. Yet he hadn’t struck me as the reading type. I opened one eye
to check, and I thought I recognized the pattern of the fabric on the
seat in front of me. It wasn’t a woven fabric but rather a plush velvet
material in a forest-green shade. I couldn’t place where I had seen
that fabric, and this lapse saddled me with a tip-of-the-tongue
stubbornness. One of the earplugs fell. I opened the other eye. The
lights were now very bright, creating a glare that prevented me from
distinguishing much yet. I could just smell the odor of the air around
and feel a draft on my cheek, something fresh and vivid and humid
like when someone just opened a window. My curiosity was wide
awake. I rubbed my eyes and sat up to see better. Someone shouted,
“Yeti!”
No one since middle school had called me by this name. I
had learned to respond to many names during my existence overseas.
Good or bad names that strangers had created to compensate
awkward and sometimes delightful pronunciations. Names that had
been given to me in booths of cafés, in meeting rooms, in stores, in
lavatories, on the phone, on immigration documents, on letterheads,
on delivery packages, on mailboxes. During my nights of insomnia,
when I had been counting the breaths of my husband, I had hoped to
hear him murmur this old name in his sleep; but it had been lost, this
name that tricked me to think that it could make me “me” again, that
it could make me sleep at last and start fresh the next morning, with
my people, a life that was irrecoverable. As my old name rang in my
ears, I pulled my thumb toward my mouth to eat the skin around my
nail, even though this gesture had earned me much admonishing as a
child. I was surprised to see that a full layer of skin had disappeared,
leaving my thumb to look like a peeled beet, my nail so short it
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barely covered half of the phalange.
The seat ahead of me now seemed enveloped in the excess of
light that mashed into an emulsion, and there was a little mound of
chestnut hair protruding from the backrest. Soon, a few strands of
that hair set about flying off in my direction carried by the wind
coming from the front of the cabin; I felt loose, unstiffened by the
warmth of the stripes of yellow sun whizzing by my window.
The ruffled chestnut hair swirled around, and the face of my
sister materialized on top of the headrest. With her pointed chin
perched there, sixteen-year-old Jacqui looked at me sharply through
the disc of her brown-rimmed glasses. The punch of her gaze hit me
right above the stomach. I tried to control my breathing as in an
effort to suppress a colossal hiccup. Once over the shock, a relief
spread and hardened in me like egg white in a frying pan. Jacqui’s
face was fresh, and her skin looked blonde and fuzzy as an apricot in
the noon sun; her cheeks bore no sign of aging. I suddenly
remembered that she inherited the glasses from our cousin Max, who
had been a repeat runaway. Jacqui had adored Max, and while she
had no vision problems to speak of, she had seized the glasses he had
left behind and kept them on her nose. Memory, thrown to my face
like a paintball, left me mute and puzzled yet with a wild mental
energy that would not spread to my body. As she watched me, she
looked resolute and curious and playful, her eyes round as if
invisible matches were placed there to keep them wide open. She had
two small lines at the top of her forehead, like flattened question
marks. I had seen those lines many times during heated discussions
at dinner, or when she was burying herself in homework, or when
Lucian had asked her for a dance during the bonfires of autumn, also
later during the marches against the orange government. The last
time I had seen her round, goggled eyes and the thin, flat lines at the
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top of her forehead had been the day before I had left for good, in the
bar-restaurant of our village where I had met her for coffee. I was
surprised to have been able to forget her face, crowned by that
unruly chestnut hair, whipping the confined air of the plane.
Above the seat next to Jacqui, the head of my brother Guil
surfaced like a puppet. Guil and the depth of his blue eyes, his usual
wit spread across his face. His good-looking adolescent gaze made
me weak in the knees again. I had no doubt Guil knew the effect he
had on me. Because he could always sense his own effect on others,
like a slender dog, able to discern the smallest, most invisible
change; such as the pace at which the veins under the skin contract
or dilate under the rush of blood. I gave in to the joy of seeing him
again; I gave in to the delicious fear of him. His hair, worn in a
raised quiff style, was coarse and choppy as it flew up in the breezy
atmosphere of the cabin—oddly balanced—like the bulrushes at the
edge of the creek, as if small invisible pollen orbs dangled at the end
of each strand, making them always swing back to their original
place. A friend of the family had once said that Guil was a bit alien,
which also meant that he had been lonely. His only defense had been
a sense of irony that he had worn like a second skin. His other
defense had been Jacqui.
Looking at them both propped on the seats ahead of me, my
body was raided by a pleasing limpness. I felt helpless in a happy
way, like I had been when they were shooting rapid-fire questions at
me at the end of a long school day. There was something delectable
in being with my older siblings again, carried up in the yellow
evening air, feeling infinitely tired.
They smiled, looked at each other, and raised their eyebrows
at the same time. And then as in a scene rehearsed many times, Guil
took his arms off his tracksuit sleeves, and Jacqui disappeared
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behind him; her arms then materialized into his sleeves. Jacqui’s
hands started floating around Guil’s head, scratching his ears,
flattening his hair on his head, placing a fist in front of his lips
mimicking a brushing gesture. Guil opened his mouth and showed
off his straight teeth. Jacqui’s hand picked up a fictional piece of
salad and threw it at me. As a steward walked by with a drink tray,
they both disappeared back into their seat.
I felt sad and upset. I was under the impression, like I used to
be when I was at home with them, that I was excluded from their
games and the warmth of their bond. They had died together, in a
nighttime accident, with the music still playing in the car after the
fact. I had wanted to ask them what they were talking about as it
happened, if they were talking at all, or if they were just quietly
together like they always had been.
I needed to go to the bathroom. I consciously registered that
the plane had a 2+4+2 seating layout and that I sat in seat number
33A. It reassured me to reflect in this numbered way; it told me that,
despite the momentary appearance of my dead sister and brother, the
space around me could still be laid out on a map with an abscissa and
an ordinate. My old mania of mapping out came back to me like a
vague shot of adrenaline. My neighbor was taking a nap now; his
head tilted back and in my direction, his eyes covered with a gray
mask, his lower jaw lax and his mouth slightly open. I wanted his
calm; I would have given anything to sleep. The lights had been
dimmed again to a minimum; a discreet fog was coming out of the
air vents above us. I stood on my seat, grabbed the headrests on
either side, and swung my legs and body above my neighbor like on
a pommel horse. I was more than a little proud of my prowess. I
stood in the pathway waiting for something to happen, for someone

17

to clap. How little the world registered me and my actions surprised
me. Of course, it had also delighted me, freed me to do whatever I
had fancied without fearing for consequences. As an immigrant, I
had winked at random in the metro, forgotten to pay in department
stores, attended fencing classes I wasn’t registered for, driven across
a roundabout in reverse in the dead of night, gone to lie on the wrong
side of the bed, washed my hair with dish soap. Those small
misdemeanors had helped me to feel alive in a world that I felt so
detached from. No one had paid attention. I had.
As I got closer to the bathroom, I overheard a discussion
about the number of bathrooms on planes and the shrinking distance
between seats. It was sounding far, as if I was listening through a
keyhole.
“After you!” someone standing in line by the bathroom said.
I knew the voice before I recognized Anton, my godfather.
He was now next in line on the lavatory doorstep. He was
wearing his Sunday checkered shirt and held a steaming cup of
coffee. Anton’s imposing silhouette always had an anchoring effect
on me: I felt grounded, as if the cabin pressure had increased a notch.
I stood there and waited beside him; I took the opportunity to correct
my posture, performed a few ankle rotations, a neck roll. There was
a lapse in my memory. I felt guilty as I had the sacred task of
engraving all of the minute details forever. Anton’s hair had not
always been white, as I thought I remembered. His hair had once
been a solid buttered toast shade, except for a few white strands on
the temples. There were so few whites, in fact, that they could be
counted, but those upset me as if, on this plane, waiting in line for
the bathroom, I was meeting for the first time the marks of old age.
The lock to the bathroom turned green, and someone got out. Anton
put his free hand on my shoulder to help me squeeze by, and I
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relished the weightlessness of his fingers like a skillfully placed rest
in a small melody.
I slammed the door behind me. For the moment, I needed
away from my dead relatives on the plane. I knew they wouldn’t
come into the bathroom as I sat there. They were too respectful for
that. My dead were a little shy, like me. They wouldn’t dare insert
themselves in the bathroom cube. The idea might have crossed their
minds, but they wouldn’t act on it. My family was big on the respect
for privacy, which also meant they ran away from raw emotions,
from strong gestures of affection, from closed bathrooms. They were
essentially chickens.
Chickens! The word made me happy, and I felt young all of a
sudden, as if there was a porthole behind my back, and the difference
in air pressure sucked out the years off of me and into the
atmosphere. I wondered what I looked like. I stretched up a bit until I
could see the crown of my head in the mirror. My hair was frizzy on
top. Jacqui had always said that my hair looked best the second day
after washing, and this was not it. This felt more like a wig, a fur,
something superimposed on my skull. My hair was foreign to me. It
scared me. I summoned myself with my old name: Yeti. It also
sounded weird: Yeti – Yeti – Yeti. Of course, it was unending; every
part of my body, every sound I made was strange, since there was no
one I knew under the layers of alienness.
Finally I stood and staggered, avoiding looking in the mirror,
which was hard given the limited amount of space. I felt lightheaded. I held on the edge of the mini metal sink and slid the door
lock at the same time.
One hostess saw me come out and worried; she made me sit
on a folding seat in the galley and gave me a drink of water before
she left. My aunt Pauli sat across the passage on the other folding
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seat.

Aunt Pauli’s mouth was open, and her breath made a vapor
that looked much like dew evaporating from a tree under the
morning sun. The more I looked at Aunt Pauli, the more I became
convinced that her breath did not belong to her, which calmed me.
Moments of silence like this healed like white-ointed gauze on a
wound. A parade of silences marched through my head on an erratic
time treadmill: waking up next to my foreign husband—still asleep
and a bit stinky from the night, a train ride to work with three quiet,
dark-skinned commuters, a lunch in my red kitchen with one friendly
fly, a Sunday at dawn on the school playground’s swing with Guil,
my grandfather in his open casket—the tranquil line of his jaw, his
hair showing tracks of a comb, the velvety cushion beneath his head.
That was it. The velvety cover of the seats on the plane was made of
a fabric identical to the lining of my grandfather’s coffin. I hadn’t
been able to identify it at first, but now I knew this with certainty.
“Did you know?” I asked Aunt Pauli.
“Know what?”
“That they used Grandpa’s coffin lining as upholstery on this
plane.”
“You just figured this out?”
“Yes.”
“That’s the type of thing that is preferable not to talk about,
darling. Not outside the family anyway. I am so happy to see you
again, Yeti! Tell me about your life out there.”
Aunt Pauli had been an intellectual. She had lived in the
rectory next to the old church. Her house looked so much like her
that I had often been tempted to rest my cheeks on its walls. Pauli
talked to me as an adult always. She showed me how to grow lettuce
in the garden of the priori. Her salad was light green and crisp and
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juicy under the bite. Inside her bedroom, bookshelves half collapsed
from the weight of monstrous volumes of encyclopedia. More than
once, I enclosed myself in her bathroom with one volume—from the
time that I had learned to read until I had left for good, I only ever
got to the letter “D.” I had been religiously linear; picking one
“letter” volume at a time. People called me a well-behaved child;
another me could have led a life of green salad and encyclopedia,
perhaps inherited Pauli’s rectory.
Now on this plane, looking at Pauli and her apologetic smile
as she waited for me to tell her my life’s story, I was surprised at
how long I had lived without thinking about her, at how much I had
ached for her without knowing it. Pauli once explained that the
church had been a simultaneum, meaning several cults were
celebrated in it; parishioners had to wait their turn. And I wondered
whether I behaved like a “simultaneum” myself, my body enfolding
several concurrent “me’s” that waited their turn to come out.
All I could recount to Pauli consisted of a description of the
apartment I had left behind, of the bakery shop on the ground floor
and Madam Val the baker, of my falsely quiet neighborhood, of the
bistro where I would stop for red meat and a cocktail at three in the
afternoon. It was bizarre to hear myself describing those things as if
they were mine and as if they were suddenly coated in a thick layer
of nostalgia. It was somebody else talking, and yet that somebody
was trying to be detailed and honest. The talking me was
unstoppable and beaming. The me that observed the talking me was
deeply embarrassed. I was so entrenched in those contradictions that
my eyes were wide open without seeing. The space ahead was
webbed with lines of thought so dense and resistant that they caught
anything extraneous in their way and gobbled it in seconds.
“Madam?”
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It was the hostess.
“Do you feel better now?” she asked. “Can I offer you
anything?”
“I am fine, I think,” I said, annoyed by her intrusion, wanting
her to go away.
I looked up at Aunt Pauli for support and realized that she
had been switched off like a floor lamp.
“I am completely fine. Completely fine,” I said to the hostess
to gain some time, realizing that this repeated statement may have
the opposite effect.
But the hostess left us.
“You should take your pulse,” Pauli said, “just to be sure.”
“Do you think I can take my pulse through my shirt?” I said.
“I am really cold. This plane is insanely cold.” Something made me
not want to roll up my sleeve.
“Well, why don’t you just roll up your sleeve for a minute?”
Pauli said.
The tattoos appeared there halfway up my forearm. Small
letters floating on the surface of my flesh as if they had been freshly
copied on tracing paper. I didn’t react right away; it took me a while
to realize what they were.
Upon my arrival on the other continent, I had been struck by
the number of people harboring them; skins turned into indelible
parchments out of imperious emotions. I had been vaguely annoyed
by them, as if the people with tattoos had pertained to a group that
was out of my league, as if they had a shared secret, an unspoken
tenet that could only wind up stamped on their hide. On a weekday
in the metro, one of them had asked me if I had wanted his picture,
and I had been very tempted to say yes. He had tattoos on both his
forearms; two large-scaled fishes that had looked like they were
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undulating beneath fresh water toward a hole formed by his rolled-up
sleeves. He had spoken with a lot of hand gestures, which had been
most encouraging. It had taken a week before the fishes had started
undulating in my bed.
I had remained foreign to my lover always, including after I
had married him. He had spoken to me slowly and clearly as if I was
a bit hard of hearing. He hadn’t hesitated to repeat things to make
sure I understood. He had wanted babies with names that pertained
exclusively to his continent. Names with initials that ended on my
forearm. I had tried. It had been exhilarating to love unconceived,
unborn babies with hard-to-pronounce names. It had made me stay
up at night and look at the small initials and caress them with my
other hand. Them: the babies that I never had. I missed them. I
missed my husband.
“I can’t seem to find my pulse,” I said.
“What do you mean?” Aunt Pauli said.
“It looks like you don’t have a pulse,” someone commented.
I was most unnerved to have lost my pulse.
“It could be anywhere, you know.”
I lifted my head and both Jacqui and Guil were standing
there, with an air of quiet triumph. The whole passageway was now
crammed with my dead relatives. Even my cousin Max had joined
the party. I saw him measuring the bewilderment on my face.
“Your pulse: When did you last feel it?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t regularly check my pulse.”
“Well you should, cuz. Pulses need to be checked often. They
need the attention. They can feel neglected, and there’s the chance
that they’ll take off.”
“Really?”
“Don’t worry too much. They usually reappear. They get
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bored on the outside.” Max clicked his tongue. “It’s good to see you,
Yeti, even without a pulse,” he added.
A lump formed in my throat, and the loudspeaker interjected
before I could respond.
Ladies and gentlemen, as we start our descent, please return
to your seat and make sure your seat backs and tray tables are in
their full upright position. Make sure your seat belt is securely
fastened and all carry-on luggage is stowed underneath the seat in
front of you or in the overhead bins. Thank you.
Throughout this last leg of the flight, my dead had persuaded
me that this was my last migration, and a normal landing had
become an unthinkable development. But I still wandered back to
my seat with no conviction, watching the faces of exhausted
strangers that seemed oddly friendly. Even my sleepy neighbor stood
up to let me sit.
The plane approached a layer of clouds, and I had a terrible
urge to cry. I wondered where all my people had gone now. Where
were they? Would they ever come back and visit? Did I stir them out
of their peaceful limbo? Did I hurt them? Or worse. And now it was
just me and the man beside me—both of us wearing our seat belts
like we had been instructed. Both of us seated upright, our legs
uncrossed and fully awake under the restorative air blown onto us
like a morning shower from the vents above.
“Do you have the time?” the man asked.
“I think it is one thirty in the afternoon,” I said, looking at my
watch and computing the time difference in my head as I pulled the
skin on my cheeks with a hand swipe.
“Thank you,” he said, and I felt him hesitating.
Three seconds passed during which the man gathered his
thoughts and looked for the thing he felt he had forgotten.
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“It’s funny, I thought we would land early in the morning,”
he said. “Those long flights have a way of disrupting our inner
clock.”
He had the embarrassed smile of someone who just said a
banality as big as himself.
“True,” I said.
My neighbor thrusted his upper body forward and down; and
he busied himself with his shoelaces for a while. The plane had
penetrated the crust of clouds, and an ivory cotton mist was padding
the outside. What I had called home a million years ago was below
the crust, and my mother was waiting there, holding onto her life
until I showed up.
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ROBERT BEVERIDGE

Sectarian
Earthquakes
have never been known
to uncover
salt mines.
The water boils
in seas, rivers
as veins of boron
run dry.
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SKY BURKE
Stitch, Unstitch

Sitting on the rooftop, the night sky ablaze with stars and the
city singing its merry song below him, Ronan remembers what it’s
like to die.
In the books he’s read death has always been described as
cold. And it was, after a time. The beginning of death was like fire.
The flames sprouted from the wounds in his heart and spread to his
whole body. His veins were live wires of pain as the blood was
emptied from them. He remembers lying there for what seemed like
hours as it got harder to move, harder to breathe. The cold set in
around the same time he lost feeling in his hands and feet. The air
smelled like an old copper penny. He couldn’t stop shivering. He
thought the old cracked ceiling would be the last thing he ever saw.
Ronan remembered what it was like to want to die.
It was a sigh of relief. The weight dropping from his
shoulders. The end of a long cycle of pain and torment. He would
never have to see him again. How ironic, that the man who’s tortured
him for all these years would be his salvation.
He remembers closing his eyes and thinking this is it. I don’t
have to fight anymore.
After that point, everything became fuzzy. He remembers the
point where he stopped breathing, the last hot spike of pain before
everything faded to a cool, blank darkness.
When you come back from the dead, the books describe a
light to guide you home. He saw that too, but it wasn’t warm or
welcoming. It was cold, blinding and oppressive. He could feel pain
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in that light; the longer he looked at it the more his wounds ached.
He wanted to stay in the darkness, where he could feel nothing, but it
was as if something grabbed him by the back of the shirt and
dragged him into its brilliance“I thought I’d find you out here.”
Ronan nearly jumps out of his skin as Alex sits next to him,
thoughts scattering in the chill night air. Alex looks more tired than
usual, with heavy bags under his eyes, wearing sweatpants and a
sweater that hangs awkwardly on his frame. He’s losing weight
again. They both are.
Alex’s face is full of concern when he turns to Ronan, “What
are you doing?”
“Thinking,” Ronan replies. He can’t quite look at Alex,
staring at a point just over his shoulder.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Ronan shakes his head, but then sighs. He knows Alex will
respect his want to keep silent, but he’ll be over protective for the
next week if Ronan doesn’t say anything, and he’s too tired to put up
with that.
“I just…” Ronan sighs and rubs his hands over his face. “I’m
just remembering. Back...then.”
He doesn’t have to elaborate; Alex knows what he’s talking
about.
He watches as a multitude of emotions run across Alex’s
face. (He’s never been very good at hiding them. It’s gotten them
into all sorts of trouble in the past.) Fear, sorrow, anger, grief, before
finally settling on something close to apprehension. His mouth
opens, then closes again, waiting for Ronan to keep going.
“It’s just… it’s been a year now, and we’ve still gotten
nowhere. Still in the same crappy place, not eating, working
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ourselves to death, having nightmares every single night-” his breath
catches in his throat. His hands are shaking. He looks over at Alex,
but he’s still sadly watching Ronan, waiting for him to finish.
“Sometimes I…”
He can’t bring himself to say it. That sometimes he thinks
it’d be better if he had just died, if the doctors hadn’t brought him
back.
Luckily Alex’s always been good at filling in the pieces. He
gently places a hand on Ronan’s knee, and Ronan struggles not to
flinch away. “I know… but it’s going to get better. I have that new
job, we’ll make enough to get out of here. You can finally go to
college, get that degree you’ve always wanted.”
“I wouldn’t even get in,” Ronan whispers. “I barely scraped
through high school with a D average.”
“We’ll find a way.” Alex says, and he sounds so sure of
himself Ronan can’t help but believe him, despite how hopeless it is.
They sit in silence for a long moment. Then, right before
Ronan’s thoughts start drifting off again, Alex says, “I wish you
wouldn’t sit out here.”
Ronan’s jaw clenches. “It’s calm out here.”
“I know, Ronan. But-”
“I’m not going to jump,” Ronan snaps, but instantly regrets it
when he sees Alex flinch.
He can’t exactly blame Alex for being scared. There was a
time, not that long ago, when Ronan had tried to jump off this very
rooftop. Alex had found him with one foot off the ledge, sobbing so
hard he couldn’t see, covered in fresh bruises and his skin not feeling
like his own. They had both almost tumbled off in Alex’s mad dash
to pull him back, and ever since then Alex’s watched him like a
hawk anytime they’re together.
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“Sorry,” Alex whispers, “I didn’t mean to…”
Ronan sighs and shakes his head, taking deep breaths and
counting to ten like his therapist told him to. “No, it’s- I know, ok?
But it’s...peaceful up here. Calm.” There’s a lump in his throat; he
barely chokes out his next words. “He never came up here…”
“Ronan…”
He refuses to look at Alex. He can’t bear the pity in his eyes.
“It’s safe up here.”
“Ronan.” Gentle fingers lift Ronan’s chin. Alex looks at him
with sorrow and- something else that makes Ronan’s insides flutter
and twist with nerves. “He’s gone. Locked behind bars for the rest of
his life. He can never hurt you again.”
Ronan swallows hard. Alex’s fingers on his chin feel like hot
coals. He wants so, so badly to believe him. They’ve been best
friends since they were children. If Ronan had believed Alex when
he was sixteen- well, none of this would have happened.
But there’s a cold whisper in the back of his mind, an
unwanted promise right before everything dissolved in police lights
and court meetings. I’ll find you again.
Ronan shivers and wraps his arms around himself. The night
air suddenly doesn’t feel as welcoming.
“Cold?” Alex gently pushes the hair back from Ronan’s facethe touch like a hot iron against his skin. “I can get you a blanket.”
“Are you sure?”
Alex’s eyebrows furrow in confusion. “About what? The
blanket? I can just grab one from downstairs-”
“No. That… that he’s gone. Are you sure?”
“Oh.”
Alex sighs next to him, and Ronan bites his lip, feeling
guilty. “I-It’s just, he won’t even be in prison that long. And you still
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live in the same place. If he gets out, he could find us-”
“Ronan.” Alex cups Ronan’s face in his hands. The heat sears
through him again, so strong it makes him gasp. Ronan’s stomach is
doing flip flops and he thinks he might throw up, but Alex looks
calm. Determined. “Listen to me. That bastard is never going to lay a
hand on you again. He is never going to look at you again. His
sentence is up to fifty years. He’s going to rot in prison for the rest
of his disgusting, useless life. While you-” His eyes soften, and the
look on his face is like a different kind of promise, one sweeter and
softer. One that Ronan doesn’t know what to do with. “You are
going to live a full, happy life, surrounded by the people who love
you. You are going to achieve everything you’ve ever dreamed of
achieving and so much more.”
Ronan stares in stunned silence. No one’s ever believed in
him like that.
“I…” Ronan starts, then has to pause to hold back tears. He
clears his throat and tries again. “I want to believe you. I’m trying to
believe you. But…” He looks down at his lap, feels the shame rising
in his chest and heating his cheeks, that familiar sense that he’s
broken beyond repair. “Alex, I-”
“Shh, look at me.” Alex gently tips his head back up, uses his
thumb to wipe away a stray tear. “It’s ok. I know you don’t believe
me. I know he drilled it into your head that you’re worthless. But I
am going to be here, by your side, every day to prove to you that
you’re not.” His eyes search Ronan’s, then gently presses their
foreheads together. “You’re so strong. You’re going to heal from
this, I promise.”
Ronan can’t help it now- tears pour down his cheeks, gross,
messy sobs wracking his body. Alex pulls him into a tight embrace
as Ronan sobs out his past. Ronan doesn’t exactly feel the weight of
it lift off his shoulders, but he feels it shift, stretching to cover them
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both.

Maybe he should feel bad that Alex has picked up some of
his burden too. He knows Alex has his own burdens to carry, his
own life to worry about. There’s unanswered questions and feelings
hanging in the air between them both, but those can wait for another
time. A happier time. Here right now, in the circle of Alex’s arms, he
feels safe, and that’s good enough for him. He hasn’t felt safe in a
very, very long time.
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ED DAVIS

Always Another River
--for Jim Harrison
What this water wants
is for you to listen to all
you can’t bear to hear.
It won’t speak forever.
You believe you’ve figured
something out, but you haven’t;
it’s just you and the river
and the usual doubt.
Maybe better doubt this time.
There’s always a path
beside another river
where you walk and talk,
although what you say is less
true than shared silence.
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The Summer Solstice Forest Bash

Leave your bed and follow the path
to the piney pavilion; watch
and wait till midnight’s waxing
gibbous moon reaches apex.
When the owls hoot approval,
crickets scritch and raccoons clap,
the annual shindig begins.
Sedentary pines wind their roots
into a ball, nest them among branches
and waltz, fox-trot and mambo
in an unfettered imbroglio of joy.
You’ll likely hear before see shuffling
rough and tumble of these pines,
which by now are jiving in a line,
bough to bole, dip-swaying low
to spin and bend in their own wind,
leafy skirts whirling while they beckon
you, too, to uproot and join
the bark-bouncing, sap-rising,
earth-moving, galaxy-grooving
limb-o rock.
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Haskell: Emperor of Wrens

Last Mother’s Day, Maude Lambert got way
too many flower baskets from her kids,
so she brought me one and hung it on the porch.
“It’s fuschia, honey; it’ll cheer you all year!”
As long as it didn’t bother the birds, I didn’t care.
Everything was fine till one day mid-May I seen
wings flutter up out of there when I watered.
Poking my nose into Maude’s posies, I discovered
a nest, mama and papa birds chirping like I’s
some snake come to swallow their babes whole.
I watered with a swift and gentle hand after that.
I became Emperor of the Wrens,
threatening my lawn boys within a inch
of their lives if they even thought about
messing with what God and Maude had wrought.
One day, decaf in hand, I’s ready to recline
when all three left the nest, fledging
way before I’d told them they could.
‘Course I’d had bigger losses, deeper, too.
Still, I studied that empty nest till well past dark.
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Judas Calf

Sight and touch substitute for smell
as the deceiver trades comfort for fear,
a gentle nudge from the rear.
The cost of consolation is soon paid as
the reassured are slain then drained
by processes too appalling to name.
Scent of blood must be even more
powerful than a shotgun blast
within this house of slaughter.
Yet maybe it’s kept pristine, blood
from the dead cattle funneled
into casks as large as those
that keep wine from air and light.
His ruse makes me wonder what
blithe traitors I let lead me astray
with soothing voices, soft eyes,
species kinship that can lie.
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DAVID LEE GARRISON

Ode to Coffee
Her father is dark roast,
her mother adds cream,
and she oozes sugar—Coffee,
the woman who cuts my hair.
The tattoo on the underside
of her forearm—a pair of scissors—
says she means business,
even if it’s just a little off the top.
She makes people feel welcome
whether they are unhappy
with the way they look
or just plain cranky.
With her caramel energy,
Coffee brews a pot
of good will, serves a cup
of well-being to everyone.
I smile in the mirror
and step out of the big chair
feeling euphoric
and ten years younger.
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Love Note

She’s been gone for two years
when, in a pocket of his overcoat,
he finds the scrap of paper.
It takes him a moment
to realize what it is
but he recognizes at once
her handwriting, curly and beautiful,
as she was. Remembering
the day of that job interview,
he reads her encouragement now,
through his tears, as a farewell:
“I love you, honey. Good luck!”

38

Legacy

Mother Superior gives us our aunt’s belongings—
a Bible, a rosary, and a little statue of St. Joseph—
and we hold them during her memorial Mass.
A nun from the age of sixteen,
Sister Mary Teresita (Aunt Virginia to us)
has left no will, no money, no clothes.
Not that we expected to inherit from her,
but our way is littered with things
and it startles us that she had only three.
We feel our cars and houses
piled on top of us, heavy and unwieldy,
and envision only wind and rain on her shoulders.
Her legacy is the dome of stained glass she designed
so that sun or gloom changes hour by hour
the nuance of embedded Biblical stories,
of pews and people in the convent chapel.
Instead of a eulogy, the priest invites everyone
to gaze at the windows, to study the light.
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KATHLEEN GLASSBURN
Trapped in Time

At sixteen, I was exactly half the age of Brian.
My best friend, Laura, said, “He’s a whole lot cuter than any
of the guys at school, Shelby.”
“That’s my dad!”
Other friends made similar comments, but none of them ever
did anything about it—not like Laura. On our visits to his messy-asa-dorm-room efficiency apartment, she managed to sit close to him
on his tattered, tan sofa bed, and accidentally rub up to his arm, and
ask him questions like, “What did you do when you were a kid?”
The prettier she got, the more he talked to her.
***
Laura and I became friends in seventh grade—the two
smallest girls in our class. Being late bloomers, neither of us got
much attention from the boys. Brian (he’d told me to call him that)
didn’t pay attention to her in those days. Mostly he kept his eyes on a
car magazine or video game or sitcom when we were around. If he
did hear our quiet voices, he usually said something like, “Put a sock
in it. I’m concentrating.”
Everything changed the summer after our sophomore year. I
still looked the same—skinny and five feet, no inches with mudbrown hair that went every which way. Laura had grown six inches,
and while still thin, filled out in all the right places. She got a job at
Dairy Queen and used her first paycheck for blond streaks in her
own boring brown mop at Hair Flair.
“You should sunbathe,” she’d tell me. Her gorgeous tan,
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unlike my rashy skin, gave her a glow. “Maybe it would help you get
rid of the hives.”
Like I had any control over when they popped out.
I saw Brian at his shabby efficiency apartment in a run-down
part of Minneapolis at least once a week. He’d lived there alone
since the split-up when I was seven.
After that, Mom earned her GED, took a real estate course at
the community college, and became a successful broker. She often
told me, “We’re doing just fine on our own.” She’d stretch the “just”
way out.
I’d say something like “Yeah, it’d be great if you didn’t make
me go to church.”
She’d gave me one of her disgusted looks.
We lived in a suburb on the outskirts of Minneapolis. Lucky
for Mom, a developer came along and subdivided a one-hundredacre farm, bringing on a housing boom about the time she received
her license. Before we knew it, she’d made enough in commissions
to buy the house we lived in—not a palace, but we each had a
bedroom suite with a soaking tub and walk-in closet— sure better
than the two-bedroom rental we’d lived in with Brian, and then by
ourselves for the first few years.
I was too young and self-absorbed to consider how her new
life affected Brian. Thinking about it now, over twenty years later,
this must have been as bitter as the taste of skunky beer for him.
They’d started out the same—two sixteen-year-old kids stuck with
me. He stayed stuck while she became a real estate queen.
Right after Mom and Dad got married, he found a job at
Ralph’s Auto Repair and that’s where he worked this whole time.
He’d say stuff like, “Don’t need a diploma. The customers only care
if I keep their engines humming.”
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At seven, it was great to have Saturday overnights at his
place, so I went by myself. He took me to Mythic Park in the
summer, where we rode the roller coaster and the scrambler and the
Ferris wheel, and ate caramel corn and cotton candy and hot dogs for
dinner, and spent hours in the fun house, laughing at how we looked
in the wiggly mirrors.
At fifteen, Brian had worked a summer in the park running a
Knock-Over-the-Milk-Bottles game. He gave prizes of Coke or 7UP
or Orange Crush to the few winners. The next year, he went steady
with Mom, and by the following summer, they were married and had
me and lived in that dumpy little house.
He never lost track of guys who still worked at the park. One
old fellow named Mac ran the Ferris wheel. He’d say, “Glad to see
you, Brian, and Little Miss,” and his sun-scorched, rumpled face
squished up into a wink. He let us ride for free.
In the winter, we went to action movies, some of them over
and over again, and ate burgers and fries and shakes at The Point.
These were places Mom never would have taken me for dinner. She
believed in three nutritious meals a day, but must have decided that
once a week junk food wouldn’t kill me. On Sunday morning, she’d
pick me up for services at First Baptist, no matter how much I
grumbled. Later at home, we’d eat eggs and toast and plenty of fresh
fruit.
For a while after they split up, I hoped they’d get back
together. By the time I was thirteen and had become friends with
Laura, and Mom was well on her way with the real estate business, I
had forgotten about such a silly wish. She wore tailored suits and
high heels and met clients at Chez Claude. Brian had thick lines of
grease under his fingernails and preferred drinking beer with his
buddies at Romeo’s Pizza to going to any expensive restaurant.
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By the time I entered middle school and met Laura I didn’t
find Brian’s ideas for fun appealing anymore, and I didn’t know
what to talk about with him. If I mentioned something about school
activities, he’d say, “I don’t like all that crap.”
So I started bringing Laura along. She was chattier than me,
even if she did speak softly. Later I realized, soft and sexy.
Like Mom, Brian had never remarried. She never even dated.
He said things like, “The playboy life’s for me.
She said things like, “Once married is enough for me.”
He stuck photo-booth shots of girls taken at the park on a
bulletin board. Every so often I’d see a new set of four, and notice
that this girl looked even younger than the last one.
At least I didn’t have to contend with Laura’s kind of
situation. After her father died when she was five, her mother
brought a new boyfriend home every six months or so. “I start to like
one, and they break up. Then she finds another guy,” Laura told me.
This was the only time she looked as if tears might fall. She took a
deep breath, sat up taller, and went on with, “I love this new
eyeliner. You want to try it?”
***
After she got to be beautiful, Brian started to talk more to her.
That’s when she asked, “What did you do when you were a kid?”
“What do you mean? I’m still a kid.” He grinned.
“You know.” Her voice turned syrupy thick. “When you
were sixteen.”
“Me and my friends did all the usual stuff—bowling, pinball
machines, drove around town in our beaters looking for chicks.” He
paused, as if searching for what to say next. Then, “Once we did
something real weird.”
“What was it?” I’d been leafing through the current issue of
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Seventeen magazine and wondering if I’d ever be as pretty as the
girls pictured. Laura already was better looking than most of them.
“Another party heard from.” Brian turned to me, and I could
see exactly what Laura meant. If he wasn’t my dad, I’d have found
his dark eyes and wavy, dark hair awfully cute too.
“What did you do that was so weird?” I pressed.
“Yeah. What did you do?” Laura’s voice got a little bolder
and less seductive.
“A few of us took a drive one Saturday night over to
Grayson’s Lake.”
This town was about fifty miles from Minneapolis.
“Why’d you go?” I’d never been there, but recalled Mom
saying, “That place is such a non-event—no upscale properties.”
“A guy who worked at the park came from there…told me
about some rad things to see.”
“Is he still around?”
“Nah, he moved to Chicago. Works at a bank.” Brian’s eyes
clouded over as he stared into space.
“What about the weird stuff?” Laura said.
“Tell you what, I’ll show you. We’ll take off as soon as I
finish this beer.”
While he was in the bathroom, I whispered to Laura, “Let’s
go to my house. I’ll use Dad’s phone to call my mother.” Mom had
said she’d pick me up any time I didn’t feel comfortable at Brian’s.
What I wanted more than anything was to be with her watching a
movie like The Body Guard and eating s’mores.
“Do you want him to feel bad?” Laura whispered back.
I considered this for a minute. “Okay, I guess.”
***
Brian’s car, a refurbished Ford from about 1970, smelled like
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cigarettes and beer and a pine tree hanging from the mirror. Bottles
clanked around on the floor, rolling into crumpled potato chip bags
and other trash. I crawled in the back and buckled my seatbelt. Brian
and Laura didn’t bother with theirs. Laura began in the front over on
her own side, but inched closer to him as we drove along. So, there
we were, on the highway, heading to Grayson’s Lake that stifling
hot, summer Saturday night.
Brian turned on the radio real loud and opened another bottle.
“You Can’t Always Get What You Want” kept repeating. He offered
some beer to us. I refused. Laura took a couple of sips, distaste
wrinkling her perfect features. She gave him the bottle to finish.
When we left Brian’s apartment about ten in the evening, all
the familiar buildings like 7-Eleven and the high school and
Bernard’s Mortuary were still visible. By the time we got to
Grayson’s Lake, the houses were dark and the few street lights in
town barely revealed shadowy buildings.
“Where are we going?” I shivered despite the heat.
“Yeah. This place looks awful dead.” It didn’t seem to bother
Laura. By this time, she was snuggled under Brian’s arm, balancing
his open bottle on her knee.
“We’re going out to Gray’s Pond.”
“Gray’s Pond!” She snickered. “Who calls it that?”
“The kids around here.”
“What’s there?” I said.
“Oh…a few things.”
“Anything open?” Why hadn’t I gone home?
“We’ll see.”
“How far is…”
“Cool it, Shelby. Brian knows what he’s doing.” Laura had
never used that put-down tone with me.
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After that, I tried to keep my mouth shut.
Several miles from town at a deserted turnout, we left the car
and walked to the edge of the lake. Brian scanned its shoreline with a
flashlight, and I noticed a cluster of tumbledown shacks. Mosquitoes
attacked my bare arms and scrunchy noises in the high grass that
scratched my legs made me shudder. I imagined snakes crawling
over my sandaled feet.
Our Father…Our Father…Our Father…, I thought—that’s
all I could get out. “Please let’s get back in the car.”
“Don’t be such a wimp. Brian’ll protect us.”
I decided when this stupid trip came to an end, we were done
being friends.
“The road doesn’t go all around the lake. There’s only this
way in and out.” Brian held the flashlight under his chin.
“Stop that!” Did I sound disgusted instead of terrified?
He directed the beam toward the ground, and continued, “It
dead-ends with three driveways.”
“What’s down them?” Laura played along.
“You’ll see.”
We got back in the Ford and drove maybe a mile. Brian
parked and we got out again. He carried another bottle.
“Hmmm. See if my memory is right…want to save the best
for last.” He led the way to the first driveway.
I followed the two of them, staying close to the flashlight’s
beam.
At the end of this driveway, figures surrounded a house. I
held my breath, waiting for them to move forward, but they stayed
put as if studying us.
Brian kept the flashlight still for a moment, shining on what
looked like a family of human-sized gnomes.

46

“The guy who lives here is a wood carver. Been busy. There
weren’t this many last time.”
I wondered when that was. Brian seemed familiar with this
place considering he hadn’t been in over sixteen years.
“Awesome,” Laura said.
Had he brought some of those photographed girls here?
There were life-size rabbits and dogs and cats. Closer to the
house, the animals got bigger—bears and tigers, and on either side
of the front door two lions stood guard.
Laura remained glued to his side, and I hunkered close by.
Up the middle driveway, we faced an odd-looking structure.
Brian shone the light on it. Our reflections in the glass made me
realize it was a greenhouse.
“This is a nursery,” I said.
“How’d you guess?” Brian threw his empty bottle into the
weeds, and pushed open a creaky door. Steamy air hit my cheeks.
Inside, thick, jungle-like foliage brushed against my body. The smell
was thicker and sweeter than the perfume Laura wore.
Once outside again, I bumped into a rickety table, almost
tipping it over. Brian and Laura, with the fading light, had moved
ahead. I pushed a flat of plants into place and ran after them,
stubbing my toe on a fallen branch that grabbed for me.
At the third driveway, Brian held out both arms as if
announcing the highlight. “What do you suppose this is?”
“No idea,” Laura said.
“A stable?” I hoped it was something as harmless as a bunch
of sleeping horses.
“Wrong! It’s…ta-da…a pioneer cemetery. Hasn’t been used
for at least fifty years.”
Oh God! Snakes, spooky carvings, scary trees…and graves.
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Picturing bodies rotting underground, my stomach flip-flopped.
Brian ignored the No Trespassing signs, walking around and
pointing the flashlight at one crooked marker after another.
Trying not to step on any of the plots, I kept thinking,
There’s no one here to hurt you.
“Scary!” At last, Laura became aware of something besides
Brian.
“I want to show you one last thing, then we’ll go.”
He ambled up a hill with a huge monument on top. Stone
steps led to a flat, stage-like area surrounded by columns. It looked
as if it had been built for performances. In the center stood a tomb
that looked like it belonged to a king or a queen.
“Who’s in that?” Laura’s voice trembled.
“This is so cool…It’s a teenage girl.” He lit up her name—
Emily Grayson. “Her father started the town. When she drowned in
the lake, he built this for her.” Brian slowly lit a cigarette. “Legend is
she never even had a boyfriend.”
“Sad…,” Laura said.
“Part of the mystery. The Graysons owned the lake and a
bunch of cottages. People came out here…before…the happenings.”
“What kind of happenings?” I blurted out. Why did he have
to be like this?
“People saw a teenage girl in lots of places, even standing up
there, hands crossed over her heart, weeping.” His voice hushed,
then changed back to normal. “Surprised there aren’t any kids
hanging out on a Saturday night. Partying. Lots of girls have lost it in
memory of Emily.”
“Romantic.”
Was Laura going to come back another time…without me?
We walked up the steps and stood quietly by Emily’s tomb
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for several minutes. In spite of the possibility of seeing her, I forgot
about the night’s distresses, feeling sympathy for this poor,
shortened life.
Brian broke the silence. “We need to go. Your mom’ll be
there early to pick you up for church.”
I didn’t make a smart remark. It was already after two in the
morning.
The Ford crunched through gravel, sounding like bones
breaking as he backed up. He turned in the right direction, and took
off down the paved road, veering left and right, following the lake’s
curves.
I wanted to holler, Slow down! but was so glad to be going
back to Minneapolis that I kept my mouth shut. Watching the
dizzying road, I was the first to see a lone raccoon run in front of the
headlights. “Watch out!” I yelled.
Brian swerved to miss it. I’m sure none of us felt anything
but a soaring sensation, like a daredevil ride at Mythic Park, as the
car aimed for a utility pole.
When I regained consciousness, I saw Laura smashed into the
windshield with splatters of blood making a halo in the glass around
her head. Brian was pinned by the steering wheel, his mouth agape.
Neither of them moved.
I had no idea where the flashlight had gone, and cringed at
the thought of searching for it. Eventually, I learned it hit Brian’s
temple before landing in the corner next to empty bottles. My door
worked, and even though broken ribs painfully cried out with each
of my sobs, I crept from the Ford. In the darkness, thick as tar, I
huddled on the ground by the trunk. Earlier sights—the spooky
carvings, the heavily scented greenhouse, and the isolated graveyard
—held not a candle to the horror I experienced, going over and over
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what had happened. And, every time Brian moaned, my heart
clamped together like a pliers held it.
I began, “Our Father…” and said all of it, many times.
When neighbors’ power failed, at last, the police came
searching for the problem.
***
Her funeral, held at Bernard’s Mortuary, was attended by
most of the kids from school. She was cremated so there wasn’t a
grave to go to. Friends told me that her mother put up the biggest,
fanciest, whitest cross, attached to the utility pole, right where
Brian’s car had hit. Curly letters spelled out Laura. I didn’t want to
go back there, but after church one Sunday, Mom convinced me to
visit. We left a bouquet of yellow roses, and brought an identical
bouquet to put on Emily Grayson’s tomb.
***
I still have dinner once a week with my mother and her
husband, Jerry, the real estate developer. She finally did remarry.
And, I go to the nursing home once a week, all alone, to sit with my
father. He’s in a wheelchair, paralyzed from his chest down.
Mom and I always have lots to talk about. She’s real excited
about my high school counseling position, and says, “I’m sure you
help those kids trying to find their way.”
Brian and I don’t talk much. He usually asks me to turn on
the television. He’s into old sitcoms like Happy Days. Before I leave,
he will sometimes say, “Remember the game at the park where
suckers threw balls to knock over pyramids of milk bottles? They
were weighted down, you know.” He’ll cross his arms over his chest
and finish with, “I’m stuck here, like those bottles.”
I rap my clenched fists against the sides of my chair,
thinking, How were you before? But I never say it.
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DANA KNOTT

Hashtag
Everything you know
Can be summed up
In under 140 characters.
The sun still rises in the East
And sets in the West,
Yet nothing makes sense anymore.
One day the sun will rise
And you won’t be there to see it.
Hurricane or North Korean missiles
Or storm of bullets,
It really doesn’t matter in the end.
Your end doesn’t matter.
Your vote doesn’t count.
Your life is nothing but a hashtag: #yolo.
You try to make sense of it all,
But nothing rhymes with orange.
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Riddle

It’s all just a bad dream,
A hard pinch, and you’ll wake up.
In therapy you ask the $64,000 question:
What happened?
Emails, Russian hackers, Benghazi,
Bernie Sanders, you know
It’s racist, sexist Amurica.
In your spare time, you hate-read
the God Emperor’s Twitter feed.
Covfefe, its own inscrutable riddle,
bounces across your tongue
Like a palpitating heart.
Rachel Maddow can’t
Make you feel better.
You didn’t even attend the Women’s March.
Stop wearing that stupid safety pin
And take your anti-anxiety pills.
How many Trump staffers met
With Russian ambassadors?
Keep guessing. What do you
Call an impeachable offense?
The search for meaning
Is nothing but a tremendous game.
Why is a raven like a writing desk?
Only the Mad Hatter knows.
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Final Answer

The Answer must come in the form of a question.
What is America’s most trusted news source?
What is the final verse of the National Anthem?
Put emphasis on the right
Syllable. Don’t forget
To thank the troops and remind the press
To remain in their vehicles.
Is it Pwear-toe Rico or Poor-toe Rico?
The right pronunciation is important.
It’s not a Nazi salute when you point
To your people. It’s not a hate group
When every word you say to them
Is the word of God.
(The Library of Congress
Records every tweet for posterity.)
You only know the answers
Because they’re written on the cards.
But there are no answers
Really, only questions.
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White Man’s Overbite
Justice is an angel
With a busted harp
And rusted vocal cords
She keeps her arms raised
She knows her country;
She isn’t blind. Justice
Has seen and heard it all:
Pornography, chokeholds,
And stained blue dress;
A viagra pill is as blue
As a robin’s egg,
A hard-on at $22 a pop,
A bargain. After all,
A blue curtain costs $8,000
To conceal a bare breast,
But government healthcare’s
Got it covered.
Trump Regret
You know
What you signed up for.
You made a mistake
And trumped your partner’s ace
You sent the little boy
When the old man was at home.
You had enough to make
It, yet too afraid to lead.
You read the news,
but couldn’t follow the rules.
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You know
You can rely on your partner
For at least one trick.
Yet he prefers to go at it alone.
Who can blame him?
Nine’s your lucky number,
But it won’t win you a hand.
You played with finesse
When you should have played
with power. Fortune favors the bold.
You try to cut to change your luck
Remember, a cut dog has no pups.
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KIP KNOTT

Self-Portrait with a Smile
Let me begin with a simile
as complex as the coordination of muscles
it takes to create a smile
to divert your attention away from the scars
that smile across my wrists.
No. That’s a lie. I have no smiles
on my wrists, no reason to divert your attention
away from anything about me.
Do you see the white spaces here between each stanza?
If you look deep into those caves
you might find what I’m really hiding.
Or maybe the narrow channels between
the lines hold more than silences.
The real trick is to speak
these words aloud and really listen.
Then you might hear what I’m talking about,
but only if you close your eyes
and quit looking for a smile that isn’t there.

56

Expanding Echoes
There are sounds too quiet for the world.
There are caves where these sounds echo
throughout eternity until discovered
by a shepherd searching for his lost flock.
He tilts his head to hear the whispers
he’s unsure he’s heard or simply imagined.
He calls out I am here, and waits for a reply.
Fear speaks into his ear, and he turns
back toward the light that tethers him to his life,
leaving behind the tiny fossils of his words.
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Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD)

You will always be lonely, you repeat
like a mantra, the way trees repeat
the dropping of their leaves
until every branch gleams naked
in winter’s razor-sharp sunlight.
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CHRISTOPHER LEAVITT
Smoke Your Breakfast
With the flick of my lighter I inhale relief,
Not thinking of the hours I’m about to exhale away.
I’m smoking cause I’ve had a good day,
A bad day,
A boring day,
An overwhelming day.
Whether ten seconds or ten hours,
You bet your ass I’ll be out there killing time.
But is it the time I’m killing?
Every morning the same routine.
Heavy eyes,
Heavy arms,
And a lead filled chest try to keep me down.
I can’t breathe.
But I gotta get going.
I am slow to the roll to start rolling.
Depression.
Where numbness is the only sensation.
No motivation.
But I get going.
I hear the leaves blowing,
The birds chirping,
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My third eye is open,
And I’m searching.
But I still heart that voice.
That little sound coming out of the white noise.
Again trapped in the chaotic cycle of Anxiety.
I long again for the peace of Sobriety.
Because normal me?
Man, that brain is like a bee hive,
And each bee in there has got a brain like a brain like mine.
And shits crazy.
So I start smoking,
And start toking,
And start choking,
Cause that shits suffocating,
And it’s no fucking mystery why I’m coughing.
But I can’t let go,
Cause some part of me can’t take the time to stop and see.
So I make myself blind.
Because I can’t let go of my past.
Rather, I don’t.
So I start stuttering through life like an emotionless piece of fly
paper,
And each even has glued to the walls of my mind,
Where I’m forced to watch each scene on grueling repeat,
So I can nitpick every detail,
Until I hate myself.
It doesn’t stop.
So I just lay back and take it,
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And try to fake it.
Because I’ve been playing leap frog with vices since I was a kid.
First cutting,
Then popping,
Now smoking,
It never ends.
I can’t find any rest without smoking.
That one’s not a metaphor.
I mean, I literally cannot sleep without weed.
There’s an ashtray next to my bed.
It’s ridiculous.
Why the fuck do I live like this?
I’ve become so callus.
I don’t want to like my life like some poetic tragedy.
I want to do something.
I want to be something.
I’m sick of being emotionally colorblind.
It’s as if I know all the words,
But I can’t hear the music.
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CASSIDY MANLEY

To My Dead Cat
I cannot help but think of you
not as you were
but as you are.
The fur discarded
skin pulled taut
and left to rot on brittle frame
I speak your name and conjure up
a rancid nightmare
rib and socket
there unstaring
in the black
out back where the vet puts
the cold
and curled
and crooked things.
Is Love that I maintain your corpse?
swaddled in dirt
and mealworm maimed.
I tend it tender in my mind
and recoil from ranunculus
grown in the gaps
your body bears
betwixt the fetid flesh.
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Or is Love that your toothy maw
appears to me at witching hour
and Cheshire floated
whispers that
It would be better to forget
you than to let you live
A dead thing
weighing heavy on my heart.
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BETSY MARTIN

Letting Go
Outside my window
the dizzying quality
of snow falling,
past roofs and fences,
past people in brightly hued
clothing going to classes,
a soft-hushed quality
of falling,
through layers of ice and air,
muffled voices chatting
about novels and molecules,
the body’s molecules
no longer buoyant enough
to stay afloat.
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HERBERT WOODWARD MARTIN
Blues
The blues seem to be comfortable within itself; it is able to deliver
the truth of the news; it is able to decipher all of the colors from the
rainbow of storm and place them in a logical order so that here is
never confusion about meaning, and that is why we sing and hum
and
sometime moan what is in our hearts. There is no prison for what the
heart thinks; it is sure and factual; no judgement is called for, and
no sentence given. Life is what it is, and we make do. That is what it
means to struggle. That is the caution we take when we move on.
Something in us controls the spirit; we have never seen it, but we
know it is there; it is known like we know the investigative air, like
the air that feeds our blood and troubles the thud of the thud of the
human heart. This is the known rhythm; this is the proverb that keeps
us alive.
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Without Sound
There is wind in my words;
there are tears in my syllables;
the sun has shed it rays on my skin;
blood flows near my bones; I am energized.
I am taken by the love which embraces;
my family embraces during lapses in affection;
our house is vulnerable, but still a house,
and our bodies are its occupiers, are occupiers.
The fire in my brain, flames up in my heart.
I aim to accomplish that which is necessary;
I want to bloom in a thousand odors;
I honor the earth which sang at my birth.
Love is a vital ambition; vital to share,
and so, we plant it as the seed it is,
given to nourishing it in a plot of ground,
and the inanimate plants grow without sound.
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Learning Does Not Always Come Naturally
I have taken to this pencil and paper, and have had a child who had
been to school for learning, to transcribe my thoughts into a more
straightforward epistle which is what the old prophets would
prescribe. They also tell me that white people write with pen and ink
because they have better implements or what I call white people’s
tools, but what do I know with little
or no education settling in my blood. I have been passed along from
pillar to post, from maid to cook, from plantation to plantation, and I
do what they tell me to do because I want to get along, but mostly
because I want to live to see another day, because I sense the white
people believe I don’t know any better, and for most of us life could
be worst, no f or n’s about it, and nobody has
to tell me this; it is what I have gleaned from this slavery for I know
the truth of what I have seen and heard. That is all you can put your
trust in, believe me because I know this for a fact.
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GARY MITCHNER

How To Be a Surrealist
Color your hair with black boot polish
and have no vases so people
cannot bring you flowers.
Smoke eighty cigarettes a day as you
gather heterosexual males
around you for disputes and protests.
Call women “plastic beauties” before
you write a novel about them
in fractured English with French endnotes.
Take up boxing so when you lift up
your skirt in front of a priest,
he will not notice you wear no underwear.
Masturbate while painting the Madonna
before you shave off your hair
to bury it on a Spanish beach.
Learn to play chess before you shovel snow
and begin to film the shaving
of your mistress’ pubic hair.
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Start a menage a trois with anyone in the cafe
to strengthen the punch in the hospital
that you will give to whomever appears.
Rip open your shirt to be branded
upon the chest with de SADE,
proclaiming yourself epic and utopian.
Find bones in any art room drawer
to create biomorphic forms
that can stand alone in a fountain.
Put a diving helmet over your wetsuit
to lecture an art gathering
about making sacred ornaments.
Denigrate your female models plugged
into sexual outlets so that even
a printing press can ejaculate its ink.
Look in your china cupboard, find
the nicest plate, kill a gazelle,
placing its hide upon the dinner plate.
Use either ivory bracelets or golden handcuffs
to bond your lover to you before
she can use them as a collector’s jewelry.
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Interlink your sexuality with your creativity
to produce brothel still lives
with ugly heads and spread thighs.
Release mice into your dark room
to stimulate female hysteria
so when the light flashes on “Create!”
Now step back to observe your masterpieces
that will seemingly melt into precision
behind which you can cancel rather than expose.
(Written after reading Desmond Morris’
The Lives of the Surrealists)
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How To Be a Philosopher

Knowing yourself can lead to solipsism,
Or else discovering you are a body of water
Before you fall in a ditch, looking at stars.
If you are female, eat a quince before bed;
If male, arrange an elaborate plot
To hide your burial from sleeping sheep.
As a follower, invent a founder of your school;
Tech females only even numbers
So they cannot hear the music of the spheres.
Watch what you eat: no red mullet or eggs,
No genital-shaped beans,
Because in the sun they smell like semen.
If tempted to reveal philosophical secrets,
Bite off your tongue and spit it out
As you cry for the inhabitants of Ephesus.
Eat only grass and have yourself covered
In cow dung for enlightenment;
Be sure to tie up your dogs before hand.
Remember that your lyre was shaped with a tortoise
Shell to avoid death-by-dropped-turtles;
If you do that then children will celebrate you.
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To be truly purified, try jumping into
A volcano, wearing bronze sandals,
A purple robe, and a laurel wreath.
First, laugh, then weep when you discover
You are nothing but an arrangement
Of atoms with bread stuffed up your nostrils.
It’s good to be bald with slender calves
To walk and talk at the same time as
You give everything a proper name.
If you believe in Hades, then you should want
To die, perhaps by dagger, or just hope
Pain will subside like the sun.
The happiness of poverty leads to austerity,
Freedom of speech, and honesty when
It’s necessary to throw away your cup
As you watch a man drink from his hands -Necessary to live in a barrel and to embrace
Statues covered with snow and ice.
Have sex in public, but if you fart
Try starving yourself to death,
For when dining on lupines anticipate hot air.
Make like that other guy and bite off your tongue
When confronted by a tyrant, behave like a pig
During a storm, strip yourself of being human.
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Eat raw, green figs, proclaim the end of life
A cultivation of indifference and beware
Of being bald for fear of dying of sunstroke.
Starve yourself then vomit twice a day;
We all live in an unwalled city -Don’t run your life with the fear of death.
Life, we know,is practice for death -Time alive cannot equal time dead
Thus we find calm contentment in brevity.

73

VANESSA O’KELLEY
To Tread on Serpents
I was six years old the first time Daddy dangled a snake in
my face. I thought it was a piece of old, brown rope, until it stretched
its head toward me and tickled my cheek with a feathery flick of its
forked tongue. I giggled and stepped back brushing my face with my
chubby hand. It was a garter snake Daddy had found near my swing
set while mowing our back yard. I knew it wasn’t one of the deadly
creatures that lived in our garage, but I was still scared. I had learned
in Bible school that a snake is a sinful creature. Daddy had laughed.
“It won’t hurt you, Baby. Not if you’re a good girl.”
A couple years later Billy Thompson brought a snake to
school for show and tell. The boys crowded around him clamoring to
hold it. Every girl in the class, except me, even the teacher, backed
away. I knew a harmless racer when I saw one, but my heart
pounded and my hands shook as I stepped forward and reached out. I
bit my lip hard and squeezed my eyes shut as the blue-black snake
twined itself around my wrist like a velvet rope. Everyone could see
that I was a good girl.
My name is Jamie Brody. My father, Brother Brody,
preached in the Holiness Gospel Temple, a small, red brick church at
the mouth of Serpent Hollow. He raised the snakes used in services
and sold them to other preachers. When I was eleven years old he
died from a snake bite. He wasn’t bit during a service. It was a
November morning and one of the rock heaters had gone out
overnight. Snakes get sleepy in the cold, so Daddy was less careful
than usual. A copperhead he’d raised from birth, his pride and joy,
struck him on the cheek while he was removing it from its glass
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cage. He’d never been bit. I suppose the shock of it made him drop
the snake back in the cage without replacing the cover. Daddy
stumbled back into the house without closing the garage door
neither.
By that evening, when Mama and me returned from
Christmas shopping, Daddy’s head looked like a purple balloon. His
throat had swelled shut, and his lips and fingertips turned blue.
Despite hours of prayers from his devoted congregation and Mama
and me, he passed. The copperhead had escaped, so men from the
church searched until they found it coiled up in my Barbie Dream
House.
On the day of Daddy’s funeral, a stranger arrived. He looked
like Daddy, but sharper and shinier. He wore plaid pants and a
striped shirt that somehow matched even though they shouldn’t. His
snakeskin belt had a brass buckle in the shape of a coiled rattler. I’d
never seen anything like it or him.
After the service, everyone stared as he introduced himself to
Mama as Jeremiah, Daddy’s brother from Texas. He hugged her for
a long time and whispered in her ear before kissing her tenderly on
the cheek. Then he took my hand and twirled me around. “My my
my, you are a peach” he said. Then he hugged me too tight, and
whispered “I’m so sorry for your loss Sugar, but Uncle Jeremiah’s
here to kiss all the hurt away.”
I’d never met Uncle Jeremiah, but I’d heard Daddy and
Mama whisper about him in the same low voices they used when
they talked about people who had died. Mama invited Uncle
Jeremiah to stay at our house. By my twelfth birthday he’d become
Brother Brody to the whole congregation. He bought me a sevenlayer birthday cake with pink icing flowers. When I blew out the
candles he said he wished I’d call him Uncle Daddy. Mama and he
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were married a week after Easter Sunday.
Uncle Daddy took over as pastor in the Temple after the
acting pastor, Brother Cross, died of a heart attack. Pastor Cross’s
pretty, young widow, Della, told everyone who’d listen she was sure
her husband would want Uncle Daddy to take over as head of the
church. Mama and the other ladies of the congregation supported
him too. I overheard Brother Foster whisper to his wife that he
thought the church should have tried to find another pastor from
outside, but Mrs. Foster shushed him.
Daddy never teased the snakes during services. He handled
them with care. Uncle Daddy clutched one in each fist. Raised them
high and shook them. The serpents licked the air, writhed and hissed.
The congregation feared for Uncle Daddy. He taunted the snakes,
and when they snapped at him the people gasped. Men who hadn’t
dared to before hung multiple snakes from their necks and arms. The
ladies of the church twirled and rolled their heads until sweat ran
down their faces. They cried when Uncle Daddy laid his palm on
their foreheads and sang “I’ve Got Jesus on My Mind” in his silky
baritone.
One steamy Sunday in August Uncle Daddy held up his hand
and stopped the music. Sweat streamed down his face. He knelt and
picked up a diamond back. He held it high above his head, coiled
around his wrist. Slowly the snake wound its way up his arm. Uncle
Daddy turned, slowly, in a tight circle. Eyes closed. The only sound
was him whispering to the serpent. Then Alan Boley, who everyone
called slow, accidentally dropped his Bible onto a cymbal. Alarmed,
the diamond back sunk its fangs into Uncle Daddy’s bicep. He
hurled it down into its box and slammed the lid with his foot.
The ladies of the church flocked to his aid. Brothers Fike and
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Barr, two burly coal miners, picked him up and carried him out to
Mama’s station wagon. Sister Cross fretted that it was her snake that
bit the pastor. When old man Cross had passed, she’d inherited his
snakes. She’d taken good care of them. Cleaned their glass cages
every week. Fed them frozen rats from the pet store and gave them
fresh water. She didn’t know that the trick of earning God’s
protection was to starve the Devil.
For a week Uncle Daddy lay on the couch, his arm resting on
a pillow, swollen to twice it’s normal size. He sweated like a
farmhand on a summer day and threw up into a little blue bucket on
the floor. The ladies of the church came in to help Mama. They
brought casseroles, meat loaf, cobblers, and pies. They cleaned the
house and prayed over Uncle Daddy in turn.
Early one morning I watched him from the kitchen doorway
waiting for him to die like my Daddy. His eyes closed, he mumbled
under his breath and shook his head back and forth on the pillow. A
dark sweat stain bloomed on the gold pillowcase. My eyes wandered
to his shoulder where the sleeve of his undershirt had been torn away
to make room for his grossly enlarged arm. His skin was deep purple
and stretched tight around two red holes like demon’s eyes.
I stared at his face until his eyes popped open. He grinned
and flicked his tongue. His other hand rested on his crotch. He turned
it over and crooked his finger, pulling me to his side like I was
lassoed.
When I stepped close enough he reached out and took my
hand in his good one. His meaty hand dwarfed mine, and when he
squeezed I thought he would crush my fingers. He laid my hand onto
the bulge in his pants, but, hearing my mother’s voice and footsteps,
I yanked it away. She scurried into the room and pushed me aside to
tend to him. Uncle Daddy peeked around Mama and grinned at me.
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My cheeks were hot. My throat tightened. When the front door
suddenly opened, flooding the dim room with sunlight, he squinted
and turned away. I stumbled through the door past the visiting
church members. I ran around to the side of the house and threw up
on Mama’s pink roses.
As soon as Uncle Daddy could keep food down he went back
to preaching. His arm was less swollen, so he could squeeze into his
favorite red and black striped shirt. At his first service back he
draped a snake around his neck like it was one of those flower
necklaces they wear in Hawaii.
Sister Carson, who usually prayed silently in the back with a
sweater on her shoulders, no matter how warm it was outside, stood
up and twirled until her blue sweater billowed out behind her like
Superman’s cape and finally flew off onto the floor. She closed her
eyes and leaned into the motion. Round and round she whirled until
sweat dripped from her nose and her carefully piled braids sprang
loose in curls all over her head. Uncle Daddy glided over to her and
waved a snake in her face causing her to wail and raise her arms
toward the stained acoustic tile ceiling of the Temple.
I sat in a pew with the other children too young to participate,
and watched as Uncle Daddy crooned to the ladies. Tillie, Mrs.
Cross’s youngest, laid her head on my shoulder. Uncle Daddy had
persuaded her Mama to let him have her snakes, so she could devote
more time to Tillie and her other four children. He’d promised to
take good care of them, but the next day I found the charred remains
of several snakes in the old brick barbecue behind our house.
During the spring and summer Uncle Daddy traveled to tent
revivals. When he wasn’t on the road he often didn’t return home
until I was asleep. Mama took to drinking hard most nights, and if
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she wasn’t passed out by the time he came home, they’d wake me up
with their fighting.
On the afternoon of my thirteenth birthday Mama decorated
the dining room and baked my favorite yellow layer cake with
chocolate frosting. All the church kids came to my party, but no kids
from my class at school showed up. They were afraid of the snakes,
even though I told them they were locked in cages in our locked
garage.
After the last guest left, Uncle Daddy gave me his present.
When I opened the small, black velvet box, light glinted off of a gold
band and the purple gem at its center. Mama snorted when I showed
it to her. “Why’d you get her something so fancy? She’ll lose it the
first chance she gets” she said. When he slid the ring onto my finger
he made me promise that he would be the only man in my life until I
met my husband. I promised, because I wanted that fancy ring to
make the stuck-up girls at school jealous.
The next night, after Mama passed out, Uncle Daddy came
into my bedroom without knocking. He brought me a kitten he’d
found poking around the garbage cans behind the church. He told me
her Mama had been run over. He sat down on the bed next to me and
asked me if I liked my ring. I said yes and grabbed a hair ribbon off
my nightstand to bounce up and down in front of the kitten. She
caught the ribbon in her tiny claws and bit it. I laughed and pulled it
away.
When I looked up Uncle Daddy had unzipped his pants. He
stroked himself until he looked liked Papaw’s goat Bucky in rut. He
grabbed my hand and pulled it toward him, but I yanked it back.
“No,” I said, just like I’d said to Billy Thompson when he pulled me
into the boys bathroom.
Billy Thompson had called me an ugly whore and pushed me
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into a wall when I’d said no. Uncle Daddy didn’t say a word. He put
himself back into his pants and zipped up. Then he snatched up the
kitten. It hissed and scratched him as he left the room. A few minutes
later I heard him unlock the door to the garage. I never saw the kitten
again, but I noticed Uncle Daddy didn’t use the large cotton mouth
in a service for the next few Sundays.
A month later Uncle Daddy brought another cat home. A
scrawny orange tabby. He had to live in my room, because Mama
turned out to be allergic. I left my window open, hoping he’d run
away, but he kept coming back with dead birds. I locked him in my
closet at night, but he scratched the door and yowled. I refused to
give him a name. Uncle Daddy finally started calling him LF, short
for L’il Fart. I gave in and started sleeping with LF every night.
After a couple months Uncle Daddy came into my room at
night again. I was reading, and he picked LF off my lap and dropped
him onto the floor. LF hissed and started to lick his paw. This time I
did what Uncle Daddy wanted. I bit my lip hard enough to draw
blood as I stroked him. I fantasized about what it would be like if he
were gone, and Daddy had never died. Mama wouldn’t drink. She’d
bake cookies, and she and Daddy would take me on picnics to
Mammoth Cave.
After six months I worked up the courage to tell Mama.
Uncle Daddy was away at a revival. I told her what he was doing in
my room at night. “What do you mean, he’s touching you? Where?
What did you do?” she demanded.
“He touches me down there.” I pointed below my belly.
“Oh please. You’re crazy. Why would he want you like that?
I’m sure you’ve got it wrong.”
“But”…..
“I don’t want to hear any more about this. It’s disgustin’.”
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A week later I broke into the garage, where he kept the
snakes. In the laundry room there was a panel in the wall underneath
the slop sink next to our washer. It slid aside to allow access to the
plumbing. I’d found it as a small child, but I could still squeeze
through the opening, past the pipes, and climb into a storage
cupboard in the garage on the other side of the wall. I thought if I
could feed the snakes Uncle Daddy might get bit and die.
The cages were locked. I had planned to pick the locks, but I
didn’t have to, because while I was looking through the basement
workshop for something to use as a pick I found a bag of locks
daddy had never used. The extra keys for the locks on the cages were
in there too. Uncle Daddy should have bought his own locks.
After school, the next day, I skipped the bus and snuck over
to the pet store. I bought a dozen frozen pinkies with money I was
saving to buy furniture for my Barbie house. I had to walk home, and
I got in trouble for being late, but it was worth it. I stashed the rat
babies in my Barbie house. I had to hide it in my closet, so LF
couldn’t get at them. Uncle Daddy was away, so I knew he wouldn’t
find them. And Mama never came into my room because of the cat.
One night, at church, I saw my chance. The flu had been
going around. Many of the kids at church were sick. The church
secretary, Mrs. Carson, was always kept a space heater running in
the office. I snuck in and laid on my belly on the floor with my face
as close to the heater as I could stand. When I heard Uncle Daddy
start the service I dragged myself into the sanctuary and slumped
down into a pew next to Mama, my face flushed a deep pink.“You
feel okay, baby?” She put her forehead against mine. “Oh honey
you’re burning up! Let’s get you home.” We left before the first
hymn was over.
When we got home Mama made me mint tea. “Get into your
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nighty and crawl in bed.” After, she kissed me good night and turned
off my light. I closed my eyes and listened. I heard the clink of ice in
a glass followed by the squeak of the liquor cabinet door hinge.
I waited another half hour, until I heard the TV in her
bedroom muttering faintly, and then I crept out to the garage. I
carried the tiny rats in a sock. My eyes adjusted to the dim red glow
of the heat lamps as I peered into the diamond back’s home. It was
curled next to the heat rock. In the next cage the copperhead lay
against the back wall of the tank, its head hidden behind a chunk of
old tree branch. Knowing how starved and listless they were didn’t
ease my fear. I closed my eyes and asked Jesus for forgiveness.
Suddenly a bright light blasted through the window of the
side door. Something had tripped the motion detector. I stood still as
a tombstone. The light shut off. A fox, I thought, and almost
shrugged it off, until the light went on again and a dark shadow
lurched across the back wall.
I thought of LF and what Uncle Daddy might do if he found
me here. I crawled toward my escape hole, but I had to crawl
through the light streaming in from outside. I heard keys hit the
sidewalk followed by mumbled curses. The light got brighter as he
bent down. I felt exposed as I wriggled through the wall, into the
laundry room. The garage door creaked open as I reached back and
slid the cupboard door shut. I ran to my room and jumped into my
bed, pulling the blankets over my head. I heard Uncle Daddy come
into the house. I held my breath as he stopped outside my door, then
sighed with relief as he went on to his and Mama’s room.
The next day LF got into my closet while I was at school.
Maybe I didn’t shut it tight when I got dressed that morning, but
when I got home from school he had eaten half of the pinkies. I’d
only be able to feed one snake. I had to try again that night.
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After Mama passed out, I snuck out to the garage. I opened
the cottonmouth’s cage. My hands shook as I dropped in the fleshy,
pink blobs. I knew they were dead, but I couldn’t help but imagine
the terror they would feel if they were alive. Would they cry out for
their mother? I crawled back through the cupboard and curled into a
ball on my bed. When LF tried to cuddle with me I pushed him
away. Then I cried myself to sleep.
That Sunday, at church, the cottonmouth was more alert.
Uncle Daddy clenched his jaw and eyed it cautiously. He picked it
up and handed it to Alan Boley. Alan took it and immediately the
snake bit him. He dropped it and clutched his hand crying. The snake
slithered across the floor toward me. I didn’t move a muscle. Uncle
Daddy grinned at me as the snake moved closer. Then Brother
Foster grabbed the snake and threw it back in its box. At home in my
room that night I prayed that Uncle Daddy wouldn’t hurt me or
Mama or LF, but he never said a word. In the morning I found all of
the old locks from the snake cages piled on the kitchen table.
That week I stayed at the Alan’s with other members of the
church. I didn’t want to go, but Mama made me. “They prayed for us
when your daddy and your step-daddy got bit” she said. When I told
her I thought Jesus let the wrong daddy die, she slapped me. My face
stung all the way to Alan’s house.
The church ladies brought tuna casserole and apple pie to
Rose Boley, Alan’s mom. She didn’t belong to the church. She
called us crazy Bible thumpers and kept saying we should take her
son to the hospital, but no one would listen. The Boley’s lived way
up in the mountains. They didn’t have a phone and Mrs. Boley
couldn’t drive, so there wasn’t much she could do. We prayed over
Alan and his swollen arm while he sweated, moaned, and vomited. I
prayed the hardest I’ve ever prayed. I felt like everyone knew what
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I’d done and any second the floor would crack open and I’d be
sucked into hell. By Wednesday night , though, Alan got better.
Before I left Rose Boley thanked me. Mama’s slap burned my cheek
as I left their home. Thank Jesus he didn’t die.
It seemed like Uncle Daddy would be in our lives forever.
Every time he bought new clothes or a TV or a gift for one of the
orphaned children, I swiped money from the collection box, so
members of the congregation would suspect him of stealing. I saved
the money under my mattress, intending to return in when Uncle
Daddy was gone for good. One day I overheard the church treasurer,
Brother Foster, ask Uncle Daddy to step into the office for a chat. I
closed my eyes and prayed this was the moment of our salvation. But
Uncle Daddy came out of the office laughing with Brother Fowler.
At the service that night he announced that Brother Brody had
bought the congregation a van. We all went outside to look at it. I
wanted to vomit on it, but it was already puke green. Uncle Daddy
was a hero to everyone, but I hated him more than ever.
During worship I stole Widow Cross’s bright red lipstick out
of her purse when she was filled with the spirit. And at the Stop and
Save with Mama I slipped a bottle of Enjoli perfume into my pocket.
Later, I smeared lipstick on Uncle Daddy’s shirt collars and sprayed
perfume on his jackets and inside his Cadillac. Mama didn’t believe
he was touching me, but, fingers crossed, she wouldn’t deny the
evidence of another woman.
It worked. They had a huge fight. I lay in my bed with my
head covered and LF curled up next to me. As Mama’s angry words
came out faster and louder I could picture the vein at her right temple
throbbing and red curls bouncing all over her head. Uncle Daddy
was oddly quiet and I was more afraid of him than ever. I heard glass
shatter against a wall. I sucked in my breath until I heard the door
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slam and wheels spinning on gravel. Mama cried all night after he
left, and I prayed she wouldn’t take him back.
Uncle Daddy had been staying at the motor lodge since
Mama threw him out. One day, when we were returned from grocery
shopping, we discovered that he had slipped into the house and taken
anything he could sell, including all five of the the biggest snakes.
He put them in the wooden transport boxes that I’d helped daddy
build when I was nine.
I went into my room to get away from Mama’s drunken
sobbing. My mattress was askew on the bed. Uncle Daddy had taken
the money I’d stolen from the church. I searched for LF and found
him cowering inside the Barbie house in my closet. I fixed my bed
and climbed into it pulling the covers around me and LF. I was sad I
wouldn’t be able to return the money to the church, but Uncle Daddy
was gone and my cat was alive. Maybe my prayers had been
answered. I let out a long sigh of relief. It felt like I’d been holding
my breath for years.
That night I woke to the smell of smoke. I ran to Mama’s
room. I shook her shoulder, yelled in her face, but she didn’t stir. I
slapped her hard, but she was dead-to-the world drunk. I backtracked
to the kitchen where I noticed smoke seeping slowly into the house
from under the door that led into the garage.
I slid open the door to my secret compartment, and a small
snake slithered into the room. I ignored it, but when LF tried to sniff
at it, it hissed. His back arched and his fur shot up. He jumped
through the hole into the garage.
I couldn’t leave LF to die by fire or snake, so I crawled in
after him. The garage glowed red from the heat lamps in the empty
cages. Smoke poured in from a vent in the back wall stuffed with
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burning insulation. Flames licked up the wall to the ceiling. A snake
dropped five feet from its glass cage to the floor. LF hissed and
leaped onto the other end of the work table in front of me. I
beckoned him over with one hand while I pulled the neck of my
night gown up over my mouth with the other. I heard another snake
hit the floor. Those two, and the one in the laundry room were the
last. Uncle Daddy had all the rest. I grabbed LF, intending to crawl
back through the hole into the laundry room, but I felt something
brush the side of my bare foot. I didn’t move a muscle. The snakes
were probably as panicked as I was.
As the garage continued to fill with smoke I couldn’t inhale
without coughing. I edged toward the door to the outside, holding
tight to LF. I watched the floor in front of me for movement, but the
dim light and smoke made it impossible to see. Half way to the door
a snake’s hiss stopped me. I heard the rattle and closed my eyes,
waiting for the strike. It didn’t come.
I spotted Daddy’s old rolling tool chest where it had been
pushed front of the door into the house. I shoved as hard as I could,
but it wouldn’t budge. I had no choice but to crawl back through the
cupboard.
I grabbed my old Raggedy Ann backpack from the hook by
the door and stuffed LF into it. He scratched and bit me, but I got the
bag zipped shut and slung it over my shoulder. Then I pulled on
Daddy’s welding gloves from when he worked at General Motors. I
crouched down and felt the floor. No snakes. I duck-walked to the
cupboard and climbed in. In the light from the laundry room I could
see a rattle snake gliding ahead.
I knew it would strike if I got close. I prayed the gloves
would protect me. LF writhed and yowled in the backpack. I reached
a gloved hand toward the snake. I felt the pressure of the fangs on
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my fingers, but they didn’t get through the glove. The rattler darted
through the hole ahead of me. I pushed the backpack through into the
laundry room. The other snakes were coiled in one corner of the
room. I picked up my backpack and called out for Mama.
By now smoke filled the house. I crouched low, clutching my
nightgown over my mouth. I found Mama stumbling around in my
room. Grabbing her wrist, I pulled her down the hall. Barefoot and
dressed only in our nighties Mama and I made it to living room. The
front door was on fire, flames filling the side-lights like a Christmas
garland.
Mama opened the liquor cabinet, and for a moment I feared
she’d given up. But she pulled out a glass jug of wine and hurled it
through the living room picture window. As she broke out the rest of
the glass with a bourbon bottle, I dropped my backpack onto the
ground. Mama pushed a foot stool in front of the window and helped
me out.
I heard sirens in the distance as Mama put an arm around my
shoulders and guided me toward the road in front of our house. I
unzipped the backpack and let LF free. He shot off and clawed his
way up into the highest branches of the old twisted oak tree at the
corner of the yard. We were lucky a neighbor had spotted the fire
and called 911. By the time the firefighters put out the blaze our
house was gone.
We lived in the motor lodge for a few weeks after the fire.
One Sunday while we ate yet another McDonald’s breakfast in our
room, Mama got a call. While I munched on my Egg McMuffin
Sheriff Vaughn told Mama that the insurance investigator thought
the fire was arson. All that survived was the tool chest in the garage.
Someone had removed the wheels and filled the empty drawers with
rocks. He also told her that Uncle Daddy was dead. He’d stolen the
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church van the night of the fire. We thought he was long gone. It
turns out, in his rush to get away, he’d driven off the road at
Toterman’s Curve. Some hikers found the van twenty feet down, on
its top, in a ravine. The snake boxes must have gone flying and
smashed open. They found Uncle Daddy, still belted in, hanging
from the driver’s seat, covered in snake bites. I pictured him
dangling and swollen. They say he suffered. I say not enough.
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GWEN E. OWEN
Object Permanence
Even though the baby birds scattered yesterday
in chaotic, unrehearsed flight, I still look
for their wobbly heads like finger puppets
waving up from the nest now abandoned
outside my kitchen window.
And even though she packed her things
and moved to the next place in her life,
I saw my niece smile and wave this morning
from the corner as she always did
on her way to work.
And though the cat’s been gone for days,
I still hear the weight of him
land on soft feet
from the height of the file cabinet
where his dish once was.
And I still reach left sometimes
for a light switch in the closet of a house
I haven’t lived in for years,
but that is muscle memory I suppose,
like the way my arms remember holding you,
and it’s pulling a string that illuminates
my empty clothes and waiting shoes.
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Homeless After a Hypothetical Storm
What would I choose to save
if a storm were spinning
like a circular saw blade
swirling the sea,
slicing the tops of trees
and toppling rooftops
on its terrible way
toward me?
What would I take
from my sinking life
if I could manage it all somehow
in a bundle carried
above brown and churning
waist-deep water?
The dog of course,
and cat, if I had one.
Living, breathing
souls are first.
Then practicals,
like cash and clothes,
insurance cards and toothbrush,
prescriptions and a backup pair of glasses.
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But then,
perhaps the old wall clock
that still keeps time if I wind it,
pendulum rocking like a little boat
on choppy water,
journals and letters and photos,
and the art my mother made.
And then,
the baked brick color
of the dining room walls,
and the window that frames for me
each new day,
and this particular square of the world:
the ground I've worked
and the trees I planted and always imagine
taller, filling more sky and casting more
shade
someday.
And last I'd take
this heavy wooden door
that keeps the world at bay,
while on this side I breathe,
pretending I can ride out any storm.
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Scenes with a Constant Companion
If the truck or I had veered a few inches to the left,
we’d instantly, certainly, and finally know
what it’s like on the other side.
But we keep the yellow line between us,
and Death flies by at 70 miles an hour
on this two-lane road to Oxford.
Grapes in a bowl on my lap make me nervous,
each one threatens to lodge in my throat
and leave me limp on this futon for how long
before someone made the gruesome discovery?
And what would the animals think?
When would they notice I hadn’t moved
so much as an inch in hours, in days,
as the radio plays
to an unresponsive audience?
As often as I’ve fallen asleep here,
they might not question it
before breakfast, at least.
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I can’t help but notice how closely
Death walks by my side on a busy street,
taking me by the elbow to guide me
or give me a shove.
How dependably and silently he rides
in the passenger seat of my car,
and how he trails me every moment,
like my shadow on a day
with no clouds and no sunset.
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SANDRA RIVERS-GILL
Holder of Hate
After Rita Dove’s Heart to Heart

It is yellow
and edgy.
It can torch
and pass it on,
arouse and consume,
But can it touch
Remorse,
Compassion,
Grace?
Does it own
the right to sit in,
it is unjust
unstable —
Merely a fiery match
of fury,
distorted,
subtle. Spirited,
I see its blues
its prison dancing
a sorrowful sway
It burns, it burns -yet it won’t douse itself:
refuses a hose.
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It can mask itself
in our minds,
and crackle its contradiction
the base of it
wicks its senses. Desirously
it sums us, quickly -Because it wants
to hold us
forever.
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The River
I’ve seen souls rise and fall like waves
Ready for passage of drifting song.
I see cannulas traveling my father’s face
Like the Nile, swimming upward, fighting gravity,
Against the writhing and shedding of his Sunday suit.
He will leave behind a gaunt cocoon,
Echoing deferred reveries still thirsty.
We are children who follow the stars.
I am a child who wonders why
He and I never climbed those mountains.
I am witness to the conspicuously sharp
Cheekbone following a thin shadow of man,
His ashen hair curled tight as Ali’s fists
Determined to win the battle.
But lost time is dead weight and it spreads its will
The way thorns push through uncultivated terrain.
My father inclines his head toward the tone of my voice.
I pull a blanket over his unmasked shoulders,
And a sterile coolness enveloped the room.
There is no escaping his hoarse voice
Chased by jolting discomfort.
His eyes are engaged far beyond me,
Far beyond our distance.
It is that deep gulf.
Neither of us found time to swim.
His eyes dip like two buoys
In unexplored rivers.
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RON ROLLINS
waffle house, 1 a.m.
empty lot,
big windows beckon yellow
an oasis of welcome
expectation. inside,
cooked coffee
sticky syrup smell.
the cook catches a smoke outside
while the waitress
riffles a feathered
paperback,
tucks a curl behind her ear
wishing she could join him
enameled fingertip
rubs a coffee-ring from the counter,
sandal dangles
loosely from her toe.
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johnny.
my little brother had an imaginary friend,
johnny, his close companion
for many happy, post-toddler years.
they seemed quite close, to judge
from the reports my brother gave of
their time together. we never saw johnny,
but were often regaled with stories
of him, his likes and dislikes, and the
adventures the two of them shared.
unlike my brother, johnny hated
meatloaf, and almost never wanted to go
outside unless it looked like rain. ok.
we, older siblings and parents, feigned
interest and delight at these reports, never
thinking the thought that somehow seems
so obvious to me now: that maybe johnny
wasn’t imaginary, that he may have been sitting there
the whole time, listening to himself be talked about
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and having the silent laugh,
my brother and him talking later about how foolish
we all were, not to be able to see. truly see.
because, actually, you never really know.
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FRANK SCOZZARI

The Yosemite Bear Bandits
The silence of the midnight valley was broken by the patter
of running feet.
Then came the cry—“Bear!”
And again, a different voice, “Bear! Bear!”
And then a chorus of “Bears!”
Lantern lights came on, flashlight beams cut through the
darkness, and my two buddies came shuffling past me, grinning.
“Tea time,” Rob said.
He was on one end of an ice-chest and George on the other,
each holding a handle, moving awkwardly. I watched them disappear
into the dark forest behind me. Then I turned my attention back to
the campsites, where the door of a nearby camper opened. A man
dressed in long johns poked his head out and glared into the
darkness. He came out fully and walked in my direction, carrying a
lantern in one hand and a hammer in the other. He looked like he
wanted to tangle but stopped at the edge of the forest.
“They took my chest!” he yelled. “Goddamned bears took my
ice chest!”
Neighboring campers emerged from all different directions,
gathering at his campsite. There was a little boy holding a brownie
camera with a flash on top. Another little boy held a toy tomahawk
with his parents standing guard beside him.
The man glared into the darkness for a minute, his lantern
held high, then lowered the lantern and the hammer and walked back
to his picnic table.
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“It was sitting right there,” he explained, pointing. “It was
sitting right there on the table. They just carried it off! Goddamned
bears carried it off!”
“I’ll be damned,” one camper said, shaking his head.
Flashlight beams searched the forest beyond the lantern light
while I ducked low behind a large Douglas fir, snickering. None of
the campers were brave enough to venture beyond the light, and even
if they did, I would just pop my head out and claim to have come
from the next campground upriver. They just stood there, all
bewildered, like a herd of wildebeests looking at the carcass of a
fallen comrade.
Dumbasses, I thought.
I watched for several entertaining minutes before I turned and
followed my companions along the dark trail back to Happy Isles.
It was the summer of 73’ and the hippies were in Yosemite in
full force. That high-tide mark that Hunter Thompson talked about
hadn’t crested yet and beautiful spirits roamed freely, sometimes
nakedly, through the meadows and along the Merced. They held
nightly love-ins at Happy Isles, and you could hear the music
echoing all the way down the Valley. And if you looked up at
Glacier Point, you could see the shadows of celestial dancers
stretching high on the granite walls. Bead-laden sun worshippers lay
out on the granite boulders along the river, hippie goddesses bathed
beneath the waterfalls, and guitar strumming and flute playing
troubadours strolled the Park’s roadways. I think I even saw Joni
Mitchell’s child of God walking along the road with a bong pipe
strapped to his back.
Everywhere you went in the Valley was blissful—except for
the ranger stations. The rangers were crew-cut, red-necked Korean
War vets looking to smash some free-spirited heads. There had been
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an incident in a meadow where baton-wielding rangers stormed a
love-in on horseback. Many hippies were hospitalized, but it only
made them more resolute, more anti-government and anarchical.
That was the Yosemite we stumbled into, four trail-worn kids
looking for food—essentially anything that was edible. We had just
completed the John Muir Trail, a two-hundred-and-ten-mile trek
through pure wilderness along the backbone of the High Sierra.
There were no roads, no towns; only snow-covered passes, raging
rivers, dehydrated food cooked by butane stove, frozen feet warmed
by campfire, and restless sleep under the stars. You couldn’t carry
enough food to hike a trail this long, so we had gone up ahead of
time and stashed a food supply at the halfway point. But marmots
had found our food cache and had eaten about half of it, forcing us to
improvise. So we became mountain marauders, wild misfits who
could even compete with the raccoons and bears for food, having to
survive on any form of food we could scrounge up.
When we first arrived in Yosemite Valley, we relied on the
hippies. They welcomed everyone in communal fashion. Into a huge
pot everyone added something—a can of Campbell’s tomato soup, a
can Dennison’s chili beans, Spaghetti-Os, chicken broth—and
anyone with a sierra cup or an empty can or a somewhat-clean hand
could dip into the pot and pull out dinner. We had made our camp
only a short distance upriver from Happy Isles—in a cave-like
hideaway beneath a large granite overhang along the Merced—
which made this arrangement with the hippies very convenient. We
partook several times, contributing nothing, yet dipping our Sierra
cups into the hippie-stew, often multiple times over. And they were
liberal with their alcoholic spirits as well. Pull an empty gallon jug
from a trash can and go from one hippie campsite to the next—
finding half a beer here, some wine there, the last drops from a
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whisky bottle, a little rum, or whatever, and four teenagers had
enough brew to get an army drunk.
Each evening of our first several days in the Valley, we’d
return to our cave, full-bellied, and we’d sip and lay flat, and fat, in
the pine needles. But as usual, when things were going well, we
became discontent. We got bored. The hippie soup concoction got
old. We craved something better, so we schemed. It became our
daily routine to scour campsites for unattended ice chests, and our
nightly routine to commandeer them. The way we saw it, we were
providing a service to the weekend adventurers, all those L.A. urban
dwellers who ventured into the wilderness only one week per year.
We bestowed upon them a once-in-a-lifetime into-the-wild
experience, the telling of which could be passed down through the
generations.
We weren’t bad kids, we convinced ourselves. We were just
hungry.
The rangers, of course, knew bears didn’t carry off ice chests
—bears simply demolished them on the spot. So they sought out us
human bears. The evidence of our labor existing in the form of a
pyramid of ice chests stacked six high beneath the overhanging rock
we called home. On top was our prize: a stars-and-stripes, lacquerfinished, custom Coleman.
***
We examined the bounty of our most-recent catch and found
the pickings to be slim. The ice chest contained only half a package
of Oscar Myer hot dogs, five to be exact, mustard, no buns but a
quarter loaf of bread, three cans of coke, and a ton of ice.
“Looks like they were ready to leave.”
“Why all the ice?”
“Maybe we need to be more picky.”
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Willie, the youngest among us, had stayed back at the camp
and had a fire going when we arrived. He made it correctly this time,
keeping the flames low beneath the encircling-boulders so they could
not be seen from the trail above or the road down at Happy Isles.
Rob proportioned our catch evenly. The morsels looked pitiful. Oneand-a-quarter hotdogs each, one-and-a-half slices of bread each, and
a few ounces of coke poured evenly into our Sierra cups. We stuck
our dogs on sticks and cooked them. Then we stuck them in between
a slice of bread, added tons of mustard, and washed them down with
the divvied-up coke. After we were through, George carried the
empty chest to the back of the den and stacked it with the others.
Silence prevailed as the campfire burned down. The glowing
embers lit our hungry faces. Somebody’s stomach growled.
“It’s hit or miss,” George said finally.
“We need to be more particular,” said Rob.
“We need to stick with the best tents or the Winnebagos,” I
said. “If they have a luxury tent, and good equipment, then they’ll
have good food.”
“That’s what I mean,” Rob said, and he stuck his stick in the
fire and moved the coals around. “I don’t want to eat that hippy shit
anymore.”
“Me neither,” said George.
Rob looked around at our glowing faces. “I want more
steak.” We had gotten steak in one of the stolen ice chests, and it had
been our best feast yet.
“Hamburger will do,” George said.
“I want steak, like that last time around.”
“I saw a campsite with a Cadillac and an Airstream
yesterday,” Willie said. “They might have steak.”
“Where?” I asked.
“Upper Pines—I think.”
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“Was it Upper Pines or not?”
“I think so. We passed it on the bus.”
“Okay, we’ll ride the bus again tomorrow. We’ll take a
double-decker and stake out the best campsites.”
“We’ll look for campsites with multiple tents, good tents.”
“And a lot of children,” said George. “Children need food.”
“And parents usually have beer or wine,” I said.
I looked over at Rob, who was shaking his head as he stirred
the coals with his stick.
“What’ya thinking?”
“We’ve hunted and scavenged and begged,” he said. “We’ve
gotten lucky sometimes, and sometimes we haven’t.”
“Yeah.”
“We’ve eaten hippie shit.”
“Yeah, what’s your point?”
“Why scavenge when we have a shit-load of food right here
at our feet?”
George and Willie exchanged glances.
I just looked at Rob, bewildered.
“The snack bar, Dummies!”
He was referring to the concession stand at Happy Isles,
which was open during the day and boarded up at night. It was
loaded with all kinds of junk food teenagers love.
No one said anything. We were all aware of the snack bar.
We passed it every day on our way into the Village and had watched,
covetously, as tourists purchased and ate hot dogs and ice-cream bars
and drank Dr. Pepper and Crush. We had never considered busting
into it. Breaking the law stealing ice chests was one thing; breaking
into the snack bar would be felony larceny.
Rob slowly glanced around the campfire, stopping on my
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face. With the end of his stick he flicked little a coal in my direction.
“Well?”
“There is food there,” I said, matter-of-factly.
“They’ve got hamburgers,” said George.
“And ice cream,” said Willie.
“And they have cigarettes,” said Rob.
I think we all thought of the Snickers bars—boxes of them.
“But what if we get caught?” Willie asked.
“We’re not going to get caught,” Rob said.
“But, what if?”
“Then we’ll go to jail and they’ll feed us there.”
“When?” I asked.
“Now,” said Rob.
“Yeah, now,” George nodded. “All the rangers have gone to
bed.” He paused. “And I’m still hungry.”
“So am I,” said Rob.
I thought about it. It was past midnight. Happy Isles was a
ghost town. And there were no hippie music festivals going on.
“I could cut the cable with my axe,” Rob said.
We all knew what he was talking about. The stand was
secured each night with plywood boards secured by a cable-wrap,
which could be cut with a sharp axe.
“You think you can cut that cable?”
Rob stared at me. Then he got up, went to his pack, took out
his axe, and came back to the campfire. He took his seat and ran his
finger over the blade. When he was being mischievous, he could put
on one of those shit-eating grins, the kind that only Jack Nicholson
could make, and he did that now.
“Yep. I think I can cut it.” He hacked the air twice for
dramatic effect.
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Willie grinned widely too. “Yeah, that should do it.” Then he
made a frown. “But what if we get caught?”
“We are not going to get caught. Especially if we do this
right,” I said. We’d better do it right, I thought to myself.
We assembled into a unit, heading down the dark trail
together along the white-flashing Merced. There was starlight, but
where the forest was thick it was nearly black. Only out in the river
we could see white. We could hear various echoes down-valley—a
garbage truck slamming dumpsters and some shouting voices—but
they were distant sounds, none of which were of any concern to us.
We all took our positions: Willie upriver watching the
vacated ranger station, just in case; I stood lookout at the road; and
Rob and George would handle the dirty deed at the snack stand—
cutting the cable and then coming and get us afterward.
They started in.
The first chop of the axe had a muted sound, the second a
little louder. The third echoed off the granite base of Glacier Point.
From where I stood watching the road I couldn’t see the action, but I
could certainly hear it. And I was getting nervous. I thought I saw a
light down the road, but it was only some kind of reflection off
Glacier Point. The chopping continued, coming faster, and finally
reaching a crescendo. Then there was one last loud Bang!
Then nothing.
I waited, and waited, but no one came. I looked through the
dark forest up toward the snack stand but couldn’t see anything. My
nervousness had morphed into fret and worry. I couldn’t imagine
why the chopping had ceased but no one came to get me, not unless
something bad had happened. Negative thoughts flashed through my
head. Did they somehow get caught? Had they seen someone coming
and took off running, leaving Willie and I high and dry? Were they
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simply unable to cut through the cable? Or were they able to cut
through the cable but were too busy gorging themselves to come get
us? Finally I left the road and walked back up to the snack stand to
see what was going on.
As I came though the forest the snack bar emerged in the
starlight. The building itself, four-sides about fifteen-foot square
with a back door and an open counter facing the river, was in an
open area cleared of trees. What I saw, or thought I saw, was the
countertop-bar open for business, as I had seen it so many times in
daylight. Behind the counter, where the plywood had been removed,
stood an attendant wearing one of those center-creased white café
caps with two pointed ends.
It was Rob.
“How can I help you?” he said, sporting the Jack Nicholson
grin.
George was already inside, rummaging through boxes. I
could see his backside bobbing up and down as he went through the
inventory. Willie suddenly appeared in the back door, which was
now open.
“Take those,” George told him, and Willie grabbed some
boxes George had set aside and carried them out.
Rob grabbed the point of his café hat and tossed it out the
opening. “C’mon, get in here and help!”
I went in through the back door. Willie was walking away
with what I now saw to be a case of ice cream sandwiches.
We acted like pillaging pirates, or rats in a cheese factory,
taking whatever, and as much as, we could. By the time we left, it
looked like bears had been there, for real—boxes tipped over and
ripped open, shelves disheveled and emptied, refrigerator items
unwrapped, bitten into, and carelessly discarded. We even left the
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freezer door open. And I’m sure our fingerprints were all over the
place. We really didn’t think about that kind of thing, nor did we
care.
Exiting the back door with arms filled, I saw Willie sitting
there at the base of a pine tree in full-lotus position, gorging on the
ice-cream sandwiches. He had white ice cream all around his lips.
“Come on,” I yelled at him.
He wiped his mouth, got up, grabbed the boxes, and followed
me. I let him go ahead.
As we walked back up the dark trail, Rob carried a stack,
three boxes high. The box on top was a case of Salem cigarettes. He
had jerky strips and pepperoni sticks stuffed in and hanging out of
his back pockets. George was equally loaded. Being the biggest of
us, he managed four boxes, the top one pressed up against the side of
his face. He had to eyeball the trail through a sliver of space between
boxes. Willie had two big boxes, but he was still munching on icecream sandwiches. I know this because I could hear him, and every
once in a while, an empty wrapper would drop to the trail in front of
me and I’d pick it up.
“Hey! Don’t leave a trail!”
He’d look back at me and shrug, and then do it again.
We reached our cave exhausted. Setting all the boxes down,
we took inventory: hot dogs, hamburger patties, buns, cases of
Snickers, Almond Joy and Mounds, cookies, and even a boxful of
ketchup packets. Rob’s prize was the case of Salem cigarettes, and
he took to smoking one right away.
Everyone had already eaten something, either back at the
snack bar or on the way back to camp. But we ate more now. We ate
as many ice-cream sandwiches as we could before they melted. What
was left was set afloat downriver in a box. We ate raw dogs,
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pepperoni sticks, and Snickers. Willie was moaning all night and
eventually threw up, which caused a chain reaction. I remember, at
one point, three of us lined up along the river bank.
The next day, ranger trucks were all over the place. They
stretched police tape around the concession stand. Tourist and hikers
stopped and gawked.
We spied on them from a distance but stayed at our camp for
the next two days, keeping out of sight, sunbathing on the large
boulders along the riverbank, barebacked with big bellies. We had no
need to go anywhere. We had more food than we could eat. We
utilized the ice chests to preserve the food and also rigged a line in
the icy river, at the end of which was a huge plastic bag full of
perishables, weighed down with some stones.
But truly, we had taken too much, and much of it spoiled in
the heat of the summer valley.
On the third day, we all headed into the Village. We slipped
by the rangers, acting shocked to see the concession stand still closed
and wrapped in yellow police tape. We spent the day lounging
around the Village. At one point, I saw Rob sitting at the entrance to
the Village Store selling half-priced cigarettes. Somehow he didn’t
get caught. We heard some word about the snack bar break-in at
Happy Isles. Rumor had it, among the day-hikers anyhow, that bears
had done it.
Yeah, right, we thought. Bears with axes.
The rangers, of course, knew better. But they never caught
us.
We spent our last day in the valley riding around on top of
one of those double-decker buses, sliding jerky strips to one another,
trading Almond Joys for Mounds bars, enjoying the sunshine and the
breeze. I remember looking at Willie’s face, which had been gaunt
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after the long trail, and noticing it looking fuller. We went back to
Happy Isles for our packs, and left with some sadness. This granite
overhang had been our home for several weeks. We set the red,
white, and blue custom Coleman ice chest afloat downriver, hoping
for its return to its true owner. All the other ice chests we left stacked
beneath the overhang, figuring someday someone would find them.
The postscript to all of this is a sad one. The hippies were
blamed for the snack bar break-in, and the baton-wielding Rangers
banned them from Happy Isles. They could no longer hold music
festivals there, or for that matter, anywhere in the valley—the
crackdown was park wide. I remember the last night we stayed at our
camp there was no song or music echoing down the valley. Nor did
we see the shadows of celestial dancers high on the granite walls.
Nor, on that last bus ride, did we see tie-dyed t-shirts and long
dresses celebrating out in the meadows. We had crashed that long
beautiful wave Hunter Thompson had written about—maybe not for
the rest of the country, but certainly for Yosemite Valley.
On reflection, I would say we had gone pretty low; we
weren’t really starving. And for some years afterward I felt guilty.
We were young and foolish and unsupervised and gave little thought
to what we did. But I suppose one could say it is the prerogative of
youth to do foolish things and to grow up afterward.
The craziness of youth is gone, but not the memory of it, not
entirely. I can see Rob lounging in the last seat on top of the doubledecker, barebacked, smoking one of those stolen Salem cigarettes.
He’s grinning that crazy Jack Nicholson grin, like he’s in on some
joke the rest of the world doesn’t know about. I can’t see his eyes
because he’s wearing dark sunglasses, but when he notices me
looking at him, his grin widens, his lips move slowly and he says one
word, loudly:
“BEAR!”
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RYAN WALKER

Providence
She packed her bags in
Providence, and said
goodbye to the sanctuary
that guarded her heart last year.
She left behind most
things – gave away her
clothes – but kept
the dollhouse;
each room with just enough
space for a memory and
enough furniture for one.
Then she was off…
She drove away with
the sunrise in her
rearview to find a
new god on the
West Coast.
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MARY RYAN WINEBERG
Felling
I remember being a child,
you were young then too,
not like now
when you hold your palms out to me.
It was different then.
Your body sickly sweet — white, solid, crystalline.
You never seemed to care, shoe over sock, sock over foot.
In my dream the winds came through and took the top of that big tree
out back.
And we saw it, you and me.
You shouted, “Run!”
But I couldn’t. I couldn’t see you anymore.
I shook myself from sleep
And in the darkness, I knew what you already know,
That it would get you — there was no running now.
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ABOUT FLIGHTS
Flights is the literary magazine of Sinclair Community College. It is
published annually and appears in the fall of each year. Information
and additional copies are available from the English Department.
Send inquiries to: kathryn.geiselman@sinclair.edu, or call
937.512.3070.
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outside of the reading period or via standard mail will not be read.
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sinclair.edu email address. If you submit via email, please put
"Flights Submission" in the subject line and send your work as a
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