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Editors’ Note 
 
When the COVID epidemic hit, we both lost our jobs as adjunct professors. Ruth had 
long tried to convince James to use our combined experiences with various literary 
magazines to start one of our own, but James saw no point in doing what every other 
literary magazine does, especially not without the financial support of a university. 
 
Faced with the possibility of never returning to a classroom, we sat down and 
brainstormed how we could bring some innovation to literary magazine production, 
without just going digital, like so many new literary presses do. Publishing four 
magazines a year was feasible, but Ruth’s experiences as a scholar, as well as a 
playwright and a screenwriter led her to believe that there were many untapped 
sources of solid writing that did not come in the traditional forms of fiction, poetry, 
and art, so we decided to create literary magazines that focus specifically on 
nonfiction and drama, in addition to the traditional form of lit mag. 
 
Ever an avid photographer, James also wanted to feature color photographs, 
something few traditional print literary magazines do because of the costs. 
 
Without access to a local printer capable of publishing print magazines, we also 
opted to utilize print-on-demand services, which not only reduced our start up costs, 
but also means we do not need to store many physical copies of the magazines. 
Ruth’s memories of having to hunt through boxes and boxes of old Kansas Quarterly 
magazines stored in the attic of Anderson Hall at Kansas State University meant she 
was not eager to take on storage issues, as well as logistical issues or costs of mailing 
physical magazines ourselves. 
 
From all of these perspectives, we devised Choeofpleirn Press. Pronounced chuf-
plern, the name is composed of the alternate letters of our surnames, so is a 
completely made-up word. 
 
From necessity and from our own creative natures, we have given life to Choeofpleirn 
Press, which combines print and digital forms of publication, and we feel gratitude 
and honored every time we receive a new submission for our four annual literary 
magazines and, now, our book contests. 
 
This year, we are featuring a poetry chapbook contest, the Jonathan Holden 
Chapbook Contest, which is being judged by poet Laura Read.  
 
Later this year, we will hold a second contest, possibly a combination poetry-art book 
contest, a short fiction book contest, or a novel contest. Which one we pursue will 
depend on what grant funding we can secure. 
 
The enclosed stories, poems, and art, we hope, bring hope and a welcome reminder 
that we are all human, which means we need each other, even when we feel out of 
step. 

 

Cheers, Ruth  and  James  
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Summers 
Douglas K. Currier 

 
 

On some shelf of memory lies a misplaced summer, one not 
stored away for later savoring. 

Surely it ended early, with unexpected fogs, 
with the wind sliding past through unmeasured darkness. 

“Nights” Paul Bowles 
 

I lost some, misplaced a few 
in an unsentimental youth, 
in a forgetful rush. Confused, 
I traded a number for the 
Argentine winters – not far 
from, but not summer. 
 
I don’t have a complete set, and those 
left are in boxes in the basement, 
perhaps stuffed in a desk drawer, 
pushed onto abandoned bookshelves. 
Some, I just shut my eyes and worked 
through, laboring as if I didn’t know 
the words for weekend, vacation. 
 
Bad summers are like bad children, bad pets 
– no such things. They’re just seasonal 
offspring, each rendition as innocent as 
the last cowlick, each three-month-old 
slipping out the back, onto the porch, then 
the backyard, gone before the slap of the 
screen door, each one just summer – blessed. 
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Curtain Light 
Carolyn Adams 
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Henrietta’s Saving Grace 
Elizabeth Gauffreau 

 
 
Sitting alone at the enameled table in the kitchen of her nephew Fred’s 

respectable Lexington colonial, Henrietta poured herself a cup of strong black coffee and 
contemplated the faucet above the sink. The faucet seemed to have developed a drip 
since she’d last felt the need for strong black coffee while the rest of the household was 
still asleep. If she were to report the drip to Fred, however, he would undoubtedly take it 
as a personal affront. Best to leave the question of deferred household maintenance to 
his wife.  

When she’d had her fill of coffee, Henrietta left her cup on the table and returned 
to the guestroom to get into her uniform, just back from the laundry starched and 
pressed for the first day with a new patient. Such a bother of buttons down the front. As 
she looked in the mirror above the dresser to pin her watch to her bodice, her face 
showed evidence of a hangover, the furrow of a headache, a queasy pallor to her skin. 

Her new patient was a double pneumonia case, when the patient’s eyes would be 
shiny bright with fever, her puny attempts to cough up the misery in her chest forcing a 
catch in Henrietta’s own throat, reminding her as it would of the winter of 1897, when 
influenza took Mother and Father within days of each other, fifteen-year-old Henrietta’s 
puny attempts to nurse them through it in vain. The burial had to wait until the ground 
was thawed enough for graves to be dug. It was a common enough occurrence in Nova 
Scotia, routine, even—but not when it was your parents frozen in their coffins in the 
shed waiting for a decent thaw.  

 

 
 

Fred drove her to the Sloanes’ house on Hancock Street before taking the train 
into Boston. He seemed preoccupied, and Henrietta was glad that she hadn’t told him 
about the dripping faucet in the kitchen. “What time shall I pick you up?” he said as he 
eased the car to the curb. Henrietta told him six o’clock and got out of the car, the latest 
in a series of stodgy Studebakers. She watched as it drove away. Fred had never been 
this taciturn as a boy growing up on the farm in Economy. He’d been quite the 
garrulous little fellow, in fact. If no one in the family had the time to listen to his latest 
story or laugh at his latest joke, why he’d just slip through the fence into the pasture and 
seek out an audience of cows who would be sure to listen and smile appreciatively as 
they chewed their cud. 

Henrietta made her way up the flagstone walk to the Sloanes’ front door, 
arranged a solicitous expression on her face. No sooner did she ring the doorbell then 
she heard the sound of running footsteps, and the door swung open to reveal a small boy 
in Dr. Denton’s staring up at her. 

“Are you the lady?” he said. 
Henrietta ignored him and peered over his head for an adult. Footsteps 

descended the shadowy stairs, and a young woman with an annoyingly cheerful face 
appeared at the door. “You must be Miss Nichols! I’m Nancy Metcalf from next door. 
I’ve been keeping an eye on Frances and the children until you got here.” 

“Children? I was not informed of any children.” 
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Nancy cheerfully ignored Henrietta’s remark and ushered her inside. As 
Henrietta followed Nancy up the stairs, she felt a tug on the back of her skirt, with the 
little boy’s voice again asking, “Are you the lady?” She reached behind her and blindly 
swatted until he released her skirt. 

Mrs. Sloane was in the bedroom at the head of the stairs. Nancy entered the 
room, the little boy in Dr. Denton’s padding right behind her, while Henrietta stood at 
the threshold and surveyed the sickroom. Mrs. Sloane lay on her side in what was 
obviously the marital bed, the stain of a  man’s hair cream clearly visible on the pillow 
next to hers.  

“I’ll be getting home, then,” Nancy said. “I’m just next door.” The little boy 
followed her out of the room and down the stairs, his shrill little voice still asking, “Is 
that the lady?” Henrietta’s headache, her constant companion these days, twitched in 
annoyance. 

Henrietta approached the bed to get a good look at her patient. The young 
woman’s face was flushed, and her breathing was shallow. When she lifted Mrs. Sloane’s 
wrist to take her pulse, Henrietta noticed a small bundle in the bed next to her, which 
upon close inspection turned out to be an infant of about two or three months. In the 
sickbed! She picked up the infant, which had wet through its diaper, nightgown, and 
receiving blanket, and left the room in search of a nursery. Luckily, the changing table 
was fully equipped, and she soon had the infant clean, dry, and tucked into its crib. It 
would undoubtedly be due for a feeding soon. 

When Henrietta got back to her patient, she’d changed positions and her eyes 
were open, eyes shiny bright with fever. “Where’s Alice?” 

Henrietta crossed the room to the bureau where she’d set her bag. “Alice?” She 
took out a blank chart on which to record her patient’s vital signs throughout the day.   

“Alice, my baby.” 
Henrietta took a thermometer out of the bag and snapped her wrist several times 

to shake it down. “We can’t have an infant in the sickroom.”  
Mrs. Sloane looked about to object. 
“I’ve changed baby and got her settled in her crib. She will be much more 

comfortable there.” 
“But—” 
“No buts, my girl. I shall see to baby.”   
Mrs. Sloane’s temperature was 103.2, her pulse a rapid 123. Henrietta recorded 

the vital signs on the chart, along with the time, and sighed. It was going to be a very 
long day, she informed her headache. She returned to Mrs. Sloane’s bedside. “I’m going 
to have to change the bed.” 

Henrietta put Mrs. Sloane in the slipper chair by the window, taking a chance 
that the poor woman wouldn’t topple over onto the floor. She just wasn’t up to changing 
a bed with the patient in it today.  

As Henrietta helped her back into bed, Mrs. Sloane murmured, “Just put them in 
the hamper.” Henrietta did not bother to explain that it was the nurse’s responsibility to 
see that soiled bed linens got washed.  

Just then the little boy came running into the room, his pajama feet sliding on the 
wood floor as he careened into the side of the sickbed. “How are you feeling, Mummy? 
Are you better now?” His mother winced at the sound of his voice, and Henrietta’s 
headache winced in sympathy. 
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Henrietta grasped him firmly by the shoulder and led him out of the room. “Your 
mummy is very ill. You can’t be running into the sickroom and disturbing her. Do you 
understand? Go to your room and find something to amuse yourself with. Quietly. And 
you need to get dressed.” 

“I don’t want to get dressed.” 
“Suit yourself. Just stay out of the sickroom.” 
Henrietta gathered up the soiled bed linens and went in search of a washing 

machine, which she found in the pantry. She wheeled the washing machine to the set 
tub to fill it while she looked for soap powder and bleach.  

When the linens were washing, Henrietta went back upstairs and gathered 
supplies to give Mrs. Sloane a sponge bath. She really did hate to disturb the poor 
woman again, but it had to be done. At least she had the presence of mind to close the 
bedroom door and turn the lock to keep the dreadful little boy out, although he 
immediately came to the door and started pounding on it, yelling, “Hey, what are you 
doing in there?” If Henrietta’s headache could have leapt out of her skull and throttled 
him, it would have. 

When she was finished with Mrs. Sloane’s sponge bath, Henrietta opened the 
bedroom door and once again grasped the boy by the shoulder, this time propelling him 
down the hall to his bedroom. “You have plenty of nice toys. Play with them. And get 
dressed. You look like a street urchin.” 

Then the infant started wailing. Henrietta went into the nursery and checked its 
diaper, which was dry. She picked the infant up and brought it into the sickroom. “Is it 
time for baby’s regular feeding?” 

Mrs. Sloane reached out her arms. “Yes, I’ll take her.” 
 “No, you mustn’t breastfeed when you’re ill. I’ll give her a bottle feeding. You 

have bottles and formula?” 
“Yes, in the kitchen, but there’s no need. I’ll nurse her.” 
The little boy came running into the room, shrieking, “What are you doing to my 

baby sister? Put her down!” 
Mrs. Sloane had now struggled into a sitting position and swung her legs over the 

side of the bed, about to get up. 
“Oh, no, you don’t!” Henrietta said, shoving Mrs. Sloane’s legs back under the 

covers with one hand while holding the infant in the crook of her other arm. She grasped 
the boy by the shoulder and propelled him out of the room and down the hall to his 
bedroom for the second time. “Don’t you come out of this room until I call you for lunch. 
You hear me?”  

Still holding the wailing infant, Henrietta went downstairs into the kitchen, 
where she found the bottle-feeding gear in a cupboard next to the sink. After struggling 
to mix the formula while the infant squirmed and shrieked, she said to hell with trying 
to heat the bottle on the stove and ran hot tap water over it.   

At first the infant recoiled at the non-human nipple, but when Henrietta said, 
“This is it, my girl. You’re not getting anything else,” she latched on, and Henrietta took 
her upstairs to finish the feeding. The dreadful little boy had returned to the sickroom 
and was now lying in bed next to his mother. Henrietta would have to change the bed 
linens again.  

After finishing the infant’s feeding, changing her diaper, and putting her back in 
her crib, Henrietta went back into the sickroom and whispered to the boy that he must 
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leave Mummy’s bed and let her rest. When she had him safely out of the sickroom, she 
grabbed him by the wrist and marched him down the stairs, out the front door, and 
down the walk to the neighbor’s, the boy wailing all the while that he wasn’t supposed to 
go outside in his pajamas. 

“Well, you should have thought of that when I told you to get dressed.” 
Still holding him by the wrist, she dragged him onto the neighbor’s porch and 

rapped sharply on the storm door, not stopping until Nancy’s annoyingly cheerful face 
appeared.  

“Take this child,” Henrietta said. “He will not stay out of the sickroom, and his 
mother is very ill.” She opened the storm door, shoved the boy through the opening, and 
returned to her patient, who was now asleep. Henrietta didn’t have the heart to wake 
her. Changing the bed linens would just have to wait. While she was coming to that 
decision, she became aware of a dull banging coming from downstairs. The drain lever 
for washing machine. She’d forgotten to rinse the linens.  

As she stood in the pantry waiting for the wash water to drain into the set tub, she 
spotted the bottle of whiskey on a top shelf. A cup of tea would be just the thing to get 
her through the rest of the day. Her headache nodded encouragement. Oh, indeed, just 
the thing.  

Henrietta made two cups of tea, a weak one for the patient and a strong one for 
her headache. Given that the whiskey was in the pantry and not in a liquor cabinet, the 
family undoubtedly kept it for medicinal purposes and there should be no objection to 
her using it for that purpose, albeit for herself. 

Mrs. Sloane managed a few sips of the tea and then pushed Henrietta’s hand 
away. “That’s fine,” Henrietta said, setting the cup on the nightstand. “We’ll try again a 
little later.”  

Henrietta settled into the slipper chair with her tea cup for a nice little respite. If 
the chair had been a rocker, she would have rocked. Rocking oneself was such a comfort. 
Rocking reminded one of a time when no one had died, a time when marriage was 
reserved for one’s parents, and the seasons provided structure and purpose for entire 
families: plant when the sun has warmed the earth enough to generate new life, tend the 
gardens and the fields when the sun and rain enable life to flourish, harvest just as the 
season begins to turn, before winter dormancy provides an opportunity for rest and 
renewed hope. 

Henrietta’s respite ended when the baby started crying again. But that was all 
right. Henrietta changed her and held her and rocked her in the slipper chair while her 
mother watched with fever bright eyes. And so the afternoon went on, until Mr. Sloane 
returned home from work and Fred arrived to pick her up. 

Fred offered Henrietta his arm and helped her down the Sloanes’ flagstone walk, 
which had become quite uneven since she’d walked up it that morning. He didn’t speak 
until they had reached the stop sign at the end of the street and only then to make a 
pointed remark: “Well, Aunt Henrietta, don’t you smell . . . fragrant.” How Henrietta 
hated it when her nephew spoke pointedly to her. 

They were halfway through supper when the telephone rang. Fred left the room 
to answer it, returning immediately to the dining room. “It’s for you, Aunt Henrietta. It’s 
the registry.” 

Henrietta set down her fork. “I wonder what they want. They know I already have 
a case.” 
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When Henrietta returned to the dining room, she picked up her fork and 
resumed eating. Fred said, “Well?” Pointedly. “Well?” he repeated. “What did they 
want?” 

“You don’t need to drive me to the Sloanes’ tomorrow.” 
“They are no longer in need of your services?”  
“They are no longer in need of my services.” 

 

 
 

The next morning, Henrietta slept late and spent the rest of the day in her 
room. In one regard, it was fortunate that Fred and Elsie had such an overdeveloped 
sense of propriety. They would no more violate the privacy of a guest than they would go 
about in public in their underclothes, so she was free to stash all manner of restoratives 
in the bottom drawer of the marble-topped dresser with no fear of discovery. Not only 
that, in the privacy of the guestroom Henrietta could think restorative thoughts, 
pleasant thoughts with no fear of intrusion.  

She’d met Albert at a concert in Truro, although he would later deny being 
musically inclined. She didn’t know why she noticed him. He wasn’t particularly well 
dressed, just a man in an everyday brown suit. He wasn’t particularly attractive. He 
wore an odd little mustache that looked as though it belonged more properly on another 
man’s face. It was the way he listened to the music, thoughtfully and with such care. 
That was why she noticed him, noticed him right away. When he turned to find her 
staring, he gave her a smile. His smile kept her awake that night. Never had she seen 
such a smile. Never had such a smile been directed at her. 

She and Albert were married in the Congregational church in Economy on a fine 
summer day. The people in that part of the county who did not have some degree of 
blood relation to her could be counted on the fingers of one hand, and the church was 
full. Had Albert’s family been able to make the journey from Saskatchewan on such 
short notice, there would barely have been room for them.  

Henrietta wore her mother’s simple white wedding dress that her sister Addie 
had embroidered with a garland of tiny forget-me-nots at the neck for sentiment and 
something blue. Her brother Tom walked her down the aisle in their father’s place. In 
Mother’s simple white wedding dress, Henrietta glided past the plain marble font where 
she, Addie, and Tom had been baptized, where their parents had been baptized, where 
her babies would be baptized, past plain wooden pews adorned with sprays of purple 
lilacs, until she joined Albert at last in the warm wood of the nave to say her vows.  

Henrietta’s trousseau was meager, just what she and Addie had managed to sew 
between giggles in the few short weeks of her engagement, a silk nightgown and wrapper 
in the perfect shade of blush pink. Never before had Henrietta felt the smooth slide of 
silk down the entire length of her own smooth skin. No sooner had she slid them on 
than Albert had reversed the lovely smooth slide. But she didn’t mind. Oh, she didn’t 
mind at all. 

Inevitably, the intrusion had to come. The soft tap of knuckles, the modulated 
pleading. Oh, do come down to supper, Aunt Henrietta, please do. I’ve made scalloped 
potatoes with ham. Then, in the dining room, there were Fred’s pointed looks to endure, 
his unspoken reproach, as Henrietta’s twitchy headache and tempestuous stomach 
gazed in horror at the plate of scalloped potatoes and ham confronting them. But leaving 
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the comfort of the guestroom and descending the stairs to be confronted with scalloped 
potatoes and ham on an heirloom dinner plate were only the beginning. There would be 
more. There would be an invitation for her to leave the house altogether, to abandon the 
restorative power of solitude and her own thoughts to be amongst other people, which 
usually meant a luncheon of some sort, elbow to elbow with strangers at a crowded table 
in a dining room with pretentious wallpaper.  

 

 
 

The following day, hatted and gloved, Elsie and Henrietta arrived at the 
appointed time at the home where the luncheon was being held. Upon being seated and 
poured tea by a pale young woman in an ill-fitting maid’s uniform, Henrietta reached for 
the nearest platter of ridiculous little sandwiches and plucked one out of the middle, 
spoiling the symmetry of the arrangement. She took a tentative bite of her sandwich and 
set it down on her plate. She really needed to get something into that anemic tea she’d 
just been poured. How hard was it to steep a decent pot of tea, for Christ’s sake? She 
quietly undid the clasp of the purse in her lap. 

“Elsie informs us that you’re a private nurse,” the woman seated across from her 
said, an insipid expression on her dewlapped face.   

“Yes,” Henrietta responded. She took another bite of her sandwich, cream cheese 
thick and sour on her tongue.  

 “A noble profession, nursing,” the dewlapped woman said. “When I think of what 
you selfless women have done for our country, particularly during time of war, my 
bosom simply swells with pride.”  

 “I’m from Canada, you dolt.” Henrietta was reasonably sure that the latter had 
been spoken by her inner voice, but one could never be entirely certain, could one?  

“Would you excuse me, please?” Henrietta said. She tried to rise, but Elsie’s hand 
was holding her by the wrist. 

“What’s wrong?” Elsie said under her breath. “Do you need me to go with you?” 
“No, thank you, dear. I just need to go powder my nose.” Holding tight to her 

purse, Henrietta left the room, the women’s voices receding into a nearly inaudible hum 
as soon as she crossed the threshold into the front hall. 

On the other side of the living room, Henrietta spied a set of French doors leading 
to a sun porch, an inviting glimpse of faded fabric and sisal matting. She turned the 
glass knob carefully and opened the door, closing it just as carefully behind her. Shut off 
from the rest of the house, she found a wicker rocker to sit in, where she could turn her 
face toward the sunniest window. She opened her purse and took out her dainty flask of 
saving grace.  

Henrietta had found solace in Fred’s birth that cool, wet summer on the Economy 
Point farm, Addie well advanced in spinsterhood, Henrietta by then damaged goods. 
The two of them were back to sharing the same bedroom in the farmhouse they had 
shared as girls, Mother and Father’s old bedroom now occupied by Tom and his wife 
Helen. Henrietta and Addie had just gone silly over Helen’s pregnancy, speculating for 
hours on end about what the baby would look like if it were a boy, what it would look 
like if it were a girl. Would it be a boy? Would it be a girl? Helen drifted through the 
latter months of her pregnancy with a secretive little smile, Henrietta and Addie 
following in her wake, offering her pillows for her back, cups of tea, books to read, 
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blueberry scones to eat with the tea. Helen’s labor was prolonged, lasting all one day, 
through the night, and well into the following day, Henrietta and Addie taking turns 
tending to her while Tom waited anxiously for the moment when he could fetch the 
doctor. Helen delivered a healthy baby boy, but she developed childbed fever, despite 
the doctor-assisted delivery, and Henrietta and Addie took turns nursing her and caring 
for the new baby. When Henrietta’s turn came to hold baby Fred in her arms, she would 
rock him by the hour, rock him and rock him and rock him, the two of them returning 
for a time to the respective wombs that had born them. 

“Oh, Aunt Henrietta.” 
Henrietta turned her head. The door to the sun porch had opened.  
“We’ll have to leave,” Elsie said, entering the room. “We can’t stay. We’ll have to 

leave.” She grabbed Henrietta by the wrists and heaved her out of the rocking chair. 
When Henrietta was relatively steady, Elsie hustled her out of the house as the well-
appointed walls tilted and spun and the oriental rugs shifted and rocked beneath 
Henrietta’s feet. Elsie deposited Henrietta in the car. “I’ll collect our things and make 
our excuses.” She slammed the passenger-side door and locked it from the outside. Silly 
woman. When she got back into the car, she drove them home with her jaw clenched as 
tight as her hands on the steering wheel, but she didn’t say anything until they were 
back at the house. “Please stay in your room tonight, Aunt Henrietta, all right, please?” 
The poor girl was actually trembling. “I’ll tell Fred you have a sick headache.” Then, as if 
the matter of supper were actually important, “I’ll bring your supper to you on a tray.” 

“Suit yourself,” Henrietta said with her hand on the banister. She turned around 
and winked.  

 

 
 

The next day, Henrietta and her monster of a headache stayed in the guestroom 
commiserating with her vomitous stomach, Fred and Elsie leaving the three of them to 
their own devices for the entire day. When the registry called the following day with a 
new case for her, Henrietta was just as happy to get it.  

This time when she made her way up the patient’s flagstone walk, arranged the 
solicitous expression on her face, and rang the doorbell, a man who could only be the 
patient himself opened the door. He looked to be about her own age, dressed in loose 
corduroy trousers and a sort of smoking jacket. He was leaning heavily on a cane, so 
heavily that his entire body listed to the side. 

“You must be Nurse Nichols!” he exclaimed. He looked exceptionally pleased to 
see her, his pallid face and the top of his bald head aglow. Had dementia entered the 
picture? No one had informed her of any dementia.  

Henrietta entered the house and closed the door behind her. “We need to get you 
back in bed. Where is your bedroom, Mr. Franklin?” 

“Through here.” He gestured with his cane. “But, please, call me William.” 
The sickroom had been set up in a small study or office at the back of the house, a 

twin bed heaped with pillows crowding the desk. An old-fashioned commode chair with 
a high back stood in a corner of the room, next to it an old-fashioned washstand with 
pitcher, basin, towels, and washcloths. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with 
dusty books took up an entire wall.  
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A leather armchair and ottoman took up the center of the crowded room. Mr. 
Franklin sat himself down in the chair. “Can you help me with my legs, please?” 

Henrietta set her bag on the desk and lifted his legs onto the ottoman as he’d 
asked. “How long are you able to sit in the chair?” 

“Oh, most of the day. I’m not bedridden. I just can’t do much for myself. 
Shortness of breath, you see.” 

“How about the toilet?” 
“You’ll have to empty a chamber pot, I’m afraid. The bathroom’s on the second 

floor.” He paused for a moment to catch his breath. 
Henrietta opened her bag and took out the chart she would use to record Mr. 

Franklin’s condition throughout the day, along with a pen. “I’ll need to get your vital 
signs. Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable in bed?” 

He shook his head. “It’s easier to breathe when I’m sitting up.” 
As she recorded his pulse, temperature, and respirations on the chart, Mr. 

Franklin said, “Now that you have my vitals, how about yours?”  
Henrietta looked at him blankly. 
“What’s your vital information?” 
“My vital information?” 
“Yes, what can you tell me about yourself?” He gestured. “Here, sit on the 

ottoman.” 
What could the man be on about, with such an expectant expression on his sickly, 

drawn face?  What could he possibly want to know? Against her better judgment, 
Henrietta perched on the edge of the ottoman. “I can’t remember the last time someone 
asked me that.” 

“Well, I’m asking you now,” Mr. Franklin said. “We’re going to be spending a lot 
of time together, you and I.” 

“Yes, we are, aren’t we.” Henrietta looked around the small room. Would the 
makeshift sickroom soon become familiar surroundings to her, the bed and the 
commode no longer out of place, the glimpse of hydrangea bushes through the window 
behind the desk an accustomed sign of the current season? She turned her attention 
back to Mr. Franklin. “It seems the older I get, the less there is to tell. You’d think it 
should be the opposite.” 

He nodded. “You may have a point there. Once one reaches a certain age, it’s hard 
to get excited about oneself.” 

“Indeed.” Henrietta got up from the ottoman. 
“How long have you been nursing?” Mr. Franklin said, his tone urging her to sit 

back down. 
Henrietta did a quick mental inventory of the new patient tasks she still needed 

to accomplish. None that couldn’t wait a bit. She resumed her perch on the ottoman and 
did the math in her head to provide Mr. Franklin with an accurate answer to his 
question. “Twenty-eight years.” 

He nodded his head. “You’ve not been married, then. Neither have I. Never 
seemed to find the right time.” He stopped speaking, and Henrietta started to rise from 
the ottoman. “I was in business,” Mr. Franklin resumed, “for the better part of forty 
years.” He stopped speaking, and Henrietta followed his gaze as he looked through the 
window at the hydrangea bushes before continuing. “In the ’20s, they started coming 
out with the most marvelous office appliances. The Addressograph, the Sealograph, the 
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Noiseless Typewriter, the Printasign. Not to mention all manner of calculating devices. 
Wonders of inventiveness and engineering, really. I do miss the office appliances.” He 
paused to catch his breath, and Henrietta took the opportunity to get up from the 
ottoman. She smoothed the front of her uniform. “Can I get you anything? Have you 
eaten this morning?” 

“I had a fried egg, but it didn’t sit too well.”  
“I should think not.” She stopped herself from lecturing him on the dangers of 

fried foods for someone with a heart condition. He would have heard it all before. For all 
she knew, his daughter had prepared him a healthful breakfast, which he’d pushed 
around on his plate until she left for work, at which time he dumped it in the trash and 
fried himself an egg with salt and pepper and Tabasco sauce. “Do you think you could 
manage some milk toast? I could fix you some.” 

“Certainly not! I have my pride.”  
“Your pride?” The thought of dementia again crossed Henrietta’s mind. 
“As a man, yes.” He grinned, revealing an unexpected display of large, tobacco-

stained teeth. “No self-respecting man wants to become a Caspar Milquetoast.” 
Oh, good Lord, the man was making a joke. “So, if milk toast is unmanly, Mr. 

Franklin, where does this leave us vis-à-vis your diet?” 
“Please call me William. Vis-à-vis my diet, I would also object to being served 

gruel in the Dickensian manner. I object to food that has been foraged: fungus and 
fiddleheads and suchlike. I like rice pudding if it has raisins but not currants; they’re 
gritty. I wouldn’t object to custard, as long as it has plenty of—”  He started coughing. 

“All right now, William—” 
“—nutmeg. I enjoyed toad-in-the-hole as a child—eating food so-named felt quite 

daring—but my condition has rendered me squeamish. No toad-in-the-hole, if you 
please.” 

“William—” 
“I’ll eat chicken, but not if it’s foul.” 
“William!” 
He began to cough again and was soon coughing in earnest. Henrietta rushed out 

of the room to get him some water. When she returned, he had recovered himself, but he 
accepted the water and drank some of it.  

“I can be a bit of a tease,” he said. “You’ll get used to it.” He handed the glass back 
to Henrietta. “If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind making me a cup of cocoa? 
And some tea biscuits, if my daughter hasn’t eaten them all?” 

“Certainly, William. I’d be happy to.” 
Henrietta returned to the kitchen and set a saucepan of milk to heat on the stove 

while she took inventory of the cupboards and the refrigerator. While not fully stocked, 
there was certainly enough for her to work with to coax a poor appetite. A bed tray was 
already laid out on the counter with an unopened package of tea biscuits next to it. Mr. 
Franklin, William, needn’t worry that his daughter had eaten his tea biscuits.  

As Henrietta carefully carried the tray back to the sickroom, she wished that 
somehow her ministrations, such as they were, would result in William’s recovery. 
Except for the very, very old, illness was supposed to be a temporary condition, an 
aberration. You suffered through it, but with medical treatment and nursing care, you 
recovered and resumed your life as it had been before. Mrs. Sloane’s fever would 
undoubtedly have broken by now, and she would be busy ridding herself of the misery in 



12 
 

her chest. She would soon be able to breastfeed baby Alice again and launder that 
dreadful little boy’s grubby Dr. Denton’s. William would never return to business and 
his beloved office appliances. As for Addie, little sister Addie, she agreed to the 
mastectomy, she agreed to the radiation, she suffered, and she died. 

When Henrietta reentered the sickroom, William immediately asked her what 
was wrong. “You look as if someone just walked across your grave.” 

Henrietta bent down to position the tray across William’s lap. “That’s an 
unfortunate turn of phrase.” She straightened up and touched her stomach. “Just a bit of 
dyspepsia.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” William raised the cup to his lips, gently blowing 
across it. “Thank you for making the cocoa. I see that you found the tea biscuits. Would 
you like one? It might help settle your stomach.” 

“Oh, no, thank you. I’m quite all right.” 
William nodded again, sipped his cocoa, and pronounced it much better than his 

daughter’s. “She makes it too sweet.” 
Henrietta left the room to tidy up the kitchen so that William could focus on 

getting a little nourishment into him instead of talking to her. When she returned to the 
sickroom, he looked tired and uncomfortable. She removed the tray and helped him 
with the commode. Afterwards, he didn’t object when she helped him onto the bed, took 
off his slippers, and covered him with the extra blanket laid across the foot of the bed.  

When she was finished with emptying and cleaning the chamber pot, she went 
into the kitchen to take care of the dishes from William’s snack and fix herself some 
lunch. She didn’t know why she felt compelled to have toad-in-the-hole for lunch, but 
she did feel compelled, and she gave in to the compulsion willingly.  

When she returned to the sickroom, William was awake.  
“How are you feeling?” Henrietta said. 
“Better.”  
He did look better than he had before his nap, and his vital signs were a little 

better, too. After Henrietta helped him with the commode and updated his chart, 
William suggested that they play cards, Honeymoon Bridge, to be precise.  

When Fred arrived that evening to pick her up, she could not recall the last time 
she had spent as pleasant an afternoon as the one she had just spent playing cards with 
William, and she told Fred so. When she told Elsie at the supper table that William had 
taught her how to play Honeymoon Bridge, Elsie couldn’t have looked more pleased.  

The next day, Henrietta awoke feeling odd— not a queasy kind of odd but 
something else. It wasn’t until she was pinning up her hair that she realized what it was. 
Her headache, the familiar companion of her days and nights, had left her.  

For the first time in weeks, Henrietta went downstairs to the dining room to have 
breakfast, but the dining room was empty. She found Fred and Elsie seated at the 
enameled table in the kitchen eating cornflakes.  

“Oh! Aunt Henrietta,” Elsie said. “We didn’t see you standing there. Would you 
like some breakfast?” 

“Please, don’t get up,” Henrietta said. 
“Oh, but we must.” Elsie picked up her bowl, reached across the table for Fred’s, 

and took them into the dining room. Fred followed his bowl of cornflakes into the dining 
room with his spoon in his hand. Else set her bowl and Fred’s on the dining room table. 
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“Please, Aunt Henrietta, sit. Would you like me to cook you some eggs, some oatmeal 
perhaps?” 

“Cornflakes will be fine. Please don’t make a fuss.” 
Henrietta sat across from Fred and looked at him sheepishly. He glanced up from 

his cornflakes. “We’ll need to be going soon.” 
“Don’t rush her,” Elsie said. “You’ll give her indigestion.” 
 

 
 

Fred drove Henrietta to work without comment, but she decided that it was a 
companionable silence this time. When she rang the doorbell, Mr. Franklin, William, 
again met her at the door, listing like a scarecrow in a strong wind. 

“Come now, William, let’s get you back in your chair,” Henrietta said, leading him 
to the study. “From now on, I’ll ring the doorbell so you’ll know I’m here, but, please, 
don’t try to answer the door. You can be just as much a gentleman from your chair.” 

Henrietta got William settled in his chair, his stubbled face beaming. 
His stubbled face. 
“Oh, no! I was so intent on learning the card game yesterday, I completely forgot 

about your sponge bath. I am so sorry.” 
“I almost asked my daughter for a pitcher of hot water, but I thought it might get 

you in trouble, so I didn’t.” 
“You could have. You should have,” Henrietta said.  She took up his wrist. “Vital 

signs first, then your bath.” 
As she gave William his sponge bath, there was not the least bit of awkwardness 

about the parts she would wash and the parts he would wash, the washcloth passing 
naturally between them. 

William’s sponge bath completed, Henrietta carried the basin upstairs to the 
bathroom to dump the dirty water and fill it with fresh water for his shave. When she 
returned to the sickroom, she didn’t see a mirror of any sort but she asked William 
anyway, “Do you normally shave yourself?” 

“No, my hands are too unsteady.” 
Little did he know how shaky her hands could be—but not today. Oh, not today. 
When William was shaved, talcummed, and settled in his chair with his legs on 

the ottoman, he said, “How would you like to help me with the crossword?” 
“It depends on which one it is.” 
“The New York Times, of course.” 
“Then I shouldn’t like to help you with the crossword because I would be no help 

at all.” 
William looked so crestfallen, Henrietta immediately regretted turning him 

down, but she really couldn’t help him. She simply didn’t have the vocabulary for the 
Times crossword. If she were better-read, perhaps—but she wasn’t. 

“I think I should like you to read to me, then,” William said, “if you wouldn’t 
mind.” 

“I’d be happy to,” Henrietta said, going over to the bookshelves. “What would you 
like to hear?” 

“My daughter bought me the latest Agatha Christie. It’s on the desk there.” He 
gestured. “Hercule Poirot is my favorite.” 
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“Oh, a murder mystery?” Henrietta was frequently asked by patients to read to 
them, but usually the Bible, best-loved poems, or one of the classics. “Wouldn’t you like 
to save it to read yourself, since it’s your favorite?” 

“No, we can enjoy it together. See who can solve the mystery first. Wouldn’t you 
like to outwit Poirot?” 

“You’ll find me no competition in that regard. I’m quite slow-witted when it 
comes to mysteries.” 

She found the book on the desk and settled herself on the ottoman an appropriate 
distance from William’s legs. “Appointment with Death, Chapter One.” 

When Fred came to pick her up that evening, she was all set to tell him how lovely 
her day spent nursing and reading aloud had been, but he looked so careworn she asked 
him about his day at work instead. 

“It wears on a fellow,” was all he said. 
When Henrietta arrived at William’s the following day, she found a chair set out 

for her, a rocker, with arms, an ample seat, and a cushion for her back. Now it was her 
turn to beam. For the rest of the week, she spent the time between the necessary nursing 
duties reading to William, the two of them tucked away in the crowded study at the back 
of the house with all of those dusty books.  She allowed herself the thought that after 
they finished with Agatha Christie, they could read their way through a good selection 
from the bookshelves.   

Arriving at William’s house on Monday morning, she was a little surprised that 
he didn’t call out when she entered after ringing the doorbell. She went straight to the 
study and found him still in bed. His face might have been a little puffy, but she couldn’t 
be sure. She took up his wrist. 

“Are you feeling all right, William? You’ve not been up yet?” 
“Just to use the commode.” His voice sounded uncharacteristically raspy, but she 

hadn’t heard it for a couple of days, so she could be mistaken. His pulse was rapid and 
weak, his respirations rapid and shallow. 

“How’s your breathing, William? Are you having difficulty breathing?” 
He nodded, and she rearranged his pillows and helped him sit a little higher in 

the bed. 
“Better?” 
“A little.” 
She reached for the blanket at the foot of the bed. “I’m going to make a roll for the 

foot of the bed so that you won’t be as apt to slide.” 
When she had the roll in place, William seemed to rest a little easier.  
“Have you had anything to eat this morning?” 
He shook his head. 
“Drink?” He again shook his head. Henrietta went into the kitchen to get him 

some ice chips, trying as best she could to muffle the sound of the ice pick with a towel. 
She offered him the ice chips on a spoon, which he took with no trouble. “More?” He 
shook his head. “Could you read to me?” 

As she read, Henrietta looked up from time to time to see if his eyes were still 
open. By the end of the chapter, she had to concede that his face really was swollen, and 
his skin had taken on a grayish cast. Still holding the book in her hand, she got up from 
the rocker and slowly drew back the covers to reveal William’s lower extremities. They 
were swollen to twice their normal size. His feet, his ankles, his calves, swollen to twice 
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their normal size. She drew the blankets back over them as if it were perfectly routine. 
Just checking, perfectly routine, nothing to get alarmed about, dear William. 

She moved to the head of the bed and leaned down. “William, I’m going to call an 
ambulance.” 

“No, please, don’t. I want to die at home.” 
“You’re not going to die. I’m just calling an ambulance so you can be checked over 

in a hospital. They can give you oxygen to help you with your breathing.” Henrietta 
hoped against hope that she was telling William the truth, even though she knew as well 
as he did that she wasn’t. 

The telephone was in the hall, and she kept her voice down as best she could so 
that William wouldn’t overhear when she called first the ambulance, then William’s 
doctor, then his daughter. 

She deliberately met William’s gaze when she returned to the sickroom. “I’ve 
called the ambulance. We should have just enough time to read the next chapter before 
it gets here.” 

Henrietta rode in the ambulance with William as the siren wailed and his lips 
turned blue. When the attendants whisked him into the emergency room, she stood 
uncertainly at the desk waiting for his doctor and his daughter to arrive. Not that there 
was anything she could tell them that they didn’t already know. 

In the end, she didn’t wait for William’s doctor or William’s daughter. She fled. 
She called a cab, and she fled. “Take me to the Puritan Hotel,” she told the cabbie. 

The bar was nearly empty, just two men in suits conducting some sort of 
business. “I’ll have a gin and tonic,” Henrietta responded to the barman when he asked 
her how she’d been. She had no time for pleasantries. She knew what she needed, and it 
wasn’t pleasantries. The barman mixed the drink without further comment, placed the 
coaster, and set Henrietta’s tall glass of saving grace in front of her.  She drank it, the 
blessed warmth flooded through her, and she ordered another. 

She strained to hear if the business the two men were conducting might have 
anything to do with office appliances. It didn’t. In fact, they weren’t conducting business 
at all. They were gossiping—about some blowhard named Roger who had taken full 
credit for the brilliant sales campaign developed by stand-up guy Martin. Moreover, in 
addition to being a cheat and a back-stabber, Roger was also a bully and a letch, an all-
around despicable excuse for a human being. 

 

 
 

Henrietta’s married life began in a tiny two-room cottage, no bigger than a shed, 
really. Before they moved in, Albert had all the interior walls whitewashed, so everything 
would be fresh and clean to begin their married life. The rear of the cottage overlooked 
the Minas Basin, and Henrietta refused to make curtains for those windows. She washed 
the windows once a week, scrubbing them free of streaks with crumpled newspaper. 
Nothing would obscure that view. 

Albert was frequently away on business, and she missed him terribly, but at the 
same time, how could she be unhappy living in her very own house overlooking the 
basin and the steadfast movement of the tide?  
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Three months into the marriage, her cycle stopped and mornings she was sick. 
Then cramps wrenched her belly, and she felt the promise of new life slip from her body 
as it fell unseen to the bottom of the privy. 

Henrietta’s married life ended with a knock on the door of the cottage. Tom stood 
there, the family’s steamer trunk by his side. “Pack your things. You’re coming with me.” 
He pushed past her, set the trunk in the middle of the room, and threw open the lid. 
“Albert is already married. He has a wife and three children in Saint John.” 

His proof, Tom said, was irrefutable. He shoved her clothes into the trunk, her 
books, her photographs, and the household goods she had brought with her from the 
farm to set up housekeeping. If she could have fit, Tom would have shoved her in there, 
too. Back to the farm she went. Tom’s proof was irrefutable. 

Back at the farm, Henrietta could not stop crying. Her head pulsed and throbbed 
with crying. Her throat ached and strained with crying. Sobs tore at her belly. Tears 
burned her eyes nearly shut. And still she cried.  

She couldn’t eat. She would sit bemused at the table with Addie and Tom. What is 
this you’ve set in front of me? Addie chased it around the yard and wrung its neck, 
shoved it in the oven, cut it up, distributed pieces. Here was one in front of her and what 
was she supposed to do with it? Addie ripped roots from the ground, shoved them in the 
oven, set them in front of her and what was she supposed to do with them all wrinkled 
and dead in front of her? “Eat,” Tom said. “Please eat,” Addie said. But, no, she would 
not eat. She got up from the table and walked out the door, walked down to the Point, 
watched for the tide. The next day, the same strange ritual. Come to the dining room, sit 
at the table, see the plate set before her. Inexplicably, a chunk of pig, a piece of corn. 
Tom chased the pig around the yard and slit its throat. “Eat,” Tom said. “Please eat,” 
Addie said.  

She couldn’t sleep. She lay awake on her narrow, maidenly bed looking out at the 
moon between the parted curtains, the moon so poignant with unfulfilled promises she 
must leave her bed and go in search of them, down the stairs and out the front door in 
her nightgown and bare feet, walking down to the Point in the moonlight, finding only 
the outgoing tide, returning to the farmhouse at the first lavender-tinged promise of 
dawn, her feet cut and bleeding. 

Tom and Addie were at their wits’ end. Or so they kept telling her. Tom and Addie 
didn’t know the meaning of wits’ end, what it felt like to lose one’s reason with no 
recourse but to wander at night in search of it in the waxing and waning of the moon. 

Dr. MacAloney arrived at the farm in his smug doctor’s buggy with his smug 
doctor’s bag to pronounce Henrietta in need of a rest cure, ideally at a sanitarium, but of 
course the cost was too dear. She must be confined to her bed and put on a regimen of 
constant feeding. No more abandoned meals, no more night wanderings. 

Nothing would do but Tom must hire a private nurse to manage Henrietta’s rest 
cure. She arrived from Truro with quite a large satchel of medical gear and a suitcase 
that signaled a long stay. When the nurse alighted from the buggy, Henrietta slipped out 
the back door of the farmhouse and ran to hide in the barn. She climbed the ladder into 
the hayloft and lay back in the prickly dry smell of hay to gaze up at the rafters and 
wonder if any of her ancestors had hanged herself from one of those beams to be an 
object of horror to the unfortunate soul who happened to come upon her dangling there 
with her neck broken. 

Addie’s small, round face crested the ladder. “We have the room ready for you.” 
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Henrietta didn’t move as she watched her unnamed ancestor swing gently to and 
fro, the rope creaking. 

“I’ll be along directly.” 
“No. You must come now.” 
When they reached the house, Henrietta started up the front stairs, but Addie 

said, “No, not upstairs.” She took Henrietta’s hand and led her to the spare room at the 
back of the house. This room was normally reserved for random relatives stopping at the 
farm to spend the night on their way to someplace else. The room was set up with its 
customary iron bedstead, small chest of drawers, and washstand with mismatched 
pitcher and basin—but the window shade was drawn, the pictures had been removed 
from the walls, and the patchwork quilt on the bed had been replaced with a plain 
woven spread. A cot had been brought into the room and made up into a bed with 
pillow, sheets, and blanket. 

The private nurse Tom had engaged stood by the bed, fully kitted out in white 
apron and frilled cap. “Thank you, dear,” she said to Addie. “I’ll get your sister settled . . 
. go on, now, she’ll be all right. Come, come, Henrietta. Let’s get you settled.”  

The nurse led Henrietta to the bed, sat her down, and took both of Henrietta’s 
hands in hers. “Now, Doctor has ordered a rest cure for you. The recent shock you’ve 
experienced has unsettled your nervous system, and only complete rest will restore its 
equilibrium. You will be on complete bed rest for at least six weeks. You will have no 
physical activity of any kind. You will not change positions on your own, and you will 
use the bedpan to relieve yourself. I will massage your limbs every day to maintain 
circulation. Nor may you have mental stimulation or exertion of any kind. You must not 
read, sew, write letters, or engage in conversation. And perhaps most important, you 
will follow a frequent feeding schedule to gain weight. Do you have any questions?” 

“Are you mad?” Henrietta said. 
“And you must refrain from crying. Crying is to sensitive nerves as sandpaper is 

to delicate skin.” 
Henrietta stood still while the nurse stripped her naked, raised her arms above 

her head, and put her into a clean, well-worn nightgown. When the nurse had the 
nightgown buttoned, she unpinned Henrietta’s hair and plaited it. Henrietta got into 
bed, the nurse straightened the covers, and Henrietta stared at the ceiling. The nurse 
brought her half a glass of milk. Henrietta drank the milk and went back to staring at the 
ceiling. After two hours of staring at the ceiling, she was given another half a glass of 
milk to drink and another after that and another after that. 

And on and on it went, day after unbearable day, the time elongating and 
increasing in weight to fill the room, a balloon of unbearable time filled not with air but 
with milk. Raw beef soup replaced the milk, and no one would help her, not the nurse, 
not Addie, not Tom. If she’d been able to get word to Albert, he would have helped her. 
Even with a wife and three children in Saint John, he would have taken pity and come to 
help her. When Henrietta was released from the rest cure at last, she’d been in bed so 
long that no sooner did she stand upright than she collapsed in a dead faint.  

The room was spinning, and Henrietta felt herself slipping, sliding—gliding?—off 
her seat at the bar and onto the floor. The floor was a good place to be when the room 
was spinning. On the floor, one could throw one’s arm across one’s eyes and stop the 
room from spinning.  

Voices eddied round her head like brook water parting for an intrusive stone.  
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. . . she’s on the floor . . . a woman of her age . . . a nurse . . . disgraceful . . . cut 
her off . . . green around the gills . . . get her up . . .  got to get up . . . get up off the floor. 
. . 

Just go around me, just go around me. 
The police came. Two boys in blue uniforms with more faces than they had bodies 

couldn’t decide whether to call her “nurse” or “ma’am.” Such indecisiveness made her 
dizzy, even on the floor. She dropped her arm back over her eyes. 

They had her under the arms, dragging her upright, her feet scrabbling on the 
carpet. Through the bar of the Puritan Hotel, through the lobby of the Puritan Hotel, 
and into the police car parked outside. 

“Where do you live, ma’am? We’re going to take you home.” 
“Not possible,” Henrietta murmured from the back of the police car parked in 

front of the Puritan Hotel. “Dolt.” 
Streetlamps advanced and receded. The police car rocked and swayed down 

unfamiliar streets, and the boys’ voices eddied round her head. Her eyes closed. 
Her eyes opened when the police car came to a stop and the door opened and 

someone had her under the arms again, dragging her up the flagstone steps to the front 
door of her nephew’s respectable Lexington home. Respectable no longer once the two 
boys in blue uniforms crossed the threshold and deposited their unresponsive baggage 
in the front hall. 

 

 
 

Morning came to the respectable home of Henrietta’s nephew. The shades of the 
windows facing the street were drawn. Henrietta lay in bed. Someone had removed her 
uniform, her shoes and her stockings, but left on her panties, bra, and slip, as if Elsie 
could not bear to see Henrietta exposed, not even long enough to get her into her 
nightgown. Henrietta’s stomach lurched, and she leaned over and vomited into the 
bucket which had been placed in its customary position next to the bed. As soon as she 
stopped retching, she heard footsteps ascending the stairs. She pushed the bucket under 
the bed, lay back, and closed her eyes. The footsteps crossed the landing, proceeded 
down the hall, stopped at her door. The knob turned. The door opened. She opened her 
eyes to Fred and Elsie at her bedside, their faces haggard from arguing long into the 
night about what to do with Fred’s most unfortunate maiden aunt.  

Fred spoke. “What are we to do, Aunt Henrietta?” He groped for his wife’s hand. 
“What are we to do?” 

Henrietta looked up at her nephew’s young, careworn face. “Nothing,” she said. 
“We are to do nothing. There is nothing to be done.” 
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For Quinn 
Hillary Smith-Maddern 

 
Listen. I get it and I hear it, 
your pain illuminated 
as letters on my phone. 
 
She is your grandmother 
and loss is loss 
but not all losses are equal. 
 
Like how losing your keys 
is not the same as losing yourself 
to tall bottles of vodka 
 
waterfalling into your throat, 
is not the same as losing your mother 
to plague that locusted her body, 
 
ate everything healthy 
from her ovaries to her liver and left 
carcasses in its wake. 
 
I hear you and know 
that you do not know 
what to do with this pain, 
 
knowledge with thorns, 
unthinkable thistle, 
burr on your brain. 
 
You will watch her wither 
without recourse and some days 
you will wish for her to die. 
 
And when she does die 
you will boil over with guilt and regret, 
which tastes like soiled dimes 
 
picked from a crusted cup holder, 
feels like your liver being crushed 
by stones in a raging river, 
 
kisses you each night 
with the weight of a pillow 
pressed hard against your mouth. 
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But don’t. 
Because. 
Listen. 
 
Joy is not the opposite of pain 
or the absence of hurt. 
Joy is what you find 
 
when you peel back the dead 
and discover 
you are still 

 
 
 

Sauk, Mountains for Miles 
Dave Powell 
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Piano Lessons 

James T. Stemmle 
 

the piano teacher was angry and irritable 
incontinent in pain and dying of cancer 
eventually they sent her home to hospice 
 
the hospice lady drew out of her 
what a good day would look like 
and set a goal of rigging things 
for one good day 
 
navigating stairs was a problem 
so they set up a bed on the first floor 
with a potty next to it 
and balanced her pain meds to give 
 
long periods of lucidity 
so she could manage herself 
regain independence 
minimize embarrassment 
 
a couple of days into this new normal 
ambition returned and it started seeming 
as if a good day entailed teaching 
 
so they called her students to see 
if they would like to resume lessons 
from an old lady who was dying to teach 
 
and so for four weeks or so 
there were extraordinary lessons 
on the edge of pain and lucidity 
culminating in a recital 
 
where every student who played 
Brahms or Beethoven got a hug 
with a whispered you are special 
and a little gift from the teacher 
 
at least one student the daughter 
of the physician who told this story 
subsequently went to music school 
 
but they all saw a thing of beauty 
a woman dying well 
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Angkor Wat, Cambodia 
Dave Powell 
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Two Troves 
Andrena Zawinski 

 
 

1. The Mound 
Children once scrambled up Indian mound’s bluff  
to its dome in the McKees Rocks Bottoms  
near Pittsburgh. Bicycles left behind on their sides  
at its foot, they scurried to unearth a trove of stone  
arrowheads, chunks of tortoise shell and pottery beads 
from the dusty loam of the burial ground, treasures  
that hadn’t been quarried, robbed, or collected  
into the Carnegie’s cardboard museum storage chests.  
 
They would tell and retell stories of General McKee,  
rumored to have leapt to his death rather than face 
local Indians he betrayed trading corn and beans  
for Fort Pitt’s small pox ward’s blankets of death,  
would tell and retell stories of giants interred there,  
ancient aliens, angel brides, superhero shamans,   
 
all while roasting Oscar Meyers on tree branches  
shaved with scout pen knives over a circle fired  
by Blue Tips and Sunday funnies of Bumsteads,  
Pluto and Goofy, the Archie crew. Then deliver  
the trove back to dirt and ash, shaking off  
bad omens and any angry spirits. 
 
 
2. The Dump 
Children still scamper and scavenge with pails  
and ziplock bags off the northern California  
coastal trail at low tide collecting pebble gems  
from tossed glass throw aways of drug store junk  
and liquor bottles tossed over the cliff into the sea  
with cars, appliances, anything else that fires  
could not reduce that could sink into the town dump,  
into the deep, and to be reproduced— 
 
broken glass delivered on waves as smooth blue,  
green and brown pebble glitterings from 
amber beer bottles, sapphire apothecary jars,  
ruby car taillights, all awash with sea foam, 
pounded and tossed in mermaid swells  
into something more, into  
 
earrings and bracelets wrapped in silver wire,  
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pendants dangling from ribbons and chains,  
epoxied mosaic sun catchers rising up  
from an underwater garden into pricey Mendocino  
market stands, shops and galleries. Deserted  
seaside memories collected with troves  
of shells and driftwood, then left behind,  
dumped at the bottom of guesthouse drawers. 

 
 

Red Sumac with Berries 
Lorraine Panciera 
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I Return from Foreign Places 
G.W. Clift 

 
 

I returned to the country a much older woman. I had only been gone a couple of 
weeks, but I came back tired and looking for comfort in my surroundings. 

But I knew as soon as I walked into the house that there was something unexpected 
there, that something had gone off. 

It was evening. The car let me out on the street in my residential neighborhood. My 
house was stucco, over a hundred years old. I carried my suitcase up the three steps of the 
stoop and let myself in with my key. 

It was a little stuffy inside. A heap of mail had built up under the mail slot in the 
front door. I hung up my coat. The light didn't seem quite right. 

In my bedroom I unpacked. Having been a long time in the air, I showered, washed 
my hair, and put on jeans and a sweater. I listened to the messages on my U.S. telephone 
and noted the numbers I needed to get back to. I sorted through the mail, organized the 
newspapers my daughter had put in a box near the front door, and made coffee. I'd slept on 
the flight and needed to stay awake for several hours if I was to get back into sync with the 
local time zone. 

Then I heard voices out in the street. Actually, they seemed to be coming from all 
directions. There were no traffic sounds, though. It was as if vehicular traffic had stopped 
and everyone in the adjoining blocks had stepped out to speak with their neighbors all at 
once. 

That's curious, I thought. I looked out the window of my living room and saw most of 
the people in the neighborhood out on the parking in front of their houses, talking and 
laughing, and going through piles of something. Most of them had their rolling, plastic 
garbage containers out on the parking with them. They seemed to be going though their 
garbage. 

The Bailey's next door and Elizabeth Rose, from down the block, were pointing out 
things they had discarded and discussing them, sometimes laughing over them. Everybody 
west of me, neighbors of all ages, were out doing the same sorts of post mortems on their 
trash. And they were walking from yard to yard, commenting on what they saw. 

When I slid out onto my front steps, I could see the same business was going on to 
the east of my house. Frankly this seemed very, very strange. I shook my head and decided 
my consciousness was a jet lag victim. So I went to bed and slept deeply. 
 

 
 

The next morning I called the office to check in. Then I answered calls and letters 
and spoke with my daughter on the phone. I went to the grocery store to buy enough food to 
get me to the weekend. In the checkout line, I looked at the tabloid magazines that featured 
celebrities, and outside of members of the British royal family, I didn't recognize any of the 
famous who were supposedly either newly engaged or secretly ill. Except for Cher. I 
recognized Cher. The princes and princesses pictured were unfamiliar to me. And very 
young. 
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The following Monday I returned to work. 
“Good trip, Stacy?” the office manager asked me. 
“I got the contracts negotiated. And I think the clients are happy,” I told her. 
“How about you? Was the trip fatiguing?” 
I shrugged my shoulders. “I don't recover as quickly as I did thirty years ago. But I'll 

be all right. What's new with you?” 
She leaned in toward me and spoke just above a whisper. “I'm retiring at the end of 

the season. I wrote my resignation letter last night.” 
This was juicy stuff, and not at all good news. But it was hardly surprising. She had 

been with the company when I arrived and had to be several years older than I was. 
“Are you old enough?” I asked. 
“Only just. But almost everyone from the old regime is already gone. And I haven't 

taken to the new bunch.” 
As I walked to my desk in the large bull pen office, I thought about our younger 

fellow workers. They had come in so quickly, I wasn't sure I knew the names of more than a 
few of them. 

I again began the process of going through telephone and e-mail messages, 
generating a list of the clients I needed to call or write. I might have to ask who a couple of 
the parties were. But who should I ask? 

Then at ten all of us on the floor, which is to say all the account representatives of our 
large firm, were called to an office meeting. We gathered together at the cluster of desks 
assigned to the clerical staff. I found a side chair. Many of the younger staff members 
perched on desks. 

“We've been given permission to reorganize the space in this office,” announced 
George Babcock, the Senior Vice President who ran our division. George had been around 
for ten years or so. And he hadn't been a recent college graduate when he joined for firm. 
But still, he seemed to be a young man to me, a member of the generation after mine. 

His announcement was met with a murmur of pleasure. Apparently the recent hires 
had been wishing they could move desks around in the space on our floor. 

“I thought we might talk in general terms about the assignment of space and then 
later work up some sort of system for individual claims to space,” George said. 

“Obviously we are all going to want to move closer to the west end,” asserted one 
young man. 

This surprised me. When I had joined the staff twenty years before the account 
representatives had already been in this room, and like everyone who was already working 
there, I wanted a desk in the east near the windows that looked out onto the bay and the 
shopping district and away from the side into which the summer sun would glare through 
the few windows there were. The only view there was on the west side was of the back of a 
neighboring office building. 

Immediately my colleagues were up and moving their desks into areas until then 
used to hold tall file cabinets of the sort electronic document processing had made 
unnecessary. This surprised George, who had expected a discussion and some planning, but 
he shrugged and went back up to the administrative floor. 

I asked Ava, the girl who had been sitting next to my desk, why we all wanted to 
move to the west. 

She looked at me hard to see if I was making some sort of joke. Then she told me: 
“It's closer to the elevator.” 

Within twenty minutes my desk and I were alone on the east side of the room, under 
the best heating and cooling vent and near the supplies and the coffee machine. 
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My daughter and I had planned to meet at the fountain right after work. “I've got a 

new place to take you to for dinner,” she told me. Usually when we met we would go to a 
diner, one we had patronized since she was a child, to eat chilli before an evening out. 

But in this case she led me to a new building and into a cafe where we waited to be 
seated. “Tell me about your trip,” she said as we stood in the tiny bar room. 

“It went pretty well,” I told her. “Burrows, Affiliated, and Peaks, all three of our big 
clients there, signed new contracts with us. That one woman at Burrows is still threatening 
to come to here so that I can take her out for an evening's entertainment, but that's been 
hanging over my head for more than five years. The flights were on time.” I looked down at 
my watch as I said that, and realized I was probably the only person in the room who wore a 
watch. “How have you been?” 

“Fine,” she said. “Fine. I've found the web site to use when buying razor blades.” That 
comment puzzled me. But there wasn't time to ask questions. 

The host appeared and took us into the dining room. The menu wasn't wild, but in 
almost every dish description the text promised that the foods were “locally sourced.” I 
wondered how far “local” extended as they were offering shrimp and, in one dish, plantains. 
Helen told me about her work and about some television programs she was watching. One 
of them featured a cast member named “Audio” who I'd never heard of before. I didn't 
bother to admit this social illiteracy to my daughter. 

As we lingered over desert, Helen told me there was a museum show in town about 
women's ready-to-wear of thirty years before. She wanted to take me to see it that weekend. 
Not that she is all that interested in popular clothing design. But she knew I grew up loving 
fashion and had studied it in school. Over the years I had become sort of a geek about 
fashion, knowing the stories behind all the successful design trends of my youth. Helen had 
heard me talk about these things too often. She wasn't really interested. But she was a good 
sport about giving her mother her conversational head. 

I told her about my neighbors' odd behavior out on the parking along my street and 
she told me she wasn't much interested in that sort of thing herself, but that trash 
examination as a social exercise was very popular all over. She was surprised I hadn't seen 
anything like it before. That privacy concerns associated with trash sharing had become an 
international political issue. This puzzled me very much, but I wasn't about to admit this to 
Helen. 

She paid for dinner. And then we slipped on our coats and walked four blocks to the 
Vital Ice Center. I had the tickets, delivered by mail while I was on my business trip. We had 
good seats, near center ice and in the first row, so that some of the checking sent players 
slamming into the glass right before us. And it was a good game as well, with our team 
scoring late in the third period to win. 

On the way out, I saw Ava and another young woman from work. They waved. So 
maybe, I thought, there is some hope for the younger generation. They looked flushed with 
victory. 
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My Wife Is Afraid of My Writing 
E.H. Jacobs 

 
My wife is afraid of my writing. 
She thinks I will quit my job 
and become a Bohemian. 
Being poor, we will be forced 
to leave the suburbs, 
and our kids will scramble 
to go to college. 
Why is my wife so fearful 
that a conventional man like myself 
would do something so bold, 
so irresponsible? 
Maybe she, too, feels the call of hidden desire 
which she keeps to herself, 
unlike me, who feels compelled to confess 
the yearnings that will not be satisfied. 
If that is so, which of us 
has more to fear? 

 
 
 

Icy Steps 
Lorraine Panciera 
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The Exterminator 
Fran Schumer 

 
 

You see? You have to do it a second time 
you might not get them all out at once. 
 
I marveled: my father, spraying my apartment 
for roaches, a busman’s holiday, Sunday. 
 
He came to deverminize my studio 
his one day off from work, this tiny studio 
 
inhabited by me, the daughter he sent to college 
on money he earned from spraying roaches 
 
in the Bowery, in Chinatown, in fancy French restaurants 
at night so the customers wouldn’t see —. 
 
I tried my hand at a career in which no one 
made any money because if you grow up 
 
with men like my father, you somehow feel 
the money will come. Mostly, it did. 
 
And there I was after college, fighting 
for the revolution while my father, 
 
teaching me how you had to spray twice, 
to get out all the roaches, do the job well 
 
no matter how small, worked 
while the moon rose and fell — 
 
just so I could have the luxury 
of throwing it all back in his face. 
 
At night, after cleaning my apartment, 
he fell asleep listening to Brahms. 
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Pain Management 
Eleanor Lerman 

 
The apartment that Terry lives in, on Thompson Street, has a bedroom, a living 

room, kitchen and bathroom, all in a row. It’s what used to be called a railroad 
apartment, but that term has fallen into disuse. It belongs back in the twentieth century, 
which has come and gone. Nowadays, it would be described as “a one-bedroom situated 
in the heart of Greenwich Village, high on the list of New York City’s most desired 
neighborhoods, with ample natural light in the kitchen and new appliances throughout.” 
Well, Terry has lived here long enough to remember when Thompson Street, where his 
apartment is “situated,” was a rough, crowded, everything-going-on-all-night kind of 
place, with musicians and druggies and rebels from the suburbs hanging out in the 
nearby cafes, talking about the ideas banging around in their heads, Now, it’s completely 
different: most of the buildings have been bought, sold, and renovated, and the 
apartments within sell or rent for sky-high prices. The people in the cafes—in pre-
pandemic days, when the cafes used to be open—are usually a couple with a baby or 
someone in a suit working on a laptop. The only reason that Terry can still afford to live 
here is that when he first rented the apartment, it was grandfathered into a city program 
that limits a landlord’s ability to raise tenants’ rents. And as for the appliances, Terry 
has replaced them himself because his landlord, disgusted that he can’t evict his low-
rent tenants, won’t fix anything for them. But Terry is handy with tools and repairs, so 
anything that’s needed to be tended to in his place, he’s taken care of himself.  

Now, Terry is sitting in his kitchen where, it’s true, there is ample light in this, the 
last room in his straight-and-narrow apartment. There is space here for a small table 
and a chair, which sit under the window. Since Terry lost his job in April, he has spent 
what he knows is an inordinate amount of time sitting by this window, pretending that 
he’s still drinking the cup of coffee he had with his breakfast. Terry worked at Kennedy 
Airport as the manager of a company that ships cargo in the belly of passenger planes; it 
was Terry’s job to coordinate the routes of countless shipments of items such as 
pharmaceuticals, garments, electronics, and perishable agricultural and seafood 
products, to make sure that they got to their destinations all over the globe. But these 
days, with most passenger flights going nowhere, the company he works for has shut 
down and Terry has been furloughed. What that means, as far as Terry understands, is 
that if things change and the company starts up operations again, they may take him 
back. Then again, they may not. 

He misses his job in ways he never would have anticipated. For example, he even 
enjoyed the ride he took to get to work, walking a few blocks over to Sixth Avenue to 
catch a subway out to Queens and then transferring to the AirTrain, a driverless 
monorail that glides smoothly along its track, stopping at the various airport terminals 
until it reaches the one where Terry had an office. And he misses the airport itself. As he 
walked through its vast, cool corridors, he liked to look out at the airplanes taxiing 
towards their gates or catch sight of them as they began rising from the runways, 
heading up into the clouds. When he was a much younger man, Terry was married for a 
few years, and during that time he and his wife did the young marrieds thing of fleeing 
New York winters for a week or two of sand and surf. Jamaica, St. Bart’s, Aruba—those 
were their main destinations. But since his divorce, Terry hasn’t traveled much. The 
sight of the airplanes flying away or coming back home, to the airport, soothed him in a 
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way that seems to have quelled any real urge he had to board a plane and fly away 
himself. Besides, he has his dog to think about, the medium-sized black and brown 
mixture of who knows what that is currently dozing at his feet. The one time he left the 
dog in a kennel when he went away for a weekend with his last girlfriend, the dog would 
not let him out of its sight once Terry brought him home, padding along behind Terry, 
watching him for days on end as it pointed its long, thin tail straight up like a lightning 
rod waiting to be struck. Obviously, kenneling the dog made it too nervous and 
frightened for Terry to consider doing that again. 

But the real reason that he’s lingering at the kitchen table has nothing to do with 
being weighed down by grief or anger about losing his job (though he has plenty of those 
feelings; they come at him in waves, rising and falling in a way that he feels helpless to 
control). He’s sitting at the table because standing up and trying to walk even as far as 
the couch in the next room is extremely painful. For a while now, Terry has had a 
problem with his left leg, which began gradually, a few years ago, as minor aches and 
pains but over time, progressed to a level that became unbearable. The doctor he was 
seeing referred him to an orthopedist who sent him for a series of scans that revealed 
the pain in his leg is caused by a bulging disc in his spine pressing down on a nerve: that 
nerve is the culprit, the screaming meemie that is sending pain signals all the way down 
his left leg. The orthopedist referred him to yet another doctor, this one a specialist in 
pain management. This new doctor gave Terry regular epidural steroid injections that 
had to be done at a hospital, under anesthesia, but succeeded in quieting the pain for 
months at a time and allowed him to go on living a normal life. Lately, however, they 
haven’t been helping at all. So, the doctor has been prescribing a variety of medications 
to relieve the pain, but nothing is working very well. Today, Terry has another 
appointment with the doctor, this one on the phone. Most doctors are limiting office 
visits only to emergencies, and while Terry’s pain seems like an emergent situation to 
him, by any current measures, it is not. Coronavirus is the only emergency; it is the 
zombie disease that has stepped out of the movies and into real life, the death-dealing 
monster stalking the streets, poisoning the air, contaminating human interactions. So, 
Terry is waiting for a scheduled telemedicine call, which means he has to get up from 
the kitchen chair and find his cell phone. Most likely, it’s on the nightstand beside his 
bed, the last place that he remembers seeing it, but he isn’t sure. 

He waits a while longer. It’s late spring now, almost summer, and warm outside, 
so Terry has the kitchen window open. His view is of the back gardens of a pair of old, 
elegant townhouses that sit on a cobbled lane around the corner from where he lives. In 
the spring, gardeners hired by the buildings’ wealthy owners show up and begin turning 
over the dark, winter soil to plant tulips and roses, along with flowering shrubs that 
burst into bloom seemingly overnight. It’s pleasant to sit here and let the scent of spring 
waft into the kitchen, as if nothing has happened, nothing has changed. How bad can 
things really be if, after a brutal and frightening winter, spring’s revival has finally 
come? How can there be death and disease? How can Terry really not be able to walk 
without pain? 

The phone rings sooner than Terry expected, so he has to rush to get it, which 
isn’t easy. The pain in his leg feels like his bones are made of glass that is shattering with 
each step he takes. But, followed by his dog, who has retained the habit of trailing Terry 
everywhere he goes, he manages to reach the bedroom and pick up the phone before it 
goes to voicemail. 
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“Hey, Terry,” the doctor says in a jovial voice. “How are you doing?” 
“Not so great,” Terry replies.  
“You’re not getting any relief from the last injection?” 
“No,” Terry replies. “I’m sorry,” he adds, as if it’s his responsibility to apologize to 

the doctor. The reason he feels this way—at least he thinks this is the reason—is that 
over time, he has developed a kind of good-humored relationship with the doctor, who 
likes to tell stories about his adventures as a sporty guy who goes windsurfing and 
kayaking, jumps out of airplanes and participates in marathon bike rides for good 
causes.  Last fall, before anyone had even heard of coronavirus, he joined a group ride 
aimed at biking the entire Empire State Trail, a 750-mile trip from New York City to the 
Canadian border to raise money for cancer research and is pleased with himself for 
being one of the few riders who managed to complete the entire trip. Now, when Terry 
can no longer be counted as another success story for the doctor, he somehow feels that 
he’s letting the doctor down, failing him as if he were failing a friend.  

“Well, I’m sorry to hear you didn’t get any relief from the injection,” the doctor 
says. “You’re pain level is the same?” 

“Yes,” Terry tells him. “And it’s getting harder and harder to walk.” He hates this 
conversation, hates to not only feel like he’s being a troublesome patient but also like 
whatever the doctor says to him next is going to define his fate. How can this have 
happened to him? He’s strong, he keeps himself fit, and has never so much as broken a 
bone. He’s fifty-four years old and expected it would be a long time, yet, before he had to 
worry about how his body might betray him. 

“Well,” the doctor says, “I guess we’ve got to come up with something else.”  
“Yes,” Terry says, and waits through what is probably a very brief silence on the 

doctor’s part but seems, to Terry, like the background noise leaking in from wherever 
the doctor is calling from is actually the sound of the machinery of the universe slowly 
grinding away. 

“Alright,” the doctor says, finally. “I can try giving you a different kind of steroid 
injection that may do a better job of reducing inflammation around the nerve root that’s 
causing your pain. The hospital has just opened up again for elective procedures, so I’ll 
have my office call and set up an appointment for you.” 

“Great.” Terry says, immensely relieved. “Thank you.” 
“Oh, hey,” the doctor says, “you know me. I keep trying.”  
Even though the conversation ends on that arguably upbeat note, Terry 

understands that he’s coming to the end of the road in terms of what the doctor can do 
for him. The orthopedist who suggested that Terry try pain management also told him 
that if injections and medication didn’t work, the only other option would be surgery to 
remove the portion of the disc in his spine that is causing pressure on the nerve. 
Further, the doctor warned him that it would be, in his words, “a big operation” that 
would require a long recovery. He didn’t go into detail about any of this and Terry hadn’t 
wanted to ask any questions because he didn’t want to know the answers. In that regard, 
he’s being doing his best not to think about the possibility of having surgery, but 
sometimes he can’t help himself, wondering, Just how big is a “big” operation? And 
about how much time—weeks? months?—is implied in the idea of a long recovery? Like 
it or not, he finds himself wondering those things right now. 

But it’s already mid-morning and Terry has got to walk the dog. He’s been putting 
puppy pads in the bathroom and the dog quickly picked up on what they’re for, so he’s 
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been good about using them when Terry doesn’t take him out as often as he should—
which is too often, lately, because it’s become a real struggle for Terry to limp along 
beside the dog for even a block or two. Still, he keeps trying. He can’t keep the dog inside 
all day and besides, it’s the only time he’s been leaving his apartment other than when 
he makes a trip to the supermarket. 

Outside, it’s a beautiful day. As the weather’s gotten warmer, there are more 
people on the streets, more cars and trucks driving around, so the city doesn’t seem as 
strange a place as it was back in the winter, when Terry remembers leading the dog 
along streets so empty of human beings that he’d see no more than two or three other 
people anywhere around. At each street corner, he’d be confronted by the sight of an 
overhanging traffic light changing from red to yellow to green, faithfully beaming out 
signals to traffic that didn’t exist, to vehicles that had all, seemingly, given us the ghost. 
In fact, weeks went by when the whole city seemed like it was the setting of a ghost 
story. But now, there are children in the playground across the street and enough cars 
and trucks driving by for it to feel—almost, anyway—like it’s a normal day in New York 
City.  

But when Terry gets back to his apartment and turns on the news, the dire 
warnings about the spread of coronavirus he’s been hearing every day have not 
diminished. The warm weather is enticing more people to go outside, but they should 
still be wearing masks and while things may seem better over the summer, the pandemic 
will only worsen when fall arrives. That’s what happened during the 1918 influenza 
pandemic and, no question about it, that’s exactly what is going to happen when this 
September rolls around. Everyone on tv who delivers this information looks worried: the 
anchors, the reporters, the epidemiologists, and all the various men and women who 
stand in front of charts that measure the rise of coronavirus cases, where the numbers 
keep going up and up and up. 

Terry is still watching the news when he gets a text message from his brother, 
Connell, asking if he plans to make to make his annual trip to New Jersey so they can go 
together to visit the cemetery where their mother is buried. Terry doesn’t have much 
contact with his brother, but some years ago, Connell began inviting him to go to the 
cemetery with him to put flowers on their mother’s grave to mark her birthday. Terry’s 
first instinct was to say no. He’d had a complicated relationship with his mother: he 
retained some sense of long-ago love for her, but he had also sustained a great deal of 
abuse at her hands and didn’t feel compelled to remember that by standing over her 
grave with a bunch of peonies in his hands. His mother had been what he thought of as 
old-school Irish: she had been born in County Clare, raised in Manhattan when there 
were still stockyards on the East Side and rag pickers leading horse-drawn carts down 
the streets, married Terry’s father when she was seventeen then raised four sons in a 
house in Edison, New Jersey, with—Terry surmised—the same child-rearing techniques 
that had been used on her, which meant beating the boys with belts, wooden spoons, 
broken hockey sticks, or anything else that she could grab when she got angry, which 
was often. Terry’s father apparently considered all this to be normal behavior because he 
had been raised the same way. But for some reason that Terry cannot fathom, Connell, 
his oldest brother, who must have been the object of that same abuse as Terry and the 
other boys, not only won’t talk about it, he continues to pay this yearly homage to their 
mother as if there is not another story to be told about her, one in which the reasons to 
forgive her outweigh all the bad memories.  
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Terry doesn’t have any first-hand knowledge about Connell’s childhood because 
his brother was already serving in the Navy as an enlisted man by the time Terry was old 
enough to even recognize the tall, sandy-haired fellow in the blue uniform who came to 
visit once in a while. He behaved in a quiet, reserved way, not saying much at all as he 
sat at the dining room table and ate the meal of baked ham and mashed potatoes that 
his mother always made for him. For a while, it was Terry’s impression that he was an 
uncle or a cousin, since there were always plenty of those coming to visit and being 
served the same meal. He didn’t understand that Connell—who Terry resembled, being 
the only other blue eyed, sandy-haired person in the family—was actually his brother 
until just before he started school. A seventeen-year age difference separated the two 
brothers, so other than the fact that they looked alike, there was not much of a 
relationship between them. 

That began to change—at least, to some degree—after Terry got married. He 
invited Connell to the wedding, and to his surprise, his brother came. It was later, after 
he was divorced, that Connell, who Terry kept up with only through Christmas and 
birthday cards, began asking Terry to visit the cemetery with him. Despite his feeling of 
disinterest in making such a trip, which involves, among other things, a long train ride 
from New York City to Edison, New Jersey, Terry could not think of a way to say no 
without seeming dismissive of his brother, which he had no reason to be. Then 
somehow, after Terry said yes the first time Connell issued the invitation, it became an 
annual ritual; the oldest and the youngest of the brothers in the family would visit their 
mother’s grave and then have a meal at some chain restaurant nearby as they exchanged 
an hour of stiff conversation. Afterwards, Terry would take the train back to the city. 
Other than this yearly meeting, the relationship between them remained remote.  

So, those being the facts, and this year being beset by a virulent disease that had 
curtailed even local travel and almost all human interaction beyond immediate 
household members, Terry did not expect Connell to even bring up the subject of their 
annual pilgrimage to the grave. His intention was to skip this year—and maybe the years 
after that, as well. 

Terry replies to his brother’s text, explaining that he thinks he probably shouldn’t 
make the trip, given that they’re still in the middle of the pandemic. After exchanging a 
few messages back and forth, Connell sends a text saying of course, Terry is right, he 
shouldn’t even have thought about asking him this year. But then he sends another 
message, just a few brief words that read, Maybe we can get together some other time. 
It would be good to see you.  

Sure, Terry texts back and then puts down his phone.  
Later, after watching tv until almost midnight, mostly channel surfing, finding it 

difficult to concentrate on following the plot lines of the police shows or medical 
dramas, which is all that seems to be on except, of course, for the news, Terry heads off 
to bed. The dog follows him and settles himself down beside Terry, stretching out his 
body and almost immediately relaxing into sleep. It’s not so easy for Terry, who has 
found it increasingly difficult to get to sleep as the months of the pandemic drag by. 
Looking at his bedside clock which is relentless in its counting of the night’s long hours, 
he begins to wonder how many other people in the city are lying alone in their beds, 
sleepless, eyes wide open, with only a dreaming dog beside them. 

Maybe it’s just the way his thoughts are drifting off into odd corners as he 
continues to suffer the slings and arrows of the sleepless, but he begins to wonder if he’s 
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turning into the same kind of person as his brother, a single man living alone, seemingly 
detached from the world around him. As far as Terry knows, his brother has never had a 
serious relationship with anyone, man or woman. After serving two tours in the Navy, 
he got a job at an insurance company and there he stayed all his working years, until he 
retired. When he was around Terry’s age, he moved back to his parents’ house to care for 
their mother, who was in her nineties by then, long widowed and in the early stages of 
dementia. It was Connell alone who took over the responsibility of his mother; he never 
once asked any of his brothers for help. He just did what he did, and remains in that 
same house now, the house where they all grew up, an old-ish man himself, walking 
through the same front door, the same rooms as he did when he was a child.  

But, Terry reminds himself, his life has hardly been anything like that up until the 
time of coronavirus. He’s had a wife and he’s had girlfriends, along with a couple of guys 
he’s been friends with forever. Just because he’s unattached right now and living by 
himself doesn’t mean that he’s turning into some kind of loner. Or that the dog snoozing 
beside him is a substitute for human company. He loves the dog and it’s good to have 
another living presence in the apartment, but now, in the middle of the night, even the 
dog presents a source of concern for him. It’s relatively young, and because of Terry’s 
limited ability to walk, he lies in bed obsessing over questions such as whether or not the 
dog is getting enough exercise. And then a different, bleaker thought knocks the exercise 
issue out of first place on his list of dog-related worries: what happens when this dog 
dies? Would Terry get another one? It might be unfair to get a puppy because by then 
he’ll likely be getting old-ish himself, and what would become of it if he were to die? 
Who would take care of the dog? These, Terry decides, are awful thoughts. Awful and 
useless. He reminds himself that there was a time in his life when he thought about big 
issues like social justice, inequality, world peace, and climate change, but here he is, 
wide awake in the hours before dawn, fretting over who he could ask to take care of an 
imaginary successor to his current dog just in case he, Terry, suddenly keels over and 
dies. 

He eventually falls asleep, and when he wakes up in the morning, he finds that 
his brother is on his mind. Before he even makes himself a cup of coffee, he picks up his 
phone and re-reads the text exchange with Connell. Maybe it’s all the crazy thoughts he 
was having last night but now, the last thing his brother wrote sounds out of character 
for him. Sad, almost. Almost lonely. Maybe we can get together some other time. It 
would be good to see you. Connell just doesn’t say things like that. 

Terry has his breakfast, takes his pain medication even though it barely helps at 
all, and when he takes the dog out, tries his best to walk one block longer than he usually 
does, which makes the feeling of having shards of glass in his leg even worse. No matter 
what he’s thinking—and he finds that he’s thinking of actually making the trip to New 
Jersey—how could he possibly do it? He doesn’t think he’d even be able to walk through 
Penn Station to get to the train. 

Well, he decides, he can try. He’s supposed to only take his pain meds three times 
a day but the hell with that, he thinks: he’ll just take double the dose. He’s been taking 
so much pain medication for so long that taking more of it over the course of one day is 
not going to kill him: he just has to hope it will help. So, he checks the New Jersey 
Transit schedule for Saturday, which is extremely limited, but there are a few trains 
running between the city and the stop in New Jersey that’s nearest the cemetery. He 
reads all the warnings on the NJT web site about wearing a mask on the platform and on 
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the train, staying socially distant, etc. etc., then texts his brother that he’s changed his 
mind about the visit and tells him what time his train will arrive so that Connell can pick 
him up in his car. Sitting at his kitchen table, looking out at the luminous flowering 
gardens behind the townhouses across the back alley of his building, Terry thinks, 
Maybe it will do me some good to get out, even for a day. 

On Friday, his doctor’s office calls to schedule his steroid injection for next week. 
On Saturday morning, he takes twice his regular dose of medication and puts more 
capsules in a pill container that he stashes in a zippered pocket of his jacket. Then he 
puts on a mask, goes downstairs and is lucky enough to find a taxi cruising by just half a 
block away. When he gets out at Penn Station and starts walking through the terminal—
a place that is too quiet, too empty to easily connect with the image of the busy plazas 
crowed with commuters that he carries in his mind—the pain in his leg is manageable. 
It’s there, but it’s not completely debilitating. Still, it does occur to him that he probably 
could have used that as an excuse to get out of this trip. Even today, when his sympathy 
for however lonely his brother may or may not be has already begun to wane, he could 
have called and cancelled, but since he’s never so much as mentioned his back problems 
to Connell before, bringing it up now would seem like a lame excuse. Like a lie. So, all he 
wants is to do is just get through the day and get home. Home to his dog and his 
straight-line apartment with its view of the back gardens of the townhouses, lush and 
green and scented with spring. 

The board listing arrivals and departures that hangs over the NJT waiting area is 
another reminder that it is, indeed, still Covid time, since it also displays the schedule 
for Amtrak trains that crisscross the country but this morning, shows not a single train 
going anywhere except the few that are traveling back and forth to New Jersey. One of 
those trains is the one Terry needs to board, but since it won’t be arriving for a while and 
he’s worried about trying to stand for too long a time, he finds a seat in the near-
deserted waiting area until he hears the announcement that his train is in the station 
and is ready to receive passengers.  

About an hour later, when he gets off at his stop, he sees Connell standing by his 
car in the parking lot. The pain in Terry’s leg remains a dull ache that he can will himself 
to ignore, so he steps down the stairs and walks over to Connell, who looks exactly the 
same as when Terry saw him last year: tall and trim, dressed in gray slacks and a light 
spring overcoat.  

Terry shakes Connell’s hand, since the two of them are not in the habit of 
embracing, and perhaps they’re not supposed to, anyway, because of Covid. However, as 
if, by unspoken agreement, they both remove their masks when they get into the car. 
Then, as they drive to the cemetery, they exchange some recent news. Terry tells Connell 
about his furlough from work but quickly adds that he’s collecting unemployment, so 
he’s fine, just fine. Connell shares a story about needing to make some repairs to house 
and how complicated that turned out to be because Covid-related delays had caused 
shortages of the necessary materials. And that’s about it.  

Although they drive the rest of the way in silence, the cemetery is nearby so both 
men believe that the lag in their conversation is hardly noticeable. 

As they pass the cemetery gatehouse, Connell slows the car to steer it along a 
narrow road that winds through the vast, park-like acres of trees and grassy plots of land 
that belong to the dead. He guides the car to a familiar spot near a stone mausoleum, 
where the two men get out and walk the rest of the way. The sky above them is gray and 
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drizzly but shows signs of clearing up. In the distance, thin white clouds hang across the 
horizon like a paper chain. 

When they’re finally standing at their mother’s grave, Connell bends down to 
place a bouquet of long-stemmed gladiolas, his mother’s favorite flower, near the 
headstone. Terry adds a bunch of mixed blooms wrapped in green tissue paper that he 
bought a lone vendor’s cart outside Penn Station. Then the two men clear away twigs 
and pebbles from the gravesite. Connell bows his head and says a brief prayer while 
Terry listens.  

With the visit concluded, the brothers return to the car. Terry assumes their next 
stop will be at whatever nearby restaurant with an outdoor patio that Connell has 
selected. But when he asks, Connell says he’s bought cold cuts, rolls, and potato salad, 
and thought they’d have lunch at the house, since that would be safer than even eating 
outside, at a restaurant. 

Twenty minutes later, they are turning into the quiet, suburban street where 
Terry and his brothers grew up. Here, there are small lawns fronting small houses, each 
seemingly clapped together with the same type of vinyl siding and asphalt tiles. The 
house that belonged to Terry and Connell’s parents, but is now Connell’s alone, is in the 
middle of the block. Connell heads the car into the driveway and then Terry, is, in a 
manner of speaking, officially back home. 

He can’t remember the last time he was at the house, but it had to have been ages 
ago. In the years since he moved back here, Connell has painted all the rooms and made 
a lot of changes to the interior of the house, but to Terry, nothing looks all that different, 
though at least the picture of Jesus that always spooked him because the eyes seemed to 
follow you no matter where you went, has long been disposed of. Otherwise, this is still 
just a modest house, modestly decorated and dimly lit in order to save on the cost of 
electricity—though Terry thinks that for Connell, enforcing their father’s edicts about 
being penny-wise is probably more because of habit than a financial consideration.  

Connell asks Terry for a hand in the kitchen though all they have to do, he says, is 
grab some beers from the refrigerator and bring the lunch stuff out to the back porch. As 
they arrange the food on a card table and settle themselves into a pair of folding chairs, 
the sun finally comes out. The porch, which is made of oak planks, is a small add-on 
feature that their father built many years ago. Connell has installed a striped awning 
overhead, which adds a cheery note to the otherwise familiar view of their neighbors’ 
backyard fences and weathered patio furniture. None of the neighbors seem to be 
anywhere around. 

“So,” Connell says, before he begins to eat, “how are the cops?” 
“I don’t really know,” Terry replies. “I haven’t talked to them in a while.” 
Connell nods and begins paying attention to his food. Terry does, too. Both feel as 

if they’ve done their familial duty by this brief acknowledgment of their other siblings, 
the two who were born between Connell and Terry. There are no ill feelings between the 
brothers, there just isn’t much of a connection. The cops are named Joseph and Michael, 
and though they followed their older brother’s example by enlisting in the military after 
high school, that’s where their paths diverged from both Connell and Terry. The two 
middle sons were boisterous boys who became rough, edgy men, each married several 
times, each with children who Connell and Terry know little about. Terry is the only one 
of the four boys who had no interest in joining the military, which Joseph and Michael 
seemed to take as some sort of dereliction of duty, or maybe as a personal affront. 
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Connell, however, did not add to the criticism, which Terry accepted as meaning that he 
thought Terry should make his own choices. 

Now, once Terry and Connell have finished their meal, the conversation between 
them becomes mostly chit chat about cousins and other relatives that Terry has nearly 
forgotten but Connell keeps up with, at least to some degree. Everything seems pleasant, 
fine, until Terry stands up to grab another beer from the kitchen and a lightning bolt of 
pain shoots through his leg. It happens so quickly and is so intense that he inadvertently 
cries out. 

 “Terry?” Connell says. “What’s wrong?” 
“I’m just having some trouble with my back,” Terry says as he carefully slides 

himself down into his chair. “The pain kind of runs down my leg. It’ll be gone in a 
minute.” 

But it isn’t. He’s forced to ask Connell to get the vial of pain pills out of his jacket 
pocket and bring it to him. “Is that going to help?” Connell asks, as he watches Terry 
swallow the medication. 

“I hope so,” Terry replies, though what he thought he was going to tell his brother 
was Yes. Sure. 

“It did look to me like you were struggling a bit to walk, back at the cemetery,” 
Connell says. 

“Really?” Terry says. He’s surprised. He thought he had been hiding his pain 
pretty well but apparently, he’s been fooling himself.  

“Are you going to be able to make it home okay? Connell asks. 
This time, Terry is able to say yes, and tells himself that is true. “As a matter of 

fact,” he adds, “I think we probably need to start heading to the station. It’s getting late.” 
Terry feels invaded by pain, surrounded by it, but manages to limp through the 

living room and back out to the car. It’s only until Connell backs out of the driveway that 
Terry realizes they’ve left everything out on the table—the remains of their sandwiches, 
the plastic tub of potato salad, napkins, half-empty bottles of beer. His mother would 
never have allowed that and it is also uncharacteristic of his brother to leave that kind of 
disarray unattended to, but today, that’s exactly what he’s done. 

Just as they are getting out of the car in the parking lot by the train station, Terry 
hears his phone ping. “Oh, shit,” he says, as he reads an alert from New Jersey Transit 
saying that his train is cancelled. There’s a broken rail on the tracks and there is no 
estimate of when service will be restored. 

Terry shares the information with his brother but has already come up with a 
back-up plan. “Maybe I can catch a bus,” he says. Connell stands by the car, watching as 
Terry scans the bus schedule, but it’s a weekend, and it’s Covid, so the next bus won’t be 
for two hours. Terry could ask Connell to take him back to the house to wait, though he 
can’t imagine what the two of them will do with all that time. They had already just 
about run out of conversation. Maybe they could watch a movie or something, but it’s 
hard to imagine such a scenario. Terry and his brother have been cordial all day, even 
friendly, but in reality, they aren’t friends, they aren’t pals, and he can’t get his mind 
around the idea of sitting in the living room, sharing a couch with his brother and 
staring at the tv while the ghost of his parents, who had some epic fights in this room 
that resulted in threats and broken furniture, slowly begin to materialize. 

“When’s the next bus?” Connell asks. 



39 
 

“Not for a while,” Terry says, not having decided, yet, if he should tell Connell just 
how long “a while” actually is. But before he can even form another thought, his leg 
demands his attention again. A feeling of pins and needles—sharp stabs edged with a 
burning sensation—has suddenly begun to take over his leg. 

“I think I’d better sit down for a minute,” Terry says, as he starts to limp towards 
a bench at the foot of the stairs leading up to the train platform. But Connell comes 
around the side of the car and takes his arm, steering Terry back into the passenger seat. 

“That’s it,” Connell says, as he gets back behind the wheel. “I’m going to drive you 
home.” 

“No,” Terry says. “It will take you at least an hour both ways.” That’s too much of 
a favor, too much to ask or expect. “I’ll be fine,” Terry insists. “My medication just hasn’t 
had a chance to take effect yet. By the time we get to the bus station…” 

“I’m not driving you to the bus station,” Connell says as he starts up the car again. 
His voice is as even-toned as it has been all day, but nevertheless, Terry gets the message 
that this is his brother’s way of insisting. “You’ll have to give me directions,” Connell 
says, then apologizes for the fact that he’s forgotten Terry’s address. “I know I can take 
the Turnpike to the Holland Tunnel, but once we get into the city, I’ll be lost.” Then he 
turns, briefly, to look at his brother. With his eye back on the road Connell says, “Don’t 
worry. This is fine. I can use the change of scenery.” 

The only scenery they’ll see along the New Jersey Turnpike are the maze of pipes, 
smokestacks, and giant holding tanks for gas and oil belonging to the chemical and 
petroleum plants that line the highway, interspersed with miles of polluted wetlands, 
but Terry just can’t muster the will to make a cogent argument against letting Connell 
drive him back to Manhattan: he’s in too much pain and all the medication he’s taken is 
beginning to make him feel blurry. He naps on and off on the way home; later, most of 
what he will remember from this trip are his brother’s hands on the steering wheel. They 
are the thin, big-knuckled hands of a man growing old. The hands of his older brother. 
The sailor. The insurance agent. A person whose life he knows very little about. 

Terry wakes up as they are driving through the tunnel “I fell asleep,” he says, 
when he realizes what’s happened. “I apologize.” 

“You must have needed the rest,” Connell says. He seems to be thinking about 
something, deciding if it’s okay to ask a question. “So,” he says finally, “what does your 
doctor say about all this?” 

“He’s been giving me steroid injections which had been helping for a while, but 
not anymore. He’s going to try again one last time, but if this doesn’t work, I’ll probably 
need to have surgery.” 

 “That doesn’t sound good.” 
“No, it’s not.” 
Again, Connell seems to hesitate before he speaks. “If you do have surgery, is 

there someone who can help you out afterwards?” 
“It’s not that big a deal,” Terry says. The lie comes easily. He feels that he has 

already told Connell more than he wanted to. 
“No?” Connell says. “I’ve had back problems myself. Maybe it runs in the family. 

I’ve been lucky enough not to need any kind of operation but I did look into what it’s 
like, just in case. I know the recovery can be a little tough.” 

“I have friends,” Terry says. 
“Good,” Connell says. “That’s good. It’s important to have help.” 
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Terry changes the subject by starting to guide Connell through the city streets 
heading to his apartment. Connell follows Terry’s lead by dropping any references to 
back problems and operations; instead, he remarks on how quiet the city seems. How 
empty of people, though to Terry’s eyes, the streets still look busier than they have been 
in months. 

When they reach the Village, Connell navigates the narrow streets, looking 
around at the mix of new buildings and old tenements, all surrounded by colorful 
storefronts and small restaurants. Some of the restaurants are closed but many are still 
offering take-out and whatever open-air dining they can squeeze out of a tiny back alley 
or a few feet of sidewalk space. Here, there are a good number of people walking around, 
taking advantage of the afternoon, which continues to be brightened by sunshine. The 
days are growing longer now, the sunlight feels warmer than it was when all the sun 
seemed able to spare were the thin rays it delivered throughout the cold winter months. 
The time of lockdown and fear. 

“Have you ever been to this part of the city before?” Terry asks his brother, seeing 
how curious he seems to be about the passing scenery. 

“No,” Connell says. “I mean, I’ve been to the city, of course. I remember when I 
was in the Navy, for instance, we docked here once, for Fleet Week. When we were on 
leave, though, we mostly saw Times Square, Central Park, the Empire State Building. 
You know, we did touristy things. And then there was your wedding, of course. To 
Emily.” 

“That was actually over in Brooklyn,” Connell says. “At her parents’ church.” 
Connell smiles. “Well, shows you how much I know,” he replies. 
When they reach Thompson Street, there are no parking spots, so Connell pulls 

into an open space by the fire hydrant outside Terry’s building, since the plan is just is 
drop Terry off and then head back to New Jersey. But as Terry struggles to raise himself 
out of his seat, Connell gets out of the car and comes around to the passenger side. 

“Do you need help?” he asks. 
“No, I’ve got it,” Terry answers as he finally manages to get to his feet. “So listen,” 

he says to Connell, “thanks very much. I mean it. It was very nice of you to drive me all 
this way.” 

“My pleasure,” Connell says. His response sounds perfunctory, but there is a look 
on his face, something in the clear-eyed gaze he focuses on his brother that makes Terry 
turn away. He feels embarrassed. 

He gets out his keys and limps over to the front door of the building. But before 
he unlocks it, he turns around and sees that Connell has walked a few steps towards him 
and is now standing halfway between the parked car and Terry’s front door. 

“Something occurred to me,” Connell says, “and I thought I’d mention it to you. 
It’s just a thought, but you know, if you do need to have an operation, you could stay 
with me while you recover. I mean, I could pick you up from the hospital and drive you 
back to the house.” 

Terry is so totally surprised by this that he blurts out the first thing that comes to 
his mind. “I have a dog,” he says. 

“What’s his name?” Connell asks. 
“Kip,” Terry replies, thinking that having brought up the subject of the dog seems 

ridiculous. Like he is a child who overvalues how interested someone else would in 
hearing that he has a pet.  
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“Well,” Connell says, “I could pick up Kip, too, and bring him along.” 
The idea of being carried back home to New Jersey—with his dog, no less—

wounded, broken, needing who knows how much help—though from the depths of 
memory, specific, worrisome things the doctor told him about post-surgery recovery 
now come floating back to the surface, like the fact that he will need to stay in bed for 
some time, and even when he’s finally allowed up, there will be no bending, no lifting, 
no raising his arms above his head for quite a while—is genuinely frightening. He finds 
himself thinking that if he goes back to New Jersey, lies down on a bed in his old room 
and stares at the same old walls—no matter how many new coats of paint they have 
received—he will never get back home, to his apartment. And suddenly, the thought of 
that apartment, the three small rooms he walks through, one after the other, day after 
day, seems precious to him. The city itself seems precious, immeasurably important in 
all its seasons. Once a boy from the suburbs, he cannot imagine, now, how he could live 
anything other than an urban life, or imagine a future not built on a foundation of urban 
settings, the sight of secret back gardens hidden behind crowded streets, or the company 
of other early-morning dog walkers, the park a few blocks away where there’s always 
someone playing a guitar, kids roller skating around the splashing fountain, and of 
course, more people walking dogs. If he leaves this beautiful, injured city now, he will be 
diminished. He wants to be here when it recovers, just as he wishes to recover, himself. 

As if he knows what his brother is thinking Connell asks, “Do you have a couch?” 
Without waiting for an answer, he says, “If you’d be more comfortable, I could come stay 
with you for a while. Like I said, I can always use a change of scenery.” 

Suddenly, Connell takes a few quick steps towards Terry and leans forward to kiss 
him on the cheek. Terry is astonished, completely at a loss for words. Connell simply 
nods, as if confirming for himself that he’s done the right thing. 

“Well,” Connell says, “you know where I am if you need me.” And then he returns 
to the car and drives away. 

The following Wednesday, as Terry lies on an operating table in the outpatient 
department of the hospital, as the anesthesiologist tells him to count back from ten, as 
his doctor prepares to give him this final steroid injection before surgery becomes the 
only option, Terry’s last thought, as he drifts off into dreamland, is of his brother. And 
how he should have kissed him back. 
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Betty Jo’s Kitten Died in the Cellar 
Karyn M. Bruce 

--For Richard 

 
In the old Hemingway House 
the wooden fans turn slowly enough to arouse the scent 
of stale tobacco & long mornings 
when voices crawled across unfinished manuscripts. 
 
The Spanish bedrooms are painted 
with musty sunsets & colors of the cheapest wine 
while ragged rugs lay casually across the wooden floors 
as if someone had just shuffled across them. 
 
I come here to this house again & again 
to walk along the tiled porches like the six-toed cat 
who ignores the trespassers & memorized speeches 
of tour guides & the exuberant readers of your work. 
 
I was twelve when I found out you were dead 
long before I knew you were alive. 
From you I learned the word “suicide” 
& even then, I thought it was a waste of vocabulary. 
 
My mother’s friend, Josephine, had given me 
To Have and Have Not, but the pages had yellowed 
& the book was dusty  
& the word “death” crept up my fingers as I read. 
 
Years later, I would struggle through your imagination, 
find it empty and unresolved with the hollowness 
of the last moment of The Sun Also Rises.  
I often wondered if it was me or your writing, 
as I sat in that Ohio college classroom 
filled with students who hung on your every word, 
that prevented me from knowing that Georgette, 
the character I loved the most, was a prostitute.  
 
I do not want to be remembered as I remember you, 
gone, as I walk into each garden, near the pool, 
& rest in the summer’s chair, 
while inside the bed of philodendron 
golden eyes fill with shadows, 
your cats living as if nothing has changed. 
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I sit beneath the umbrella leaves  
all through the stickiness of this afternoon 
& think about Betty Jo, 
a cat who lost her kitten in the cellar 
& the poem I will write to honor her. 

 
 

Construction in an Alley 
Sheridan Turton 
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The Guts Got Tangled in the Sun 
Stan Sanvel Rubin 

 
 

That morning, a sheen like ice 
met us when we woke. 
Small fish filled the canal, 
 
disturbed our morning coffee 
with their sadness, 
as if they’d been dropped 
 
by handfuls to die  
in that place, in such numbers. 
When we returned, 
 
alert fishermen must  
have taken most for bait. 
Scavenger birds and eels  
 
had come for the rest, leaving 
small threads of skin and gut  
floating on sunset. 
 
Coins of light  
shimmering together for a moment 
like a mirror. 
 
Notes of a music 
we can’t hear 
made visible. 
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Red Horse Drum 
Marilyn Whitehorse 
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Maybe When the Wind 
Stan Sanvel Rubin 

 
 

Maybe when the wind comes again 
we will be someplace else 
 
before it can blow through the cracks 
in the slat walls of our hearts 
 
before it can blow us apart 
like it did last time 
 
when the wind came through the windows 
and took the chimney down 
 
and we stood facing each other 
in a room covered with dust and wreckage. 
 
So hard to recover. So much to rebuild. 
This time we will know what to do 
 
when the storm begins 
howling in the night like a memory, 
 
the worst memory, 
wind you can’t stop 
 
that twists the trees and crosses the cemetery 
where we tried to bury our corpses, 
 
and maybe, with luck, we did. 
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Keeping Chins Up 
G.M. Monks 

 
 
Persistent rain sometimes all day, for days and days turned Improvement 

Compound 137 into eighty-five dismal acres. Even the noisy and raucous wild parrots 
surrendered and stayed hunkered down in trees. While trudging to her office, Macaroon 
notices the sun peeking through clouds, creating a rainbow. Desiring a better view, 
needing a better mood, wanting something to change, feeling stuck, wanting inspiration, 
she veers off her usual route and walks around a plain cinder-block building toward the 
twenty-foot perimeter wire fence. Another rainbow starts, arcing its way under the top 
one across the sky, from hill to hill following its twin. A double rainbow means 
transformation and magic, meaning good change is afoot. Yes, that’s true. She hopes, she 
hopes. 

A cacophonous parrot flies overhead as if announcing the storm is finished. 
Another one perches on top of a light pole and spreads its blue and red wings, drying out 
beneath the almost forgotten full sun breaking free of gray clouds. Grass blankets the 
nearby hills with deep lush green, a hint of blue. Perhaps violets. Pure nature, healthy like 
oranges, salmon, and quinoa. She stands there wasting time gazing at the town of Great, 
half hidden by low-lying morning fog, that lies further out in the long valley.  

Wasting more time, but this kind of time is meant to be wasted, splurged, frittered 
away so she strolls the longest way to her office where stacks of work await. It feels good 
being a touch irresponsible on a day like today. She meanders past more cinder-block 
buildings, each containing five separate residential units. The place exists to treat 
Extraneous People—otherwise known as the Xs. 

Macaroon arrives in her office, which she shares with Biscuit. Those aren’t their 
real names. A year ago, Jorge—a polite X, sometimes funny, writer of sonnets of 
existential angst—said they reminded him of his older sisters (recently deported as illegal 
aliens), whom his mother (also deported) had nicknamed Biscuit and Macaroon. He 
looked at Louise and called her Macaroon, and Carol he called Biscuit. The next day 
Louise and Carol called each other their new nicknames. They agreed to only use them in 
their office when no one else was around. 

After reviewing her schedule Macaroon heads out to a meeting about the 
implementation of the new Refinement and Purification Model of Recovery. Halfway 
there, four parrots loud as a flock fly past, about ten feet overhead. She hears the flapping 
of their wings and sees their feet tucked up underneath. Again breathtaking. Did they fly 
low just for her? Did they see her and know she’d appreciate it? Why not? Many people 
underestimate the intuition of animals. It’s bound to be an excellent day.  

Rumor has it that it’s an honor to be invited to the meeting and could lead to a 
promotion. After a long wait several top management staff enter, including Fred Taft, the 
chief of Improvement Compound 137. Chief Taft introduces a gray-haired man as Mr. 
Steven Baker, Director of the Department of Right and Wrong, and all the Improvement 
Compounds across the country. "He’s here to serve us. We’re blessed to have him. He will 
help us do our jobs better," Chief Taft says. His introduction—full of compliments—drags 
on and on. The other top management staff say they feel blessed to be able to work with 
Director Baker. Then several residential unit managers in the audience say they feel 
honored to be at the meeting. 
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Director Baker stands tall for a short, bald-headed man. Perhaps it’s his navy-blue 
suit, alligator belt, his perfectly pressed white shirt, and expensive long necktie that 
enhance his stature. His praise for Chief Taft is elaborate as he describes the dedication 
and hard work they’ve done together. He explains how the Refinement and Purification 
Model of Recovery will transform Improvement Compound 137 and help the Extraneous 
People achieve usefulness. He says recovery (he repeats the word, uttering each syllable 
distinctly) will now be within their reach. He scans the room as he says. “The program has 
already been designed. Every step has been expertly designed. Your jobs will be 
remarkably easy. So easy, you will crave challenges. Yes, crave challenges.” 

As he talks, Macaroon notices people nodding in agreement, but no one asks a 
question. She raises her hand. After several minutes Director Baker acknowledges her. 
She says, “Whenever trying to implement improvements, the changes are most effective 
when all involved have input and all suggestions are seriously considered.” 

Director Baker appears surprised and steps back. He steps forward. “Yes, of course. 
That was done at another facility. There’s no need to do it twice.” Baker shrugs. 

“But compounds are each different,” Macaroon says.  
Chief Taft takes off his glasses, juts out his chin, looks directly at her and says, “We 

need to listen to Director Baker for he has much to say. His time is valuable. I suggest you 
think before asking unnecessary questions.” He puts his glasses back on, turns away, and 
yields the floor back to Baker who summarizes the upcoming changes. 

Macaroon sits back in her chair, squeezes her hands together, crosses her legs, 
uncrosses them, and jiggles a foot. Distracted, she accidently kicks the chair in front of 
her. The woman in the chair turns around frowning.  

“Sorry,” Macaroon whispers. 
When the meeting ends Macaroon returns to her office, again taking the long way 

to clear her head. It’s located near building #3, where her assigned Xs live in unit 3E. E 
units are the most restrictive in all the residential buildings and are for those Xs who are 
doing the poorest. She writes a report, goes to the bathroom and notices her hair isn’t 
right. A finger-comb will have to suffice. It’s still not right. So what. Her stomach feels like 
a bunch of acidic marbles. So what. There’s work to do. Can’t say so what. Her eye 
twitches as it sometimes does when she’s stressed.  

 

 
 
Two weeks later the changes commence. The first is the introduction of the 

Refinement and Purification Planning Conference form. Macaroon and Biscuit start using 
it. Two weeks later it’s changed. They’re told the first was just a draft to get the process 
started, to get the staff in the spirit of great change. “I haven’t learned the first version.” 
Biscuit frowns and runs her hand through her well-coifed curls. 

“Good thing you didn’t.” Macaroon wonders how much time it takes for Biscuit to 
style her hair. And why does Biscuit need perfect hair at 137? And perfect fingernails? And 
lovely earrings? And cute sky-blue leather shoes that matches her cute purse? For whom? 
The Xs? She keeps her questions to herself, for Biscuit is quite affable. Looking down at 
her cheap tennis shoes Macaroon realizes her shoelaces need washing. She takes a deep 
breath and lets out a much-needed sigh. The sound itself is comforting. The double 
rainbow, the parrots flying overhead are remembered. 

They learn the second version. Clearly more changes are afoot. When the third 
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version arrives, it comes with the stipulation that all the residential units must now be 
called Good Homes. At the morning meeting for unit 3E, Macaroon tells the Xs the new 
name. Half dissolve into laughter. One drops a piece of trash down the side of his hard 
vinyl chair. Another picks his nose and wipes his finger on his pants. The laughter finally 
stops. A well-groomed X complains someone has body odor and, “You need to sniff out 
Body Odor and tell him to bathe.”  

 She stands there dumbfounded. Finally she says 
everyone needs to bathe—everyday.  

 

 
 
Macaroon’s morning has become a bewildering why, why, why. Is there not a better 

job? But she can’t think that now for she must escort ten of her assigned Xs out of their 
Good Home to another building ten minutes away. There, she must provide an 
educational treatment for them. One X wants to stay in bed and sleep until noon. “Damn 
idiot,” he says. He demands all his treatments be held on his unit like it used to be.  

“I’ll have to write you up.”  
“I’ll have to help you—after dinner, tomorrow after snack time.” He pulls the covers 

over his head. 
Smart-ass. Loser. She’d never tell him that. She’d love to. The others are easier to 

get moving off the residence, down the long hallway to the outside. As they walk on 
grounds, Macaroon points out irises, stately elm trees, and a plump squirrel running up a 
tree and explains why squirrels can run down trees. None of the Xs seem to be listening. 
Several parrots fly overhead and one X asks what kind of birds they are.  

“Parrots,” she says. 
“Actually, they’re macaws and they’re native to Central and South America. There 

are six types,” Jorge says. 
“Thank you. Very useful information.” Macaroon nods. “I understand you have a 

college degree in zoology.”  
“Yes. It’s very useful information. You think it will get me released? I hear the 

tribunal who sent me here adores zoology. It wouldn’t surprise me if they write sonnets 
about it.”  

She’s familiar with Jorge’s habit of being politely sarcastic, which she doesn’t like 
but thinks she’d probably be sarcastic too if she were in his situation. “Might help. You 
never know,” she says. 

Upon arriving at their destination, several Xs from other Good Homes join her 
class. Macaroon begins. “The weekly topic is earning rewards for good behavior in the new 
Achievement Reward System.” When she looks down at her lesson plan, one of the Xs 
says, “We got ars.” Another says, “I like arse. Give me arse.” She doesn’t recognize the 
voices as they sound purposely affected. When she looks up, they’re all smiling except for 
Jack who never smiles. 

She decides it’s best to ignore the funny comments, even though they violate the 
rule about inappropriate speech.  

Jack complains about the stark room. Every so often he interjects, “Do you hate 
your job?” . . . “This room is too small.” . . . “What good will this do me?” . . . “I’m bored.” . 
. . “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” . . . “I’m very bored.” . . . “Boredom.”  

Macaroon does her best to tolerate him but is relieved when class is done. Her next 
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stop is building #3, for an X’s quarterly conference on Good Home 3E. She enters the 
building and passes the entrance to the 3A Home. All A Homes in all residential buildings 
are for Xs who are greatly improved and are almost ready to be sent back to society in the 
Second Opportunity for Usefulness Program. Their front doors are unlocked during 
daylight hours, allowing the Xs to go on the grounds at will. The Xs who live in Good 
Homes B through E need permission to leave their Good Homes and must have their exit 
doors unlocked by their staff. 

Macaroon walks down the long hallway. Several Xs are milling around the 3B 
entry door. They carry bags full of goodies purchased from the Happy Canteen.  

One looks at Macaroon and says, “I have to use the bathroom. Please unlock the 
door.” He’s fidgeting to control the urge. 

“I can’t. It’s against the rules,” Macaroon says. “One of the staff from your 
residence must let you in. Ring the bell again.” 

He jams his thumb on the bell. “Open the door or I’ll pee on the damn floor,” he 
yells. He bangs hard on the metal door. 

Macaroon knows peeing in public could result in him being demoted to Good 
Home 3E. She glances up and down the hallway, lets him in and locks the door. 

One of the remaining Xs asks, “Would you like a soda?”  
“Thank you but I can’t accept. It’s against the rules.”  
His face is scrubbed clean, hair is combed, his well-pressed shirt is buttoned all 

the way up. She wonders how he became an X and at what age. Was it bad luck? Or a 
mistake? Did he make bad choices?  

As she walks down the mostly windowless hallway toward 3E, one of the 
fluorescent light flickers. A skinny X walks by and suddenly he jerks about, then freezes, 
jerks, freezes, back and forth as if he’s mimicking the flicker. He laughs. “The light 
makes me dance.” His voice is raspy. “Dance light, prance site, ranch bite. Nucky, 
nucky.”  

His two escort-staff prompt him to move along. Macaroon knows Nucky Nucky—
not his real name. He was recently transferred back to 3E, after having advanced to 3B. 
It’s reported he got scared of success, gave up and fell apart. He flickers on down the 
hallway. Does he deny his condition? Does he plain not recognize it? Was he born an X? 
She hopes maybe she can help Nucky Nucky. He will be on her caseload. 

Macaroon arrives at her unit conference room. The new periscope catches her 
attention. Per order of Director Baker, all Good Home Es in each residential building 
have recently been fitted with a periscope. They were installed to show the Xs a glimpse 
of the outside world and to motivate them to work harder to achieve discharge. She 
raises the apparatus and looks through the viewer at one of the nearest hills. It’s like 
she’s on a submarine. The Beatles and their Yellow Submarine come to mind. She 
decides she will not be deterred. Maybe through her work an X will achieve eventual 
incorporation back into useful society. She lowers the periscope just before Jorge, 
accompanied by Biscuit and two other staff, arrive for Jorge’s quarterly conference.  

Mel, newly promoted to the position of assistant facilitator, shows up and sits 
down. He owes his promotion to Director Baker who created positions of facilitator and 
assistant facilitator. “Please act as if I’m not here. My job is to observe staff working, to 
help them do their jobs better,” Mel tells Jorge. He writes on a sheet of paper but says 
nothing more. Mel’s presence reminds Macaroon she was never invited back to 
management meetings nor promoted to a facilitator job. 
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Jorge is clean-shaven; his clothes are clean; he doesn’t smell. He never does. He’s 
fit and muscular. He talks in full sentences with nouns, verbs, objects, adjectives, and 
adverbs—better than some staff. He always does. He knows which day of the week it is 
and the month and year. He can subtract by sevens starting with one hundred. He 
answers questions, expresses positive feelings, and says several Thank yous. 

“Any questions?” Biscuit asks. 
“Yes,” he says. “I hear 137 is getting rid of the macaws. Is that true?” 
“You mean the parrots?” 
“They’re macaws.” 
“Whatever. They’ve just set out traps for them,” Biscuit quietly taps her index 

finger on the table. “You know parrots carry disease? They’ll be shipped to a place where 
they can live peacefully.” 

“But no one bothers them here,” Jorge says with a matter-of-fact tone of voice. 
“We don’t want people to get sick. We want to protect you.” Biscuit says. 
“From macaws? No one touches them. We admire them.” Jorge makes a slow, 

sweeping, graceful gesture with his hand, palm up.  
“We like them too.” Macaroon wonders if Jorge likes dancing. 
“The Department of Healthy Bodies says they carry disease,” Biscuit says. 

“They’re wild, you know.”  
“I get sick from three yahoos in a dank room with one small window. One smells 

bad. One wakes up in the middle of the night, making noises—‘Bof, bof, bof.’ He claims 
he’s Napoleon. Another claims he had to murder someone to save mankind. How would 
you like to sleep in a room with a murderer?” He raises his voice a tad. “Fifteen years 
I’ve been here.” He takes a deep breath. “I’d like to move to a Good Home A or a B or a 
C.” Jorge looks at everyone, one by one, and slowly clasps his hands together on the 
table. A polite gentleman. 

“Maybe it’s possible,” Macaroon says. “You’re doing much better. Very well, in 
fact, whenever you’re out on grounds. We get no complaints about you. We want you to 
have a useful life. Perhaps we can influence your placement higher up on the waiting 
list.”  

“You know what I like about macaws?” He smiles. “Their ancestors were 
dinosaurs. If I was a T-Rex and I realized what my descendants would look like eons 
later. Wow . . . impressive.” Jorge’s face transforms into a look of amazement. His face 
turns serious. “So what do you think your descendants will look like? Think they’ll be 
small enough to hide under a leaf?” 

“Interesting idea—the age of miniatures,” Macaroon’s voice perks up. 
“They’ll be monsters.” He chortles and holds his arms tight to his jiggling chest 

and finally stops his funniness. “I’m sorry. I’m inappropriate.” He clamps his lips 
together trying to stifle more laughter. 

Macaroon thinks his apology is sarcastic. What to say? Something should be said.  
After an awkward silence, Biscuit gets up, walks over to the periscope, and raises 

it to its highest level. She points it in the direction of Great, lying in the valley and up the 
side of nearby hills. Looking into the viewer, she pushes a button, and the town is 
suddenly on the opposite wall for everyone to see. Barely in view is the spot where the 
Messorio River flows into the Colorudea River. The bright sun makes them sparkle like 
diamonds. “See, this is where you can go if you complete the criteria for discharge,” she 
says. 
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“I was told years ago I was close to discharge,” Jorge says. “They had no periscope 
to show me the town but they said when I complete the criteria for discharge, I’d be 
placed in Great. I’d be happy if you transfer me to any Good Home A. Even a B or a C. 
There’s more room and two windows in each bedroom.” 

“I’ll see what we can do.” Macaroon uses her peppy voice.  
“Do you remember why you were transferred back from Good Home 3A to 3E?” 

Biscuit asks. “You tested positive for opiates.” 
“I had a horrific toothache, an abscess, and couldn’t get the staff to give me 

anything for pain,” Jorge says. “Was it so bad I borrowed someone’s pain pill?” 
“No. He cheeked the pill for you and you paid him money for it,” Biscuit says. 
“Wouldn’t you do that if you were in great pain? I think you would,” Jorge says. 
“It’s the rule.” Macaroon is getting to hate those words. 
“Thank you for agreeing with me.” Jorge nods. 
“She didn’t agree with you.” Biscuit folds her arms across her chest. “And the staff 

were trying to get a pain pill for you.” 
“Oh, she agreed. Her sheepish look gave her away. She doesn’t usually look 

sheepish. Often, she looks friendly, not like you.”  
“You’re staff-splitting.” Biscuit’s voice turns steely. 
“Immensely sorry. Please forgive. But one last thing—I’ve seen several Xs get 

worse after arriving here. Do you know what it feels like seeing that happen?” Jorge 
asks. 

“I can’t say I do,” Macaroon puts her elbows on the table and rests her chin on 
her hands, thinking—It must make you feel hopeless. 

“Maybe you plain don’t understand.” He unclasps his hands and lays them palm 
up on the table. “You want to psychoanalyze us. Or treat us like we’re bad protoplasm. I 
stole a little steak off my neighbor’s barbecue grill. He left his gate open. I didn’t steal his 
wallet on his picnic table. Got sent here because they said I was whacked out. Maybe I 
was. Talking to voices. Is that criminal? Do you ever consider maybe, just maybe that’s 
not right? Fifteen years for a cheap steak and hearing voices?” His deep voice is calm 
like he’s simply asking reasonable questions that deserve answers.  

Macaroon swallows, gives a nod. “Maybe.” She swallows again. It feels like her 
throat is too small. She notices his fingernails are clean and trim, better than hers. She 
feels inadequate. 

Breaking the uncomfortable silence, Biscuit says. “We have a meeting to attend 
and must end the conference.”  

After Jorge says thank you and leaves the room, Mel says, “Many things you did 
right. You did an excellent job of managing Jorge. I knew him when I used to work on 
another Good Home. He now has some understanding of usefulness. And you used the 
periscope. Some teams still forget to use them. I gave you six out of eight goods, but 
since you got two incompletes, you failed.” 

“That’s not fair. You said we did almost everything right.” Macaroon frowns. 
“You didn’t use the newest form for recording the conference or the pre-

conference form.” Mel twiddles his pen. 
“Yes, the forms. But what about the things we did right?” 
“You must use the new forms. They’re doing it on other Good Homes.” 
“It’s just paperwork. It’s not treating the X.” Trying to remain calm, Macaroon 

stacks her papers in a perfect pile to funnel distress. 
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“It’s what I’m told. Director Baker will be back in three months to assess 
progress. Plus, these conferences should last only fifteen minutes. You took thirty.” He 
gives a half-smile for a half-second. 

“But Jorge had much to say. It benefitted him,” Macaroon asserts. She holds back 
a glare. Another barely gets through. 

“I’m only telling you what I’m told. The conferences should last a maximum of 
fifteen minutes. You must get better at doing them because in several months these 
quarterly meetings must be held monthly for every X. That’s lots of conferences.” Mel 
leaves after saying he’ll be back at random times. After the other treatment staff leave, 
it’s just Macaroon and Biscuit at the table. 

 “Why’s Mel needed?” Biscuit asks. 
Macaroon shakes her head. “I want another job.”  
 “I’ve thought the same, but our pay is good. We make much more than the 

average worker.” Biscuit does the money gesture with her fingers and thumb. “Plus, 
we’re not required to work overtime.” 

“True.”  
“And on sunny days when there’s no haze, we can see Mt. Whipley from our office 

window.” 
Macaroon sighs and remembers the time she climbed halfway up Mt. Whipley. 

She thinks of her college student loans that still aren’t repaid. Rent is expensive. And car 
payments. She needs a new computer. “You’re right. You always see the positive. But 
how long have you worked here?”  

“Two. And you?” 
“Six.” 
The next day Macaroon, Biscuit, and their team receive memos saying they are to 

attend a training session at 2:00 p.m. the following day in the training department. 
 

 
 
At 2:12 p.m., a man walks into the training room and plops down a stack of 

papers on a table. “My name is Joe Smith.” He looks at his watch, then peruses the 
room. “I just left a meeting that went overtime. There was nothing I could do about 
running late.”  

Macaroon notices the meager apology, the polished shoes, and well-pressed 
clothes. He’s clean-shaven. She’s never seen him before. He’s trim, maybe works out. 
His straw-colored hair is crew cut. He’s good-looking except for his close-set eyes. It’s 
what Macaroon doesn’t like about her own face. She’s glad she chose a seat in the back.  

After passing out handouts, he talks about the newest form.  
Macaroon asks, “You say it takes little time to fill out the form but have you 

considered how much time it takes to gather all the information needed to complete the 
form? We had this problem when we started doing the Holistic Extraneousness Level 
and Problem Assessment form. It required three other forms to complete it.” 

“No. We didn’t do that. I have much material to cover, so questions are only 
allowed at the end. Before you fill out the form you must first determine if the X even 
acknowledges he is afflicted with uselessness. An X who doesn’t is at the Totally 
Ignorant level. He’s at the Mildly Ignorant level if he acknowledges it but doesn’t care. 
At the Lacks Motivation level, he thinks it might be a good idea to become useful but 
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won’t exert any energy in that direction. At the Mildly Committed level, he’s exerting 
some effort. The next is Moderately Committed, which means he’s showing about fifty 
percent actual effort. Your goal is to get them to the Highly Committed level, which 
means eighty percent or greater effort.” He pauses and looks out the window and says, 
“You’ll find all of this in your handouts.” 

On a piece of paper, Macaroon scribbles—Assh _ _e. She stuffs the paper in her 
pocket. 

Looking back at the class, Smith says, “To help determine if an X is at the Highly 
Committed level, you can assess if he’s polite, works at a job, wears clean clothes, and of 
course, follows all rules.” 

Some people nod.  
“After you’ve determined where the X is on the six levels, you complete the form. 

It’s easy. This involves developing a lesson plan with an objective. Remember—the 
objective you want the X to achieve must be observable. Something said or done. For 
example, if he’s at the Totally Ignorant level and denies he’s useless then you might want 
the objective to say something like—X will be able to verbalize the definition of 
usefulness. Feel free to copy the dictionary definition.” Smith gives several examples for 
each of the five other levels. While brushing something off his shirtsleeve, he says, 
“Please remember to give your Xs the list of approved useful tasks. A copy is in your 
handouts.” 

Macaroon notices the person sitting next to her has body odor, but it’s not as bad 
as Smith’s brown-noser odor, and his sycophant speech, and his flunky smile. 

The session ends three minutes late, so no time for questions. Smith says they 
can go to office #40 in building #17 and get their questions answered. “More training 
will follow.” He packs up and leaves. 

Macaroon wonders if her breaking point is days away. Anything could happen. 
She could drive home feeling frazzled, not see a stop sign, cause an accident, get sued, 
lose the car, freak out, lose her job, not pay rent, become homeless, and end up as an X. 

After trudging back to her office, Macaroon looks at piles of paper on her desk. 
New directives have added more responsibilities. After reading several email reminders 
that reports are overdue, she remembers her promise to Jorge that she’d see if she could 
get him moved up the list for a better Good Home. She decides to focus just on Jorge’s 
transfer, which involves writing a final report on him, and putting together a packet of 
forms. When almost finished she finds an ant on her report; she smashes it. Its guts 
stain the paper. Crap. She reprints it on a printer down the hallway. When she goes to 
get it, she discovers the paper has jammed. “Shit,” she whispers, even though everyone 
has left for the day and no one would hear even if she yelled. She fixes the jam, reprints 
it, puts together Jorge’s packet and mails it. 

She heads toward the parking lot. Just past her favorite patch of coneflowers, she 
sees an empty parrot-catching trap hanging from a tree. The door is open. She looks 
around. No one is in sight. Should she close it? Yes? No? Be courageous. She likes 
parrots. No, they’re macaws. The Xs like them. Yes. Very close to the path, there are 
several bushes near the trap and so she walks behind them and then between two of 
them, until she’s at arm’s length to the trap. She breaks off a small branch. Something 
smells like poop. While hoping she hasn’t stepped in any, she sticks her head out of the 
bushes. Slipping her hand out, she jams the broken branch in the trap, trips the 
mechanism, which causes the door to bang shut. She snickers. 
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But what if somehow someone discovers what she did and she gets fired? My god, 
what else can she find to worry about. Take a deep breath, she orders herself. There’s no 
more smell of poop, so she must not have stepped in any. Once outside the security gate, 
there’s a tree branch blocking one of the paths to the parking lot. Several of the path 
lights aren’t working. She trips, falls and skins her knee. “Shit. Shit.”  

Macaroon drives out and heads into Great, which is full of trendy bars and 
restaurants. Hank’s Hangout catches her attention. It’s Wednesday, a work night, but 
she needs some relaxation. What the heck—she parks and goes into Hank’s. The good 
taste of a cold microbrew evaporates when Smith walks in and heads toward her. Should 
she acknowledge him or look down at her beer? She smiles and says, “Hi.” 

He sees her, nods his head and walks on. 
She has voodoo thoughts about him; puts her hand in her pocket and gives him 

the finger. 
 

 
 
A new directive is sent out—the Xs must be provided with more treatment. From 

9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m., five days a week, they must all be placed in two helpful 
activities, each fifty minutes long. These activities were previously referred to as 
educational treatments. The activity cannot be considered helpful if it occurs any other 
time. Seventy-five activities are created such as: How to Manage Your Extraneousness, 
Writing a Return-to-Usefulness Plan, Changing Useless Thinking Through Recycling, 
Usefulness Through Volleyball, or Usefulness Through Happy Canteen Walks, Through 
Clean Shower Stalls, Through Zen Dusting.  

Macaroon is scheduled to provide five activities each week. One day, there is a 
staff shortage and forty Xs are placed in Zen Dusting. Macaroon is told to help provide 
the activity. There are not enough dust rags for everyone. One X takes off his shirt and 
uses it as a rag. Three others do. One of them has a muscular chest that complements his 
rugged-looking face. Macaroon thinks if she saw him on the beach, with no knowledge 
he’s an X, she’d probably be attracted to him. Her head hurts.  

“You can’t do that,” she says to the shirt-removers.  
“You’re not being Zen,” Mike says. “Don’t you know Zen is going with the flow? 

I’m a duster. My hand holds the shirt. It becomes a dust rag. I dust to the right; dust to 
the left; I dust slow, dust fast. I’m the duster. One with the dust. Dust, dust, dust. Must 
dust.” 

“She don’t know Zen? Our teacher here in the now don’t know Zen,” Pete says. “I 
want a Zen teacher.” He chuckles. 

“True. I don’t know Zen.” Macaroon narrows her eyes. 
“Doesn’t Zen mean there’s nothing to know?” Jerry asks. “Zen is nothing to know, 

so if you don’t know Zen, you know.” 
“This is boring. Zen teacher should know this is boring. What’s wrong with her?”  
“She’s not one with the dust. Dust to dust.” 
Macaroon feels like a fool. 
 

 
 
Macaroon, Biscuit, and all other staff who work in residential building #3, are 
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scheduled for more training with Joe Smith. They learn how to expand the lesson plans 
to include interventions to match the objectives they wrote earlier. The objectives must 
say what the X will achieve. The interventions must say what activity the staff will 
provide to assist the X in reaching his objective.  

Xs must now be called helpees because helpee is a more positive term for an 
extraneous person. The Happy Canteen is now the Useful Canteen. Good Homes are 
now Useful Homes. 

Upon hearing this Macaroon wants to pull her hair out. Better to pull out Smith’s 
hair. She’d never do that, but she’d like to kick him somewhere. She bites her lip. If 
Macaroon follows her urges, she’d be bald in a few days, and who knows what damage 
she’d do to Smith. 

 

 
 
Chief Taft and his entourage enter the 3E conference room, just when a 

Refinement and Purification Conference for a helpee named Albert has started. Taft tells 
Albert they’re here to just watch the staff work. They sit down. 

Biscuit asks Albert if he thinks he’s improved in usefulness.  
He says he doesn’t care if he’s useless. He wants to talk about staff chasing 

parrots. “You’ll never catch them. I know birds. They fly away. You’ll get pooped on.” He 
smiles wide with his lips closed tight. 

“Do you like your helpful activities?” Biscuit asks.  
“One of my roommates makes booze by putting sugar and pieces of fruit in water. 

Next, he adds pieces of dried poop because he says poop contains yeast, which makes it 
ferment. Bet you don’t want to know whose poop it is and where he dries it.” 

Biscuit groans. 
Macaroon makes a fist in her pocket to keep from laughing. She notices Albert 

has ignored Biscuit’s question. Taft has been whispering something to his entourage and 
they act as if they haven’t heard what Albert said. 

Albert asks, “Why don’t you do something about all the drugs in this place? You 
staff bring it in.” 

“Yes. It’s unfortunate some staff do. I’m sorry. It shouldn’t happen. Believe me, 
I’ve complained.” Macaroon immediately questions her judgment saying that in front of 
Taft. Avoiding her dilemma, she says, “Do you know you could get sick from poop in 
alcohol?” Immediately she has the overwhelming urge to laugh and needs to make a 
tighter fist.  

“You think I’m stupid?” Albert says. 
“Do the others know?” Macaroon asks. 
“Are you an idiot?” Albert has a snide expression. He turns and looks at Chief 

Taft. He cheerfully says, “I think if you change the name of this place to the Mayo 
Usefulness Resort, this place will get a wonderful reputation and I’ll be proud to have 
spent a good part of my life here.” 

Taft suddenly looks at him. 
Biscuit looks at her watch and says they have gone past the time limit and the 

conference must end. Albert leaves. When Taft and his entourage leave, Biscuit asks, 
“Why did they attend?”  

“Making sure his territory is well marked.” Macaroon makes a face.  
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Months later, word spreads that a helpee committed an Extreme taboo act in a 

Useful Home on the other side of 137. He killed himself.  
Both Biscuit and Macaroon are relieved it didn’t happen in their building. 
Later that day, Macaroon hears Jorge was the helpee who committed suicide. She 

had worked hard to get him transferred to a more advanced Useful Home. Rumor was 
he had messed up and was being sent back. Had he been falsely accused of some 
infraction? It happens. It must’ve made him feel hopeless. He would’ve been better off 
staying put. Was she indirectly the cause of his death? She finds solace at her desk and 
sits there staring out her window until she pulls herself together. She has to. Deep 
breaths and positive self-affirmations help.  

Within a week, there’s a new form for determining if a helpee is at risk of 
committing an Extreme taboo. The new form resembles an old form that had been 
replaced two years ago. Staff must complete the new form for all of their helpees within 
sixty days and must update it annually during the helpee’s birth month. 

 

 
 
At the end of their day, Macaroon and Biscuit go out for dinner in Great but not 

to Hank’s Hangout because Macaroon fears they’ll see Smith there. They go to a place on 
the edge of town. Macaroon picks up the menu and sighs. Suddenly, she slaps the menu 
down on the table and says, “You know what the main problem is? It’s the noisy, smelly 
buildings.”  

“What main problem?” Biscuit asks. 
“At 137. They’re crowded—the helpees. The Xs. Anyone having to live in crowded 

conditions is bound to commit taboos and act crazy. Get them out of the oppressive 
buildings. Put them in houses; give them some peace and quiet. Many of them would 
become useful again.”  

Biscuit frowns and scratches her head. “Director Baker won’t order that. It’s too 
expensive—building more buildings. Buying more land. Actually, there’s plenty of land, 
enough to build lots of homes.” She shrugs.  

“Ahh. You’re learning.” 
They shake their heads and order dinner. 
Next morning at a meeting, they’re told the helpees must now be provided more 

helpful activities. In addition to the morning slot, there must now be an afternoon slot. 
They have three days to do this. They will also have to document each month if the 
helpee has reached his or her objective for each helpful activity. 

Feeling momentum from her comments the night before, Macaroon says, “What 
will be more helpful is to move them out of the crowded residences. This other stuff is 
fluff. Overcrowding causes aggression, despair. And uselessness. And suicide. Look at 
the research. Besides, the Department of Right and Wrong who ordered all this stuff 
violates human rights themselves, so why should they have any credibility?” 

The staff person directing the meeting says, “We have no control over the number 
of helpees in each Home.” He goes on to the next agenda item. 

A day later, Macaroon is called into her immediate boss’s office. Mr. Clancy says 
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her comments at yesterday’s meeting were inappropriate. She mustn’t spread negativity 
about the Department of Right and Wrong. One of the facilitators got word of what she 
said. Then Chief Taft did. She’s told to focus on the healing power of the Refinement and 
Purification Model.  

Macaroon tries not to narrow her eyes, curl her lip, or jiggle her foot.  
With unblinking eyes Mr. Clancy stares. He leans back in his chair and taps his 

chubby fingers on his desk. “Are you not blessed to work here?” 
Silence.  
Macaroon glances at the door, the window, and finally says, “Yes. A big blessing. 

Thank you.” When dismissed she returns to her office and tells Biscuit what happened.  
“You speak up too much. Not a good way to survive here, let alone get promoted,” 

Biscuit says.  
Macaroon realizes Biscuit never expresses contrary opinions when higher-ups are 

present. 
Later that day, Macaroon decides to attend a facility-wide meeting. Usually, she 

avoids them. One of Chief Taft’s assistants is in charge and has a few announcements, to 
which Macaroon pays no attention until he says the parrots have either all flown away or 
been captured. The traps are being removed and there’s a new name for Improvement 
Compound 137. Henceforth it’ll be called the Great Spa for Usefulness 137. Macaroon 
jams her fist against her mouth to silence erupting laughter.  

The assistant next says that early in the morning, officials from the Bureau of 
National Laws went to headquarters and arrested Director Baker on charges of 
committing tax evasion and money laundering in foreign banks. He’s been fired for he 
has brought shame to all our fine corrective spas. There’s a huge gasp.  

Macaroon feels vindicated knowing she had felt there was something bad about 
him. 

Next day after the morning staff meeting on 3E, one of Macaroon’s helpees says 
his sister called and said she read about Baker in the newspaper. He asked if it’s true.  

“Yes,” Macaroon says. 
“Well, well. How about that. The actions of a useful man.” He gives a mocking 

smile and walks away. She returns to her office to escape further embarrassment. 
An emergency meeting for all staff is held two days later. Chief Taft says he has 

observed staff walking with downcast expressions. “You need to walk with your heads 
held high. Hold your chins up. A bit above normal,” he orders. “Starting now. Everyone 
as I do. Up, up, up.” He holds his chin up, and everyone obeys. 

Macaroon and Biscuit, with chins up, return to their office where they lower their 
chins. Macaroon checks her calendar. Planning week is scheduled for next week. 
Helpees can change their schedules and choose different activities if staff agrees their 
choices are good. Biscuit says there’s a new activity called Usefulness Through Raking 
Leaves. And another is called Usefulness Through Chess. They agree it will be 
problematic holding chins up when teaching Raking Leaves or Chess. In a few days, 
they’re told planning week is postponed for a week. Two days later, it’s ordered that 
planning week start again. They have a week to finish.  

The next day the staff is told to finish planning week that day, as the new interim 
Director will be visiting 137 in two days. There’s no time to meet with the helpees to give 
them the opportunity to choose their activities. Macaroon, Biscuit, and their team spend 
all day assigning helpees to whatever’s available. 
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Macaroon reminds everyone the helpee’s response to the helpful activities must 
now be documented monthly. Bill says he’s retiring soon and the paperwork can kiss 
him goodbye. He lowers his chin to his chest. One by one, they all do. Strange sounds 
slip out because it’s hard to laugh with chins down. Chins come up; laughter spews.  

Bill says, “The DoRaw can kiss my fat, obstinate ass.”  
“The who?” Biscuit asks. 
“Department of Right and Wrong. And you know what else? When DoRaw is 

eventually done here, everything will revert right back to what it was before they came. 
And you know what else I say?” Bill farts. The room breaks apart into more laughter. 

When the work is finished Macaroon, chin up, returns to her office. She lowers 
her chin and looks out her window. On the roof of the neighboring building are several 
macaws preening their blue and red feathers. Is she hallucinating? Has she become 
crazy? She rubs her eyes, looks again and sees three staff, on the steps of another 
building, pointing toward the macaws. No, they’ve returned. “Could we be so lucky?” she 
says aloud. More show up. Their feathers fluff up; tail feathers fan out. “Yes, yes.” 
Macaroon laughs so hard her eyes moisten with tears and her sides ache. And then it 
rains like clouds have burst at their nebulous seams. 
 
 

Developers Get Their Wish 
John Grey 

 
The forest is a ghost town. 
All have gone 
though they had no place to go. 
 
Creatures live in memory. 
The shy nibbling deer.  
The waddling whistling groundhog. 
 
I know no ritual  
that could satisfy this ending, 
no call and response, 
just the echo of my own voice. 
   
Some will never know the sounds. 
Others will barely remember. 
The remnants will be razed. 
The soil cemented over. 
Something will be built  
on this very spot. 
It will feel like 
it has always been here. 
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Sunday’s Dawn in This Beachside Village 
Lorraine Caputo 

 

Chickens & geese peck around the rubble left in lots.  
A gold & white cat is chased by a low-flying, squawking bird.  
That poodle-ish dog barks at me as I pass his stretch of this sand road. 
 
Out on the estuary, a concrete breakwater lies fractured.  
A boat from the laguna’s other side heads towards sea.  
A heron stretches its neck to the white-veiled sun. 
 
This Sunday morn’s low tide has brought the fishermen ashore.  
On the bows of their skiffs, they clean & sell the day’s catch. 
 
Out on the greyed turquoise sea, pelicans bob with each shallow wave.  
& overhead frigate birds swoop, seeking a treasured morsel to pirate away. 

 
 
 

McClure’s Birds 
Ann Privateer 
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Ode to the Hot Comb 
Deniqua Campbell 

 
Sundays were for sizzling hot combs, 
Vaseline, Nature’s Blessing, and Luster’s 
Pink Hair Lotion. My scalp burned more 
on special occasions like Easter. 
My Stepping Up ceremony  
was no different. This morning, 
torture would be tolerated. 
My Valedictorian speech 
paraded loudly through the pews 
of Bronx Baptist Daycare Center. 
Hair straightened and curled, 
voluminous and worthy.  
Baby hairs pressed, kitchen neat,  
ribbons tied neatly. They would listen. 
Not one single hair out of place. 
I felt beautiful, we all did. 
Hold your ear! Be still! Mommy would say. 
Turn your head this way, girl! 
Fair warnings that sometimes  
left burn marks on our foreheads. The mark  
of assimilation or sovereignty?  
Of beauty? But to whose standard? 
On that pulpit my words sizzled and popped,  
lie bare like the comb’s teeth  
on the nape of my neck 
When the steam 
was too hot for comfort, the pain, 
the frustration. I no longer 
wanted assimilation. 
Straightened hair was rite of passage, 
beauty’s equivalent, 
prim and proper, 
what’s expected–to tame 
coily hair that grew up and outward,  
free from habitation. Wild, in true form. 
A frightening fragrant memory  
of the manipulation of our 
genetic, ancestral root.  
I had to learn that confidence 
and beauty take precedence 
but would first need to bloom from within.  
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Rockport National Forest, Washington 
Dave Powell 
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Vespula Vulgaris (Common Wasp) 
Elizabeth Chell 

 
The gladiatrix she-devil has a badass waist 
a bullet proof back-alley attitude, 
the intelligencer 
recognizes the fizzgogs of chancers 
defends the sisterhood. 
 
In calm moments she 
self-soothes in whispers 
tiddly on daffodil nectar 
in the dewy yellow morning. 
 
Swirled by the scented breeze 
she flees to protect the vespiary. 
In a sweep, jaws slash and 
venomously melt the marauders meat. 
 
In the nursery 
war tokens lovingly given 
are feasted on by fat grubby 
sisters gratefully secreting 
sibling syrup, a vital adult sustenance 
as tiny waists admit no solids. 
 
As days lose light 
summer yawns into autumn, 
the elders preen the debutantes’ 
eager to blend the gene pool 
before their winter sleep. 
 
Mother has expired, the nest quiet. 
Disposed sister’s hunger blisters 
and in confusion engage humans 
requesting sweetness but meted metered rage. 
Tired, defeated the redundant warrior retreats. 
Craving sisterly companionship 
succumbs to loneliness 
with no one to grieve. 
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A Sea View 
Lorraine Panciera 
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The Philly Cheese-Steak Sandwich 
Karyn M. Bruce 

 
 

I lost another word yesterday. Right there in Flannigan’s Pub.   
We were eating dinner, laughing, commenting on how the waitress  
wasn’t wearing a mask, and I said to my husband, “This is the best…….” 
I looked at my plate, my food right there in front of me, 
the bun, mayo, meat, cheese, my eyes staring down at my food. 
Yes, it was food. I’d had it before. “What is this?”  I asked… 
 
I’m a poet, a grandmother, a wife. I talk and sing and dance 
and bake cookies. For the first time in my whole life 
I have a life.  I no longer put my hands over my ears  
and hide behind furniture because I am afraid my parents  
will kill each other.  I do not run down the street to call the police  
after my father leaves my black-and-blue mother.  
I have a husband, puppies, and neighbors.  I teach school,  
and I crochet blankets.  I read books.  I pray for the repose  
of the soul of everyone who has died. I’m losing my words  
and I am afraid I am losing my words. 
 
Today, I named everything I saw, over and over and over again. 
Paper, computer, pencil, tree, car, bushes, cell phone, door, book, 
coffee cup, garbage pail. I told the birdfeeder it was a birdfeeder,  
and the clock it was a clock, the door it was a door. 
I even spoke to the bar of soap in the bathroom about being soap. 
I am afraid I will die and go to heaven and not know I’m there.   
I won’t remember God, and will ask Him, “Who are You?” 
I won’t remember that I don’t remember. 
 Today, I named everything I saw, over and over and over again. 
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Nature’s Ladder 
Lorraine Panciera 
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Juan’s Texaco 
Jacquelyn Markham 

 
Juan from Puerto Rico waves to us from the  
red and white gas pumps, a circled lone star  
flickers above his head. We pass by the corner of  
Almont and Capac roads on our way home from the 
one-room schoolhouse. “Look both ways  
before you cross the street,” the teacher’s poster  
warns us and we do. My sister Di and brother Duane  
ride the bus to Capac High—seven miles on the  
paved road past the Christie’s farm. After school,  
brother hitchhikes to Almont to visit  
his sweetheart four miles down the paved road.  
Back this way on Almont Road turned gravel,  
old Clyde on the stoop of his shingled  
brown shack, coaches me as I wobble  
through the stones on the hand-me-down bike. 
 
Opposite Clyde, looms the faded yellow  
haunted house of peeling paint we live in,  
weeping willow out front, mid-yard the 
stump of a box elder where we sit for photographs. 
Down Capac Road the other way 
past the huge black walnut tree and the  
weathered barn stands Mrs. Klein’s grocery— 
a few more steps to the town tavern.  
We live on five acres, long out of use farm,  
defunct orchard, abandoned chicken coop,  
a rustic shed where the coal is kept,  
nearby a sad pear tree. 
 
Our house sits kitty-corner from Juan’s store,  
penny candy jackpot and gas oasis for cars that  
pass by that dark, cold place. Nine children,  
bitter winters and nightmares. Mother at the stove,  
steam rising from potatoes boiling,  
meatloaf in the oven—dad soon home from work.  
Next morning, I watch her run diapers through the  
old washer’s wringer, hang them on clotheslines  
strung through the upstairs hall when  
blizzards freeze rope outside. Until at last, springs of  
Forsythia and Lilac blooms return. She works the  
dark soil in Michigan twilight. Summers of canning,  
little helpers husk corn, peel hot tomatoes, pluck Concord  
grapes from their bunches, all sealed in colorful jars. 
 
Ding! the bell from Juan’s Texaco signals  
travelers on the way to somewhere—anywhere— 
away from this corner of nowhere.  
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Sixties Romance Junkie 
Mara Thygeson 

 
 

Eve stands in line at Pasta Plus on a hot August day as her young sons, Andy and 
Josh, climb on her body like a jungle gym. Their mocha skin gleams as she ruffles their 
thick black curls. Her batik indigo blouse is glued to her body with sweat, her arms 
sticky from Josh’s strawberry fingers as she waits to order ingredients for her husband’s 
favorite meal.  

Lately the will to stay married is like hanging onto a molar that’s abscessed into 
the nerve. Her choices exhaust her: stay married, find a lover, or get divorced. Today 
she’s in the stay-married mode, a state of cheerful desperation, planning a romantic 
evening with Jack. 

Later at home, Josh and Andy eat mac and cheese in the kitchen and make such a 
racket banging forks they don’t hear the front door open. Eve’s breath quickens with 
hope that tonight will get her and Jack back on track. She paces for several seconds, 
then pads barefoot to the living room. Her Chinese teal silk dress rustles against her 
thighs. It’s been ages since she dressed up for Jack. 

She stands at the entry to the living room. Men still look at her. Jack rarely does. 
Back in their early days he called her Goddess and kissed her fingers like they were 
sacred treasure. He’s slumped on the couch, head in his brown hands, fingers splayed 
through his Afro. His tie is loose, suit jacket crumpled on the floor, leather briefcase 
nearby. He raises his head with a tepid smile. “You look nice. What’s the occasion?” 

Her long copper hair swings as she motions him to rise and embraces him. His  
arms dangle at his sides as she rubs his back, like coaxing a willful child until his 

hands clasp her waist; he inhales her scent and presses her close. “The boys are going to 
bed early so we can dine alone.” She tongues his earlobe. “Just us, baby.” 

Before they moved to Oregon, when they met nine years ago at U.C. Berkeley in 
1975, they didn’t need romance gimmicks. He was an idealistic law student, and she was 
an ambitious painter. She moved in on their first date. Back then the passion between 
them was so strong it swept them off Tilden Park trails into private bushes. She’d 
bucked on top of him like a wild bronco. Weekends were spent eating cantaloupes filled 
with mocha chip ice cream and exploring new positions on their Kama Sutra calendar. 

He pulls away. “Don’t expect anything.  I’m tapped out.”    
Her hands twist together. The dining room is set with expectations: wedding 

china and pink peonies. She imagines feeding each other, her bare foot teasing up his 
leg.  After dinner their hips will bump as they glide upstairs and leisurely undress each 
other and make slow, exquisite love.  Lately it’s been a funeral of bleak quickies.  

He picks up his jacket and trudges away, his back stiff and broad as a billboard. 
He’s tall and buff, and so handsome women stare. Complex and moody, his only blemish 
is the acne pits that dot his cheeks like craters on the moon.  

Andy and Josh run in shouting, “Daddy, Daddy!” Jack drops his jacket and 
crouches like a wide receiver as they rush into his arms.  He hoists them on his hips and 
bounces them up and down as they yelp.  

Watching him kiss their cheeks and listen to them makes Eve smile. He’s the dad 
she dreamed of for her children. Not like her father, a womanizing Marxist who chose 
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saving the world over her. Lately, the only time Jack seems cheerful is with their sons. 
Sometimes a lonely hole of envy digs into her chest.  

He sets them down.  “Okay, munchkins, whose turn is it to fill the tub?” 
Shoulders touching, Jack and Eve give their sons a bubble bath. Warm suds 

dampen their clothes as he dries them and she dresses them in Superman pajamas. Jack 
reads them Goodnight 

Moon on their beds. Listening to his voice mingle with their laughter makes her 
feel hopeful.  

Later, downstairs she bustles in the kitchen stirring pots and glances at Jack; he’s 
ensconced on the family room couch watching preseason football.  

“Dinner’s ready.  Will you please open the wine?” Eve walks over with a bottle of 
pinot in her hand. Her hips slant suggestively. He stares at the TV. She sighs and sets 
the pinot on the table. Back in the kitchen, she stirs pesto and a pound of fresh shrimp 
into the fettuccini, picks up a knife and aims for the French bread. Whump goes the 
blade splitting it in half. Please let tonight be different. 

Jack goes for days, sometimes weeks, barely speaking. The slightest thing shuts 
him down. His withdrawal punishes her back to her parent’s home pre-divorce, when 
silence poised above them at dinner like daggers hanging from the ceiling. Jack’s sulking 
activates her into codependent somersaults of groveling and I’ll-do-anything-to-make-
you-love-me routines.  

Making love is her greatest bliss. Lately, her lascivious talents seem wasted on 
Jack. He’s a catatonic with a hard-on. Ignores her for days, than wakes her up at six am, 
rubbing his erection against her bottom like she’s Aladdin’s lamp ready to open in joy.  
She’s imagined waking him with a carrot poking his butt. 

Scowling, he walks into the kitchen and bangs the drawer getting out the 
corkscrew. Football noise dominates the space as she lights the violet candles. She hates 
football. Jack yanks the corkscrew out of the bottle and overfills a glass. Red wine soaks 
the white tablecloth, her favorite, a crocheted heirloom from her grandmother.  

“Goddamn-it, Jack!” He ignores her. After she scrubs the stain with water and 
salt, a scarlet stain remains. She whirls around. “Please turn off the TV so we can eat 
peacefully.” 

“I told you I needed space. You only care about what you want.” He grabs his 
wine glass and flops on the couch to watch giant hulks bash each other to the ground.  

His words conjure old wounds. Her parents were married and divorced three 
times each, and made her childhood a misery-go-round of rotating weekends and 
holidays with changing family constellations. All those stepbrothers and sisters slipped 
in and out faster than rings off fingers. Once, when Eve complained about sharing her 
bedroom with a new stepsister, her mother snapped, “All you care about is yourself.” 

Eve heaps a plate with fettuccini, lathers French bread with butter and pigs out. 
To hell with calories, fat is beautiful. Eyes wet, she drinks half the Pinot. Her marriage 
is a catastrophe. It’s been years since she painted; her canvases are filmed in dust. She 
crawls into bed and surrenders to fantasy. Hungry for intimacy, she yearns to explore a 
lover’s inner self, like the palest parts of the body hidden in winter clothes; they’ll slip off 
their layers and share sacred spaces.  

All weekend Jack plays with their sons, mows the lawn with them as they push 
toy lawnmowers, and snubs her. The King of Sulks, he lies on the couch watching 
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football, sports page in his large dark hands. When she asks what’s wrong, he holds the 
newspaper up like a shield to fend her off for unknown crimes.  

Monday morning as Eve drowses in the cocoon of waking, Jack spoons behind 
her and pokes his erection against her. His lips brush her ear. “Baby, do you want to?” 

Her throat burns. He jabs again. Make up sex is Jack’s classic apology. Some men 
say they’re sorry with flowers. Jack says it with his dick. She lies there feeling the 
annoying, insistent hardness. Her hands curl into fists. 

Jack rocks harder. “Come on, baby, you know you want to.” 
Not wanting to wake the boys, she strangles the scream inside. She’s asked him a 

million times not to wake her like this. He doesn’t listen. He belongs to the men’s club of 
morning erections, ears full of cotton, penis full of blood. She’s about to slug him when 
an idea cruises her mind. 

His heavy arm crushes her shoulder. “Ready?” 
Are you fucking crazy?  “I have to get something. Can you hang on?” She strokes 

him under the covers. His eyes glow. 
He grins and tentatively touches her hip. “So, you’re not mad?” 
She struggles to keep her voice light. “I have a surprise.” 
“What? Are you finally going to get on top and do all the work?”  
She snickers, slides out of bed and goes downstairs. Morning light warms the 

linoleum beneath her bare feet. She rummages through the vegetable bin for a carrot, 
finds a long, thick cucumber, and sprints upstairs.  

Jack lies on his back with an I-can’t-wait-to-be-fucked grin.  
Hiding the cucumber behind her back, she orders, “Turn over, away from me.” 
“Anything you say, baby. You gonna handcuff me?” He snorts and rolls over. 
She plunges under the covers behind him, places the well-endowed cucumber 

between her thighs, and shivers from the cold.  
“Wow, you’re really excited.” Jack looks at her over his shoulder. 
She grunts as she spoons around him, and rams the cucumber against his butt. 
“What the hell are you doing?” he roars and twists away. 
She scoots after him and thrusts the viridian penis at him. “Now you know what it 

feels like,” she hisses. 
He yanks the cucumber from her thighs and shakes it over his head. “You’re out 

of your fucking mind!”  He hurls the cucumber across the room. It smashes into pale 
green pulp and slithers down the white bedroom wall. 

“Nice, Jack, real nice.” 
“Nice? Talk about nice. You’re outrageous.” He smacks his fist in his hand.  
Josh’s whimpers filter down the hall.  
Eve punches the cover. “This marriage isn’t working.” 
“I’m here everyday. What more do you want?” 
This is the inane, idiotic response Jack repeats like a mantra every time the issue 

of her unhappiness comes up. “Grow up, Jack. We need marriage counseling.” 
He sneers. “I refuse to pay some twice-married idiot to handle our private lives.” 
Josh cries. “Mommy, mommy.”  
“I’m coming, sweetie,” she calls. Turning back to Jack, her voice shifts to metallic. 

“Who do you want to pay – divorce lawyer or therapist?” 
His eyebrows steam together. “Don’t threaten me.” 
“Mommy!” Andy yells. 
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“I’m coming, honey-bunnies.” She frowns at Jack, her mouth open for another 
verbal assault.   

He jerks away, yanking the covers over his head, his back a fortress.  
“Jack? Answer me, damn it!”  
He throws off the covers, hitting her in the eye, and stomps to the bathroom. Eye 

stinging, dread closes in as she plunges back to being six years old, knees pressed 
against her chest under the dark stairwell where the dragon lady punished her for being 
bad. So scared she could hardly breathe, imagining boogiemen and spiders creeping 
closer. 

She visualizes the hurdles of divorce: custody, lawyers and property. Her head 
slumps to her chest; she barely has the energy to vacuum. Maybe divorcing Jack will 
force me to see my misery is self-imposed. Wouldn’t that be a nasty shock!  

Later that morning, after taking Andy and Josh to Happy Land, their preschool, 
Eve drives to work. The Loving Universe is a metaphysical bookstore, a mecca for the 
walking wounded, self-help addicts in Eugene. The numbness of tasks soothes her as she 
sits at the front desk checking invoices and looks up. A young man in his late twenties 
with black hair in a ponytail, wearing Levis and a black leather jacket, ambles up. 
Alarmingly handsome with wolf blue eyes, he puts a large book picturing the white 
peaks of Mt. Everest by the cash register.  His lips twist in a smile.  

Five days later Wolf Eyes returns to The Loving Universe, and asks, “Do you have 
any Tarot books?” She leads him to the Tarot section. Kneeling on the floor, she thumbs 
through books. He sits on his haunches, calves folded under his thighs. She inhales his 
scent of eucalyptus leaves and struggles to focus.  

“This book has a history of Tarot, plus how to use the cards.” She looks at the 
floor, not wanting him to see the effect he has on her, and hands him the book. 

“Thank you.” His fingers graze hers. She peeks at his wolf blue eyes.  
After he leaves, she fantasizes about him. In one scenario they meet unexpectedly 

on the street and go out for coffee. Feelings build. He listens to her, eyes rapt, drinking 
her in, inflating her with attention.  

A few days later Wolf Eyes comes back and asks for Erik Satie’s Trois 
Gymnopedies. Eve reveres Satie. Jack could care less. By this time, she’s worked herself 
up into a froth of lust. When Wolf looks at her, quivers sprint through her belly. She 
imagines him in the back room; they knock all the books off a long table, strip and slide 
on top, bodies slick with delirious sweat.   

“Would you like to listen to it?”  She strains to control her thoughts. 
“Yes.”  He puts out his hand. “I’m Finn Zolinsky.” 
Her fingers tremble against his as she says, “I’m Eve O’Malley.” 
The space between them is electric as they sit on a bench and listen to Satie. His 

eyes are closed, his muzzle dark with shadow. When his eyes open, his whole face shines 
at her. 

Four days later he comes back and asks her, “I’m new here. Where do the foreign 
Indi films play in Eugene?” 

She’d just imagined him seconds ago and is startled to see him. Her nerves tap 
dance on her spine. Embarrassed, as if he knows her thoughts, she lowers her face. “The 
Bijou is an artsy theater.” She looks up. “I think you’d like it.” 

“If it’s half as good as the Satie, I will.” He walks a few steps away, as if to leave, 
then turns around. “Maybe we could see a film.” 
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She gazes up the skylight, searching for words; her chest is clenched in a 
conundrum of fear and desire. She swallows. “Umm, I’d like to, but it’s complicated.”  

His smile invites her in, a picnic on a bluesy summer day; his eyes tell her he 
understands and knows she wants to go with him. “Maybe it will work sometime,” he 
says. 

 

 
 
Driving her children to Happy Land, playing Chutes and Ladders with them, 

washing dishes, she relives that halcyon moment. It gives her the confidence -- the night 
Jack reaches for her -- to tell him, “no sex until marriage counseling.” He grabs his 
pillow and tromps downstairs to the guest room.   

A few days later Andy asks, “Why is Daddy sleeping downstairs?” 
“Sometimes Mommies and Daddies need time apart.”  
On a rainy Sunday, hoping Finn will be there, Eve goes to The Bijou, and spies 

him in line. He waves. “I was just wondering if you like Sibelius, too.”  
Her chest heats up. “His 5th symphony is surreal.”  
They sit together in the dark theater and watch Sheer Madness, a German film 

about a woman driven insane by her husband. What kind of man goes to a foreign 
women’s film? A new age dream man. Erotic visions pour through her like blue smoke. 
Afterwards they walk to Max’s Tavern for a pitcher of Michelob and curly fries. He tells 
her he’s a mountain climber, preparing to climb Mt. Everest and leaves for Katmandu in 
six weeks where he’ll train for several months. The idea entrances her into dreamy quiet.  

“What’s your passion?” he asks.  
Her breath catches, surprised by his question. “You mean besides being an insane 

mother of two with a job that caters to the walking wounded?”  
He pours her another glass of beer and studies her. “You’re more than that, Eve.” 
“I used to paint plein-air, B.C. Before children.” 
“What’s it like to paint?” 
“Like being on drugs without side effects.” 
“Why did you stop?” 
“Marriage and kids.” 
“What really stopped you?” 
Confused by the prickling static under her skin, she stares at the floor. The wavy 

wood grains make arresting designs. Staring at the patterns, it comes to her that he’s the 
first person to show interest in her, separate from being Jack’s wife and her children’s’ 
mother. Cautiously, she lifts her eyes and shares something she hasn’t told anyone. “I 
just started a life drawing class Tuesday afternoons at the university.”  

“When can I see your drawings?”  
A pint later, she tells him her marriage is a disaster. He listens sympathetically. 

“That must be very difficult for you.”   
Embarrassed, she turns away. She doesn’t want his pity. 
He tells her about the view from the house he rents. “Would you like to see it?” 
“Yes,” she says, relieved to change the subject.  
She calls Jack and says she’s with a friend. Anxiety scrapes her scalp as she 

follows Finn up winding roads. What are you doing! Go home to your children.  
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They sit in his elegant, messy house in the hills with panoramic views, drinking 
Chardonnay and listen to Vivaldi’s Rite of Spring. After she uses the bathroom -- the 
toilet has dirty rings, and the sink is smeared with toothpaste -- he offers her a back rub 
on the plush carpet. After a few minutes of a firm fingered massage, she turns over and 
reaches for him. He pulls her up and kisses her, his finger softly touching her lips. “I’ll 
be right back.” He returns a moment later and takes her to his bedroom. The room is 
dark except for a thick burning candle. He stares into her eyes the whole time they make 
love. The intimacy unhinges her.  

Later that night, home alone in bed, wrapped in Finn’s scent, it feels like a barrier 
dissolved, allowing her to permeate another world of pleasure edged with guilt. Up until 
now she’s been faithful. Good thing Jack’s asleep downstairs.  

Tuesday afternoon Eve rushes to life drawing in Lawrence Hall at the University. 
She runs up the graffiti-scrawled stairwell with a large drawing board. The dingy room is 
crowded with students standing at metal easels. In the center a naked muscular man 
with serpent tattoos poses on a platform. It takes several rough starts before she draws 
in fluid lines. Three hours later, ecstatic over her success with the last pose, she saunters 
out the door. 

 

 
 
Weeks pass. Grabbing excuses to be with Finn, his bedroom becomes their portal 

into bliss. Glued to sports, Jack doesn’t comment on her absences, and stays in the guest 
room. Andy and Josh whine, “Please don’t go, Mommy.” She hugs them tight and 
promises to be home soon. 

One day, walking through campus, she glimpses Finn talking to a young woman. 
He leans forward and he kisses the pretty red head. Crushed, Eve hurries to her car. She 
knows it’s foolish to be mad at Finn, to expect him to wait around for her rare free times; 
he’s single and she’s married. Later at home, baking and gorging on chocolate chip 
cookies with her sons, she realizes she’d hidden from herself a fantasy of leaving Jack for 
Finn.  

Finn calls her several times at work. She hangs up. He shows up at the Loving 
Universe with a red rose. “We’re not open,” she says and marches away. He grabs her 
waist and twirls her around. His touch heats through her skin and makes her so happy 
to see him she can’t hide it. They talk about the redhead. Eve says, “You have a right to 
see whoever you want.” He nods and invites her to lunch the next day. When he leans 
over and kisses her, she responds.  

Two nights later, in front of the guest room, Jack takes her hand. “I need to talk 
to you.” The full moon illuminates his mahogany skin. He wears red pajama bottoms, 
his bare chest wet from a shower. Her sleeveless blue nightgown wafts over her knees as 
he takes her hand and gently seats her on the bed. “I can’t sleep without you.” His voice 
is sweet and needy. “Sorry for being an asshole and taking my anger out on you.” He 
traces her breasts. She pushes his hands away. He’s said this a thousand times. His eyes 
plead. “I’m fucked up, baby, problems that have nothing to do with you.” She rolls her 
eyes. His lips press together, a scar of silence. She stands to leave. He looks up at her 
and cups her forearm. “I get trapped inside. I hear you out there, but I get locked up and 
can’t get out.” 
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His vulnerability is as irresistible as the power of gravity. There are huge gaps in 
Jack’s childhood memories. His father is a violent alcoholic. His family has a mood 
disorder where they switch in a click from pleasant to sullen. Years ago his older brother 
visited them. Everything was fine, until one morning his brother called a taxi to the 
airport and left without saying goodbye. When she asked why, Jack shrugged.  

He touches her palm. “It scares me how dependent I am on you.” His fingers 
tighten. “Even though I don’t believe in counseling, I can’t lose you. I made an 
appointment for us tomorrow afternoon.” 

Eve puts her hand on his shoulder. His fingers slowly caress her neck. He stops at 
her clavicle and looks at her. “Forgive me?” She smiles. He kisses her, bracing her with 
one hand as he lowers her to the bed and slips off her blue cotton nightgown. They make 
love slowly at first, like tender virgins, then fierce as panthers.  

Holding hands, as they fall asleep, Eve remembers one of many times Jack 
rescued her. Josh had been five months old and Andy was two. Exhausted, she’d called 
her mother, the kind of suicidal decision she made when desperate. Mother’s voice was 
sugar-sweet, the ”I’ll-take-care-of-you” mom Eve had yearned for her whole life. She 
imagined sleeping in and cozy evenings as Mother reading stories to her grandchildren. 

The first morning, after they flew to her mother’s house, Eve slept till nine. The 
next day Mother woke her at six thirty. “Take your kids to the park. I can’t think with 
them around.” At night, while Mother watched Masterpiece Theater and drank Sapphire 
Gin, Eve chased shrieking Andy through the house as she juggled Josh attached to her 
breast, and her mother had snapped, “Can’t you get those kids to bed faster?” 

Eve needed her help like a blowtorch to dry her hair. 
She’d called Jack; his voice cushioned her. “Honey, you keep getting run over by 

the same truck hoping it will be different.” He’d met them at the airport. She’d sunk into 
his arms and slept all afternoon while he’d cared for their sons and made mac and 
cheese. 

The next morning Eve wakes in Jack’s arms and remembers Finn expects her that 
afternoon. She stares at the swollen clouds and knows she should call and cancel. 
Instead, she hires a baby-sitter for the whole afternoon, telling herself the decent thing 
is to break up in person. Besides, Finn still sees the redhead, which ticks her off, and 
she’ll have enough time to get to therapy with Jack.  She drives to the top of the hill 
where Finn lives. He stands in the doorway, hands in his pockets. His dark hair is long 
and loose; his lean body encased in a tight black t-shirt and Levis. As she walks in, he 
reaches for her in the kitchen entryway. Woozy with ambivalence, she pushes him away. 
His arms dangle by his sides. The room is bright with large light-filled windows. The 
faint sounds of a symphony floats down the hall. Words clog her throat. She moves her 
lips, unable to speak.  

Finn guides her to the kitchen table, pulls out a chair and brings her water. 
Refreshed, she says, “I’m sorry, Finn. I can’t do this; I’m reconciling with my husband.” 

“Don’t apologize. Do what’s right for you. He’s a lucky man.”   
Stealing a glance at him, she stands and fingers her car keys.  
He stretches his sculpted arms above his head. “Before you go, I want to show 

you something.” It’s the least she can do. She follows him. The symphony gets louder. 
He opens the door to his room. The music floats, a canopy of Chopin above his king-
sized mattress made with clean sheets, set like an island in the middle of the floor. Next 
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to the bed is a bottle of red wine, French bread and Brie. Navajo blankets cover the 
windows and press out the cold day. Dozens of lit candles encircle the island bed.  

No lover has ever prepared a seduction like this for her. She stares at the 
flickering stars. Her skin melts as she reaches for him, and they tumble on the shining 
bed. Slowly, he removes her clothing, piece by piece. For a minute she’s self-conscious 
about the silver stretch marks that crisscross her belly. He holds back the Navajo 
blanket over the window to let in the light and stares at her like she’s a Goddess.  

 

 
 
Vaguely aware she’s not where she’s supposed to be, she drifts through layers of 

consciousness. Her eyes open. Rumpled sheets cover her as Finn sleeps beside her. 
Their bodies form a tangle of limbs and the tangy smell of sex. His black hair fans across 
the white pillowcase. The passionate woman she struggled to anchor has escaped her 
good intentions and sailed from the harbor into Finn’s bed. Wax drips down a candle 
and pools on top of the clock radio. She looks at the time and gasps. Guilt crashes her as 
she peels away from him; their skins make a smacking sound. 

Finn startles awake. “What’s wrong?” 
“I have to meet my husband in twenty minutes for marriage counseling. He’ll kill 

me if I’m late!” 

Finn flops on his back, throws out his arms in a crucifixion pose and howls. 
“What’s so funny?” She snaps, pulling on her purple lace panties. 
“You are! The first time we made love you said your marriage was over. Today 

you broke up with me. Then you fucked my brains out. Now you’re late for marriage 
counseling.” He sits up and grins. “Doesn’t that strike you as a teeny bit funny?”  

She gazes at him. It doesn’t seem to matter to him whether she’s married or 
getting divorced. He’s like a big puppy, happy to be with her. “You’re right,” She says, 
and searches for her socks under the mattress. “If this wasn’t happening to me, it’d be 
hysterical. Great material, Woody Allen, eat your heart out!” 

He hoots, then sound stops. The still depth of his eyes on her stirs something so 
good she’s afraid to feel it. She shifts her gaze to the Navajo blankets and kisses him 
lightly on the lips. “Gotta go. Jack’s waiting.”    

“I thought your marriage was over. What happened?”  
She bends to zip her brown suede boots. “It was over; a great vast nothingness. 

Then bam, a new beginning, like the big bang theory of the universe.” She opens her 
hands wide to indicate the cosmos. “I guess being here contradicts that.” She slumps. 

He cocks an eyebrow. “The big bang theory of marriage, huh. There’s also the big 
crunch theory that gravity could cause all the galaxies to collapse and disappear – and so 
could your marriage.” He grips her thigh.  

She loves looking at him and his touch on her skin. She should push his hand 
away, but doesn’t, pulverized by weakness, unable to align her words with action. For a 
moment she can’t move, then hoists herself up. He stands naked and faces her. The 
engine of the afternoon’s passion revs; she wants to strip and jump back in bed. 

“I’m leaving in three weeks. When will I see you?”  
“Soon. Maybe.” She darts out the door, gets in her car and buckles the seat belt, 

the one safety measure she still has control over. The autumn trees blend like 
watercolors as she zooms down the curvy street. She shouldn’t be involved with Finn. 
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Her children’s emotional lives are at stake, and the murky future of Jack and her. She 
feels the imprints of Finn’s hands and can’t let herself think about what happened on 
that island bed or her hands will fly off the wheel.  

She parks behind the marriage counselor’s building and checks her watch, 
amazed she’s on time. Her palms sweat. She takes a breath, trapped in a kaleidoscope of 
ambivalence; every twist brings another blemished view. Eve could blame the affair on 
Jack. But that’s only one aspect. There’s also the part of her that’s a romance junkie, a 
sixties flower child dancing stoned in the meadows of perpetual sunsets, now mired in 
the routines of motherhood and marriage. Maybe she’d feel this need for erotic 
adventure no matter whom she was married to. Finn leaves soon for Katmandu. She’ll 
probably never see him again. What harm could three more weeks of loving do? 

She thinks about the psychic mutilation of her family of origin, the revolving 
doors of visitations and divided holidays she endured as a child. The intact family is her 
sacred dream. Despite his flaws, she can depend on Jack. No man will ever love their 
children as much as him. 

Outside autumn leaves curl on the sidewalk, so fragile they’d tear at the slightest 
pressure. Exhausted by the internal stampede of contradictions, her head plops on the 
wheel. The cold metal presses against her hot forehead. Her eyelids close. She doesn’t 
want to leave the car. Doesn’t want marriage counseling. She’s a liar and a cheat. 
Spinning back and forth through time, she sees her destiny with Jack curved like the 
eternal span of space oscillating between a series of big bangs and big crunches. 

There’s a tap on the window.  She lifts her head and sees Jack, his face full of 
concern. His fingers press against the window. She rolls it down and leans toward him. 
 
 
 

Starboard 
Lynn Zhang 

 
 

they said they wanted to erase me 
from the world like i was just a stain in the folds of the sky 
i wondered for years if my stars were broken 
if there was something wrong with the light on my fingertips 
until i skipped through time and saw the galaxy, 
a world of shooting stars and smiling hands 
looking into the wall behind me and the glitter in my eyes 
the fire in theirs 
the reddest of eyes peered into my cage of broken stars 
i used their hearts to weld the strands together, 
completing my own. 
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Sunset Rain Squall 
Mark Clarke 
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Missing in Missed Moments: for Qi Hong 
Yuan Changming 

 
Each time I miss you 
A bud begins to bloom 

So you are surrounded by flowers  
Wherever you go  
 
Each time I miss you 
A dot of light pops up  

So you are illuminated by a whole sky of stars 
Even in the heart of night  

 
 
 

The Lovers in Winter 
Cecil Morris 

 
Dry as the last maple leaves clinging to the tree, 
our green gone gray or mottled brown and brittle now,  
we rasp as we breathe, creak as we move, unclothing  
each other, finding familiar folds and twisting 
veins, finding still in our old husks the one we loved 
and love, incarnate in skin polished translucent  
by living, in skin cool and dry, creased and crinkled. 
How we stroke our ridges and rises, our rusty  
hinges! We rustle as we climb into our bed, 
rustle as we touch each other, my lips kissing 
the point of your shoulder, down your delicate  
clavicle, bird bone almost rising from your flesh, 
down to the deep notch—sweet well—where your throat begins. 
Your hands whisper over my scapula, coaxing  
me to take wing, to find what flight I can for us. 
How gentle we must be with each other, tender 
loving only in the china shop of our bones! 
No one could be more surprised that the sap still runs 
in such twisted trees, that our bodies remember 
even as our minds forget. Let our bodies 
root us here in this palpable world one more year. 
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The Children’s Hour 
Greg Golley 

 

 
At seventy-eight, Mike was terrified to find himself surrounded by children. 

Wherever he turned there they were, dull-eyed and oblivious. It rattled him, and he 
sometimes had to mutter to himself. Young people scared Mike more than heart attacks 
or strokes – more even than the cancer growing in his prostate. With their stunted lives 
and pointless energy, they had no sense of the long view, no capacity for grief. 

When had all this happened? Mike couldn’t say for sure. He could only say that 
the world he’d inhabited for so long had at some point fallen into the hands of kids. He 
scanned his surroundings in dismay. Everyone had so much growing up to do! 

He was standing in line at the pharmacy and there were now only two people 
ahead of him – both children, more or less. The customer at the counter, a paltry bundle 
of acute angles in a T-shirt and deeply stained khakis, gave off a powerful odor of the 
street. “Yes yes yes,” the young man said to the clerk. “But do you understand the 
concept of what I’m sayin’ to you?”  

The hospital pharmacy had been moved from the basement into a tent on the 
lawn two floods ago. This state of affairs was supposed to be temporary, but it was 
beginning to feel permanent. Moreover, the place had generator problems and the heat 
was epic. Flies landed continually on Mike’s hands and head, explored the stubble of his 
chin. Every five seconds or so he had to perform a little jig to shoo them away. 

The homeless man went on mumbling like a priest in the confessional as the 
young clerk typed and nodded with an air of gentle indifference. Neither one seemed to 
sense the awful truth of their lives. The “counter” was actually just a line of folding 
tables with laptops. A curtain separated the tables from a disarray of cartons, open bins 
and several small refrigerators, everything wired crazily together by weatherproof 
extension cords. When the customer swung his head around in agitation Mike saw that 
he was easily young enough to be his grandson – what people used to call “college age.” 
“If you could just put what I’m sayin’ to you into your thought process…”  

Mike hadn’t always been this old, of course. He still remembered the night he 
carried his son Noah in his arms six blocks to the emergency room through a blizzard at 
two AM when the boy was suffering with croup. That was scary, too – Noah barking 
desperately for each tiny breath as Mike sang cheerful tunes to the rhythm of his own 
boot steps: Froggy went acourtin’ and he did ride uh huh, uh huh… 

Young as he was at the time, Mike had already put on enough weight in his gut to 
worry about his heart as he climbed over those dreadful snowdrifts and icy gutters. But 
at least he could still reason with the medical staff when he got inside. He knew his 
business and trusted the doctors to know theirs. But now… Who could say? Just last 
week he saw his own oncologist skateboarding past the Starbucks. Skateboarding! And 
they had their own language too, these kids. Their own rules. Mike hadn’t kept up.  

The defeated customer finally shuffled away, empty-handed, and the flies 
followed him out. But they came back a few minutes later. 

Soon it was Mike’s turn to step up to the clerk. “Pick up for Grimes?” he said. 
“First name?” 
“Michael.” 
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The young woman commenced typing and Mike watched her with morbid 
interest. She wore a loose tank top in the heat and had the pierced lips and shaved head 
of a militant vegan. Her girlish neck was a horror show of spider web tattoos. “I’m not 
seeing anything for Grimes,” she told him.  

Mike frowned. “That can’t be right. The lady before said it’d be ready in an hour. 
That was ninety minutes ago.” 

“Who was it you spoke to, sir? Do you remember?” 
 Of course he remembered, it was ninety minutes ago! But describing the person 

was a whole other issue. His daughter, Marie, a physician at this very hospital, had 
taught him to fear errors of personal description more than any mortal disease. Mike 
remembered the lady all right – an Asian woman with a lot of X’s in her name. But he 
knew better than to say that.  

He looked at the young clerk. “Well, she was…” Mike considered his next move 
carefully. Suddenly a horrible doubt gripped him concerning his use of the pronoun 
‘she.’ His confidence collapsed. “I guess I don’t really remember,” he finally said. 

“That’s okay. Do you have your FINA card?” 
Mike’s chest tightened as he produced his card. 
“One moment please, Mr. Grimes.” The clerk took Mike’s card and disappeared 

behind the curtain.  
There was no act of trust greater than handing over one’s FINA card and Mike 

never did it lightly. But to see that person walk away with it so casually made him feel 
vaguely ill. Mike’s FINA number was even. Today was an even day, so he was planning 
to head to the Food Center after picking up his meds.  

He stared intently at the drawn curtain, listening for clues among the voices. 
What did these kids ever really say to each other anyway? To maintain emotional 
balance, Mike tried a few of Marie’s breathing exercises. These never worked, of course, 
and before long he found himself quietly singing: Froggy went a courtin’ and he did 
ride, a sword and pistol by his side uh huh, uh huh… 

  Fortunately, the clerk soon returned with Mike’s card in her hand. “I’m so sorry 
for the inconvenience, Mr. Grimes. We’ll have that order ready for you in a few minutes. 
You can have a seat and we’ll call you.” She returned his card, smiling pleasantly with 
her studded lips. 

 There was a collection of folding chairs placed to one side of the tent on the 
puddled ground. A large fan had been set up to cool the waiting area, but it wasn’t 
working. Mike took an empty seat at the end of the first row, two seats from a woman 
with a scarf over her head.  

At first the woman’s shrunken face and wasted calves fooled Mike into taking her 
for a crone. A closer look proved she was actually another child – no older than the well-
punctured clerk. Her sticklike arms were darkened with tattoos whose original design 
could no longer be distinguished. Lank strands of blond hair dribbled out from under 
her scarf. She held on her lap a box about the size of a toaster oven. On the side of the 
box were the words DiaTec Hemodialysis. 

Mike discretely examined the device. He had a weakness for gadgets and this one 
intrigued him. The woman, noticing his interest, called over to him in a small voice, 
“You know anything about these machines?”  

“Me? No, not me.” Mike shifted in his seat. His own voice sounded incredibly 
robust by comparison. “I’m just curious. I’ve never seen one before.” 
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The young woman gazed at nothing for some time before standing slowly to find 
a seat closer to Mike. She walked as though she were wading through a pool of mud, her 
knobby legs trembling with the effort.  

When she finally settled onto the seat next to him the woman treated herself to 
some shallow breaths before saying, “They just gave me this thing. And I can’t figure out 
how to work it.” Her doll’s eyes rolled about slowly, edged with yellow. “It came with 
these instructions.” She pulled a booklet from the box and flipped through it hopelessly. 
“That Home Health nurse was s’pposed to come show me how to use this, but my 
apartment lost power so I’m at my sister’s place now tryin’ to do it myself…” She 
presented the pamphlet like a courtroom exhibit, letting it drop into Mike’s lap.  

Mike skimmed the pages of the instruction booklet, his eye landing on a series of 
warnings and admonitions. SHOCK HAZARD: Patient is electrically connected to 
ground via blood and dialysate. “I think you better wait for that nurse to walk you 
through this one,” he said. 

“Shit,” the woman whispered curtly. “I’m lookin’ at all this. I can’t hardly read a 
word. Look at this page here.” She pointed to a particularly daunting block of letters:  

The following are contraindications for using timed automatic blood pressure 
instrument utilizing the oscillometric principle: peripheral circulation problems; 
severe arrhythmia; ectopic beats; convulsions; spasms; tremors; tachycardia. 

Mike read the page silently. “Well, I think it means you better not have any of this 
stuff if you’re gonna use this thing.” He tapped all the various conditions listed.  

“Why’nt they say that then?” 
“It does seem overly technical, I agree with you there.” 
“That’s what I’m sayin’. That shit is overly technical.” 
Mike returned the booklet to the young woman. 
“You understood it, though,” she said after a while, still staring at the booklet. For 

a moment she looked as though she might weep over this stark truth.  
“I’m an electrician,” Mike explained. “Or used to be. Had to read a lot of technical 

manuals on the job.” He slapped at a fly. “Also, my daughter’s a doctor.” 
“My lord it is hot, though,” the woman said, recovering herself. She fanned her 

face with the pamphlet. “You’re an electrician, you should fix that fan over there.” 
“I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with the fan,” Mike told her. “Problem’s the 

power. Nothing’ll work without power.” 
“That’s the gospel truth,” the woman agreed sadly and, closing her eyes, seemed 

suddenly ready to drop off to sleep.  
“Are you getting your supplement shots?” Mike asked in a kind voice, then 

quickly regretted it. For he now recognized in this woman the eerie intelligence of a 
fabulist. 

“Naw,” she admitted without opening her eyes.  
Mike watched a fly crawl along the edge of the woman’s lip. He knew better than 

to pursue this subject, but he couldn’t help himself. “You’re not one of those believes in 
vampires and such, are you?” 

She opened her eyes, but didn’t look at Mike. “I don’t know what I believe 
anymore. When my little nephew died last month, my sister actually saw the lady who 
did it. Supposed to be a nurse from Home Health. But this lady, she stood on that front 
porch, leaned down and bit my little nephew. Right here.” She pointed to the nape of her 
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own celery-stock neck. “Then turned into a flamingo and flew off. An hour later he was 
graveyard dead. That’s gospel.” 

“God, I… I’m so sorry to hear that. How old was the boy?” 
“No older than a child. Six or seven years.” 
“How did he die really, though? Was it malnourishment?” 
“I just told you. He was bit by a flamingo lady.” 
Mike nodded. He looked at his watch.  
“S’pposed to be a nurse,” the woman muttered. “Yeah right.” She seemed to be 

using her last reserves of energy to fan herself with the instruction booklet. “Lordy 
Lordy but it’s hot. Crazy to think it was snowing just last week.” 

“I know.” Mike looked through the open door of the tent where the sun struck the 
pavement like an unsheathed sword. “You’re too young to remember real winters,” he 
said. “The ground could be white for months on end.” Again, his thoughts turned to 
Noah’s small, bundled head, flecked with blowing flakes. “Your nose could actually burn 
with the cold.” But the moment this detail escaped his lips, Mike began to doubt its 
truth. Did noses really burn from the cold? He’d been invoking the image for so long it 
had taken on the outrageous quality of another fairytale – even to his own ears.  

“I’ve lived through some floods, though,” the woman said proudly. “Remember 
Storm 70?” 

Mike nodded solemnly. He didn’t move his eyes from the tent’s open door. “Yes, I 
remember. I lost my son Noah in that storm.” 

“Aw, that’s fucked up. I was one of the ones they moved to Tesla Field. Let me tell 
you, that place was a Shit. Show.” 

 Mike nodded politely. His thoughts had locked onto Noah, how much he used to 
love playing in the snow as a boy. Building snow forts. Snowball fights with his friends. 
Mike wished he could talk to his son now. In adulthood Noah had worked as a middle-
school science teacher until the day he drowned trying to save an old man from the 
windowless basement room of a flooded apartment building. 

“You think they’ll ever bring baseball back?” the woman was asking. “That’d be so 
sweet if they did. But I don’t think they will. I think that shit’s gone to stay.” 

Mike roused himself. “Yeah, I think you might be right there.” 
“Dang. Everything is like that now.” 
“Yes, it’s...” 
“It’s all fucked up and that’s gospel.” 
Someone in a white smock came out from behind the pharmacy curtain and 

called Mike’s name. Despite an arthritic knee Mike shot up from his chair and hurried to 
retrieve a white paper bag rattling with medicine. He thanked the young pharmacist 
with ridiculous gratitude.  

On his way out, Mike nodded at the woman in the waiting area. “Have a good 
one!” he called to her, but she’d slumped sideways in her seat and appeared to be 
sleeping. 

Just before reaching the tent exit, Mike got a text from Marie: Hi Papa! Could u 
pls stop by Sarah G’s on the way back from Food Center? She has 2 sweet potatoes for 
us!! See u 2nite! XOXO 

Mike answered with a thumbs up icon and adjusted his hat, bracing for the 
unfettered light of the open street. His stomach growled like an alley cat at the thought 
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of sweet potatoes as he set out on the three-block journey to the Food Center, past the 
university gates and along the Midway.  

There weren’t many people out at that time of day, but he did spot some sparrows 
hiding in a bush in the shade of the Administration building. He stopped for a moment 
to drink from the water bottle clipped to his belt. “Hello little sparrows,” he whispered 
into the hedge. “Where’d you come from?” The birds regarded Mike with their quick and 
frank intelligence. Mike loved the natural world now, in its mutilated form, with the 
same sense of amazed discovery he’d felt for his wife in her final days, when she was 
bedridden and broken, unable to speak. “Are you staying cool in there?” he asked the 
birds. 

“Who you talkin’ to?” came a little voice from behind. Mike spun around to find 
two small children, a boy and a girl about five and eight years old. They each wore 
identical baseball caps that said SAVE THE COFFEE BEAN. “Is it a cat?” the girl said. 
They held hands as they peered into the bush. 

“No, no,” Mike said. “There’s some house sparrows in there. Little gray birds.” He 
stepped to the side to give the children a better view. “Come in closer. See? They’re 
sheltering from the heat.”  

The children stared at the birds for a long time as Mike looked on. 
“They look like toys,” the boy finally said.  
“They do, don’t they?” Mike smiled. “The city used to be filled with these birds.” 
“I want one,” said the girl. 
“Oh, these aren’t pets,” Mike said. “They’re wild animals.” 
“Wild animals,” repeated the boy with wonder. 
Now a woman’s voice called out to the children. “Tilly! William! Enough 

dawdling! Let’s go!” The children ignored this command just long enough to retain their 
dignity before trotting away along the burning sidewalk. “Good-bye!” they called back to 
Mike and his birds. 

Mike trudged further along the boulevard, avoiding the hottest light when he 
could. His encounter with the children had unnerved him. As a rule, he tried not to 
dwell on the past, but reminders were everywhere.  

The Food Center, for example, was located in what used to be the public library, 
the very library where Mike used to take his own kids for story time on Friday 
afternoons when they were little. The library staff called it The Children’s Hour and they 
advertised it with fliers they taped to light poles and mailboxes. Kids from all over the 
neighborhood would come and sit on a big green carpet to hear the librarian read. Mike 
still remembered some of the titles. Wemberly Worried. Frog and Toad Together. 
Sylvester and the Magic Pebble... 

Mike stood in front of the library now. There were no books inside the building 
anymore. Just boxes and boxes of food rations and a line of sullen citizens with even-
numbered FINA cards staring at their feet under an awning, waiting their turn to be fed. 
Mike checked his water supply and took his place in line. The longest he’d ever waited 
for food was six hours, but today didn’t look so bad.  

South of the building a weedy stretch of ground descended to an open field. This 
was the sledding hill. In naming it to himself Mike was nearly felled by a vision of 
dripping sleds and snow saucers leaning against the salt-stained wall of the library 
portico. When the Children’s Hour was over the kids would rush out the library door en 
masse to sled down that hill. It was a weekly ritual, as natural as Sunday mass. 



84 
 

Was this really true? Had Mike really stood at the top of that hill, stamping his 
feet and blowing into his hands as day fell to dusk? A person had to be cold a long time 
to remember a hill like that, to believe in hedgerows shagged with ice. 

Often Marie and Noah were the last to leave, skidding along on a shared saucer in 
a joyous slapstick until it was too dark to see and Mike’s fingers and toes were so numb 
with winter he believed he’d never be warm again. Time to go home you guys! I’m cold! 

“How long you been waiting?” someone asked him. Mike looked up to see a 
young man with a sort of improvised sun turban on his head, sunglasses and beard.  

“Oh, not long,” Mike told him, blinking. “Just a few minutes.”  
“Hope this line moves quicker than last time…” 
Mike nodded. He took a sip of water. 
A stray cloud blocked the sun for a moment of relief and Mike turned his gaze 

once more to the sledding hill. He thought if he concentrated hard enough he would see 
the land as it once was, a swan white curve against a blackened sky, crows circling 
overhead.  

Just then an outburst of children’s voices shattered his focus. Exactly two 
children were screaming and running down the weed-rough hill at top speed, and they 
were laughing laughing laughing. Mike adjusted the brim of his hat. He saw now that 
the voices belonged to Tilly and William, the two kids he’d just met on the sidewalk.  

“We’re sparrows!” they cried out to each other as they raced downward, leaving 
behind luminous angels of dust.  

“Sparrows,” Mike whispered, and felt himself begin to let go. 
 
 

Winter Walk: Blue 
Wendy Gouine 
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Worker 
Brian Daldorph 

 
 

My father was up at 5 every morning: 
“The best time of the day!” he’d say. 
“It’s when I can think straight!” 
My father was a writer: 
 
he wrote advertisements 
for anyone who’d pay him: 
double glazing, sugar, chocolate bars, 
the Dairy Association, politicians. 
My father called himself some word 
that rhymed with door, 
and when my mother gave him her look, 
he’d say, pointing at me, “He doesn’t understand.” 
 
His ad-writing came later in the day. 
5 a.m. was novel-writing time, 
my father’s mysterious project 
that he worked on for years 
and no one ever saw, 
the book that was going to give back 
to my father everything he’d sold, 
the book that would give him more 
than he got as that word that rhymed with floor. 
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Pacific City, Oregon 
Dave Powell 
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Formica Lugubris (Hairy Wood Ant) 
Elizabeth Chell 

 
 

Spring opens her heart, the metropolis stirs, 
inhabitants emerge, bask in cleansing 
ultraviolet rays, reap the heat 
and return to their chambers. 
 
Sororicide in the hareem 
a calculated cull of an elderly queen. 
Twenty summers of servitude 
the Cleopatras deposit grains of life 
into the loving arms of ministerial 
ergatoids, custodians of the brood. 
Their jaws, wands of fate 
intolerant to spent queens. 
 
No sentiment for the dinosaurs. 
Not inconvenienced by the ice-age. 
Global warming? Taken in a stride. 
We stand askance at their altruism 
as each defend and die for their colony. 
 
A spontaneous epoch in ant evolution 
colonies have advanced. Cooperation 
has killed war. Domesticated aphids 
bred and milked like cattle, coordination 
of resources in their queendoms. 
Next global synergy. 
 
The dominant species will survive 
a nuclear Armageddon. 
Mini-Gods guiding the progress of their world. 
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3305 Folsom Street 
Dan O’Connell 

 
A dwelling shall be deemed untenantable for purposes of Section 1941 if it substantially 
lacks any of the following affirmative standard characteristics… 
Cal. Civil Code 1941.1 

 
Do you know the old man who sells flowers by the South Gate? 
His shanty roof lets in the blue sky. 
Lu Yu (b. 1125, C.E., China) 

 
It was an indescribable dump 
but I’ll try 
 
five years in that hovel 
maybe I can find something to say 
 
as some of my daughter’s first words 
were ‘broken’ and ‘creek’ as we climbed 
 
the stairs below a roof leak 
running down a child’s foot deep 
 
I had my kid three days a week 
and explained the rats and roaches 
 
quite well I think, and the breakfast nook 
of fire-damaged walls and plywood windows 
 
as exemplifying pratityasmutpada 
Not the best place I guess 
 
but my room was right above 
a laundromat 
 
between a world-famous taqueria 
and The Lottery Bar 
 
which made up for a lot 
of what lawyers call 
 
habitability problems 
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Galil Beauty 
Channie Greenberg 
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The Creation of the Black Hole 
Lily Camden 

 
 

A feminine heaven filled with speckled stars, 
Abandoned homes, 
And hollow howls. 
The Universe holds her entities with ease, 
Caressing each celestial in tight care, 
With her gravitational pull. 
Some too far to reach, 
Feel empty without mother’s care, 
Isolated as a “Dwarf,” 
And outcasted to be flawed. 
Many consumed with envy- 
Form into voids as black holes- 
To engulf fellow siblings 
For Mother Universe’s attention. 

 
 

Krapp’s Last Tape* 
Sheryl Loeffler 

 
 

I keep coming back to it— 
that humid night after the concert, 
 
side by side without touching, 
the air charged between us, 
 
that secret night after the concert, 
our hands not touching, 

 
God and Adam at Creation, 
the standing hair of expectation  
 
on the backs of our necks, 
wind-raised lustflesh on our arms. 

 
* Samuel Beckett’s 1958 play about a man who keeps coming  
back to a sensual moment in his life in the tape recordings he makes  
every year on his birthday. 
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Third Wheel 
Charles Source 

 

 
“Going to Nha Trang?” I said affably to the two backpackers standing nearby.  
“Yes, we go there,” the man replied in accented English. “You go there also?” 
“Yep. Just wanted to make sure I was in the right place. Seems like a random spot 

for a bus stop …,” I said, raising my palms and looking around at the dingy, deserted 
side-street.   

“Ha-ha. Yes, there is no sign for the bus. We were told only to go here.” His white 
teeth seemed to gleam in the sunshine.   

“Same. Well, hope it gets here soon – I’m starting to get worried.” I looked down 
at my watch.   

“Where are you from?” he asked.  
“U-S-A!” I responded, pronouncing the letters with ironic enthusiasm. “And you 

guys?” 
“We are from Germany.”   
His girlfriend smiled silently, like she’d been doing the whole time, but I couldn’t 

help gazing in her direction. She was thin, but not overly so, and had a tanned, elegant 
face with high cheekbones and a smallish nose. Her hair was bright lemon-yellow and 
tied up tightly on her head, accentuating the comely angles of her face. The reflective 
silver sunglasses she wore made her look like some kind of sexy female pilot, and – like 
the man – she had a humungous pack on her back. Her casual yet tasteful khaki shorts 
exposed her tapering legs and thighs, and the top button of her white blouse was 
undone, revealing the curving light-brown flesh above her breasts. In a word, she was 
gorgeous, but the sunglasses and her persistent silence made her appear cool and aloof.  

The guy, on the other hand, was buff and muscular, with wide shoulders and 
thick arms. He had a square jaw and strong chin and a boyishly handsome face, with 
nut-brown eyes and chestnut-hued hair indifferently mussed on his head. He wore a 
sleeveless t-shirt that displayed bulging biceps, and bathing-suit-like jams and flip flops, 
and his self-assured, easygoing air made him seem like a regular guy who happened to 
have a rock-star face, chiseled body and smoking-hot girlfriend.   

Though I didn’t know them at all, I could see they were well-matched: he was a 
fun, laid-back bodybuilder-type and she a quietly beautiful, fit-and-trim Valkyrie.  

I wondered vaguely what they thought of me – a flabby older guy in a faded 
Guided By Voices t-shirt, quick-dry cargo shorts and a white hat with an image of a tuk-
tuk on it – but then again, nobody ever earned points for style on the backpacker trail.   

Encouraged by the guy’s genial attitude, I was just about to ask the next question 
that popped into my head – ‘How much did you pay for your ticket?’ – when a towering, 
rattly bus careened around the corner and stopped in front of us.  

“Guess we were in the right place after all!” I said.  
“Yes, now we know the tour agency didn’t make a lie to us,” the man jested.  
“Ha-ha. Right!” 
“Have a nice trip!” he said, his girlfriend still smiling coolly.  
“Thanks. You too … enjoy your time here,” I stammered, momentarily distracted 

by how attractive she was.  
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It was an odd kind of bus, with the interior consisting not of seats, but of narrow 
metallic bunks stacked in pairs along the aisle, which you were apparently supposed to 
lie down on. Maybe that type of vehicle was appropriate for the distance we were 
traveling, but it was around 8am and I was in no mood to sleep. Besides that, there 
weren’t any seat belts, and it was a far-from-pleasant feeling to slide around on that 
shrunken bed in the upper tier as we accelerated, slowed down and lurched around 
corners, knowing that if anything went wrong I’d go hurtling through the air. But the 
kind of bus you get, like many things that happen while traveling, is not always under 
your control, and for the next 10 hours or so I stared out the window from a semi-
reclined position and fought off g-forces while futilely attempting to read and sleep.  

The German couple had taken two adjacent lower-level bunks near the front of 
the vehicle, and since mine was in the back, there was scant chance for interaction, and I 
figured I’d never talk to them again. It was just another one of those things that 
happened while on the road: you met people briefly while waiting to board a bus, in line 
at a visa office, on a day tour or whatever, chatting about something momentarily 
relevant, and then they disappeared back into the ether of pedestrians, bar goers and 
photo-snappers constantly in the background. 

When we finally arrived in Nha Trang and disembarked, stretching our limbs in 
the fresh air, I watched the couple collect their backpacks from the pile beside the 
vehicle – the guy looking tired and less animated now, but the girl still cool, distant and 
stunning – and walk off down the street while I waited for my suitcase.  

I spent most of the evening romping around the sidewalk next to the wide sandy 
beach, overjoyed at being off the bus and in such a picturesque, low-key place. At night I 
went over to the main tourist drag, where there were some Western-style restaurants 
along with a few tour agencies and diving outfits and had a hearty meal. Then, feeling 
restless, I decided to go explore a nearby bar area I’d read about in my guidebook. After 
walking only a few paces, however, I spotted the Germans coming down the opposite 
sidewalk. They saw me too, and I waved. Then the girl said something to her boyfriend, 
and – to my surprise – they crossed over.  

“Hey, how’s it going? Enjoy that bus ride?” I joked.  
“He-he. Not very much. For us, it was not comfortable,” the man said.  
“I hear ya. It was so weird for me to be lying down like that … and probably not 

the safest way to travel either.”  
“Yes, we agree. There is no … how is it called?” he mimed the act of securing 

something around his waist.  
“Seat belt.” 
“Yes. There is no seat belt. So, if there’s a ….” 
“A crash,” his girlfriend chimed in liltingly, speaking for the first time in what, to 

my ears, was an entrancing accent.  
“Yes, if there is a crash, maybe we have a problem.” He grinned in the same 

openly friendly way as before.  
“Ha-ha. Exactly. But we made it, right?” 
They smiled.  
“We want to ask you,” the man said, “do you know any hotels here? Because ours 

is … not good. It is old and the room is dark. And outside there is too much noise.” 
His girlfriend nodded. She wasn’t wearing sunglasses now, and in the light of the 

street lamp I saw she had pale blue eyes.  
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“Well,” I said, flattered they’d turned to me for advice, “the street where I’m 
staying is quiet. It’s a kind of dead-end alley, and not too far from the beach. My hotel’s 
pretty nice – I’ve got my own balcony and everything – and some of the other ones are 
even nicer. You want to take a look?”  

They did, and – excited by the prospect of companionship – I spontaneously 
ditched my plan to get wasted at a bar. During the short walk back, they introduced 
themselves as Friedrich and Sarah, and said they came from a small town in Germany 
I’d never heard of. They were traveling in Vietnam for two weeks, and – interestingly – 
had so far followed the exact same route I had, starting in Hanoi and moving south, first 
to Hue and then Hoi An, where we’d first met. When I told them I’d been on a months-
long journey in Southeast Asia since quitting my job in Taiwan, they seemed intrigued, 
with Friedrich saying he’d lived in Taiwan as an exchange student. Apparently, we had 
more in common than I thought.  

“This is it,” I said, turning the corner of the alley. “Nothing too fancy … that’s my 
hotel over there.” I pointed to a narrow, dated-looking building with white-stucco walls 
up ahead.   

“It’s nice,” Sarah trilled, looking around.     
“Yes, this place is much more quiet than where we stay now. I think we can 

change to here,” Friedrich said.  
“Cool. Well, hope you find something you like,” I said as we approached the 

entrance to my building. “I’m gonna turn in.”  
“It is no problem,” said Friedrich. “Thank you for bringing us here.” 
“Thank you very much,” Sarah added with a blazingly attractive smile.  
“Sure … anytime,” I sputtered. “See you around?”  
“Yes. See you later.”  
I went inside and they continued down the alley. Not knowing the specifics of 

their travel plan, I assumed I wouldn’t see them again even if we did end up staying near 
each other.   

 

 
 

The next morning, I woke up bright and early as I’d impulsively booked a scuba 
diving trip the night before. The guy at the dive center had given me two options: get to 
his office by quarter of 8 to board the van or be picked up near my hotel. Being lazy and 
worried I’d be late, I chose the latter, and was standing on the corner at the appointed 
time when a generic white minivan pulled up. I yanked open the door, scrambled into 
the open seat behind the driver and slid it closed behind me. After my eyes adjusted to 
the dim light inside, I made out a young, pink-faced dude with orangey hair sitting next 
to the window – giving him a quick wave – and turned around to see who else was with 
us. To my astonishment, Friedrich and Sarah were sitting directly behind me! 

“Whoa, it’s you guys!”  
They chuckled.  
“Yes, nice to see you again,” Friedrich said.  
“Good morning,” Sarah said sweetly.  
They were both wearing white t-shirts and had sunglasses propped on their 

heads, making them look like models for a Calvin Klein beachwear ad.  
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After getting over the shock of bumping into them yet again, I said, “You know, 
we’ve really got to stop running into each other like this.”  

Whether they knew the phrase or not I’m not sure, but they laughed anyway, and 
when the giggling subsided informed me that they had in fact taken a room on the alley, 
at the swanky-looking pink-hued hotel opposite mine. They’d been so dissatisfied with 
the first place they’d left it immediately, losing the money they’d already paid and 
checking into the new one last night. Absurdly, they’d walked to the diving center for the 
pick-up that morning, meaning the van had come back right to where they’d started to 
get me. They also told me they were trying diving for the first time, and introduced me 
to the guy by the window, Rolf, who was also German and would be snorkeling.   

My dives with my own divemaster – who doubled as the van driver – went off 
without a hitch, and although I didn’t see a whole lot besides some schools of 
fluorescent-colored fish and an eel, it was refreshing to be in the bosom of nature under 
the sea. When I came back to the boat after the second dive, the others were already 
there, with Friedrich and Sarah looking ragged and used (he said he liked diving but 
needed to get more used to the pressure, while she appeared stressed out and relieved to 
be back in the boat), and Rolf – a seemingly fun-loving, easygoing guy – saying he’d had 
a blast snorkeling.  

They dropped us off near the alley our hotels were on, and we all had lunch 
together at an open-air Western-style restaurant on the big road next to the beach. As 
we ate overpriced and inferior versions of pesto pasta, pepperoni pizza and hamburgers, 
staring out at the bright, humming street outside and the flat expanse of sand beyond it, 
a kind of bond seemed to form between us. It was almost as if fate had led us to meet 
unexpectedly so many times – to what purpose, I wasn’t sure – and I was beginning to 
think of Friedrich as some kind of long-lost brother and Sarah as his trusty, and 
extraordinarily attractive, companion.  

Still surprised Friedrich had lived in Taiwan – a land I loved dearly, where not 
many people I knew had gone – I asked him what he thought about it.   

“It is a good place. I like it very much,” he said before taking a huge bite of 
cheeseburger.  

“I know … it’s like, really friendly there, isn’t it? And they treat foreigners so 
well.”  

“Yes, that is true. Very well.” He smirked slightly and winked.  
“He-he,” I said, chuckling at the innuendo. “Yep. Lots of nice people there.” 
Sarah looked at him askance, as though not sure what he meant.  
“And very convenient,” I added quickly.  
“Yes. There are many … convenience stores in Taipei. It is amazing. And there is 

much good food there. One day you should go there and visit,” he said to his girlfriend, 
putting an arm around her.    

She frowned at his overt display of affection. “Yes, I will. But after Vietnam,” she 
deadpanned. 

Friedrich snorted with laughter. “Yes, I know after Vietnam! We must go back to 
Germany next week!”  

“But Taiwan, is it really so nice? I mean, is it worth to visit?” asked Rolf, who’d 
recently graduated from college and was taking a month-long holiday before starting his 
first real job. “I don’t know many people who had gone there.”  



95 
 

“Well, for me that’s part of the charm. It’s not really on the tourist circuit, so … 
feels more authentic,” I replied.  

“John is right. It is more of a true place, and it is very Chinese,” Friedrich put in.  
“I see. Then maybe I try to go there one day,” Rolf said, jamming a French fry into 

his mouth.  
We were all pretty drained from the boat trip, so the conversation soon petered 

out, but before parting we agreed to meet up the next day after Friedrich quipped: 
"We already see each other so many times. Why not again?”  
Sarah responded with a giggly laugh that defied her icy exterior, and I told them I 

was planning to visit some ancient ruins I’d read about. They countered that they 
wanted to go biking, so we decided to combine the two ideas and bike to the ruins. Rolf 
was in, too – it was his last full day in Vietnam, and he wanted to do something special.  

 

 
 

We met up at the bike-rental shop on the main drag the following day, after 
lunch. It was a long ride in the blazing sunshine along the beach road, up onto a wooden 
boardwalk by the sand, and then through a village and up a steep hillside to the cluster 
of Cham ruins overlooking the sea. Friedrich did the trip like it was a walk in the park, 
looking relaxed and barely affected, while Sarah – who had done her best to keep up 
with us fast-pedaling guys – seemed winded but energized, perhaps happy to be on a 
little adventure with some new people. Rolf and I, meanwhile, though both panting and 
soaked with sweat, were just glad not to be alone for another day. 

The ruins were remarkable not only for their ancient stone grandeur and 
intricacy – there were four sizable temple structures on that hilltop – but also for the 
fact that the civilization that built them had existed at all. Maybe it was simply due to my 
ignorance, but I’d never heard of the Cham before, and I wondered how many other 
cultures I was unaware of that had influenced the world and provided a meaningful 
existence for their inhabitants for an untold number of years. It was wild to think about 
how vast human history was, how full of mysteries and extinctions and practices we’d 
never really fully understand, but which had made those peoples what they were. And 
they were human beings, like us, but somehow – based on the world they lived in, with 
its stone temples, daily rites, lack of electricity and so on – not like us at all. Would our 
civilization suffer the same fate as the Cham? Our skyscrapers, banks and churches also 
be reduced to ruins and rubble, to be studied and admired by some future offshoot of 
the human race that was unable to truly comprehend the way we lived?  

Of course, I only had a glimmer of these thoughts at the time, so fascinated was I 
by the inscrutable geometric patterns and symbols and the subtle beauty of those 
golden-brown structures. In the end I lingered in those mystic-seeming shadows and 
cool interiors longer than the others, and they waited – perhaps impatiently – by the 
bikes for me to return.  

When I finally walked over to them, Friedrich said:  
“Trying to become a … how do you say? Ark …?” 
“Archeologist?” 
“Yes. Trying to become one of those people?” 
He stood against a tree with his arms folded, thick black sunglasses making him 

look like a personification of healthy cool, while Sarah and Rolf chatted off to the side.  
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“Ha-ha. Not a bad idea. I thought about studying that in college, actually.”  
He shot me his signature carefree smile and said, “Let’s go.” 
We rode back down the hill and through the surrounding neighborhood, 

exploring the foreign environs before heading back towards Nha Trang. As we were 
cruising along the wooden boardwalk, however, Friedrich and Sarah stopped, saying 
they wanted to get in some beach time, and we all got off our bikes and walked them 
down a plank stairway to a remarkably deserted and serene-looking stretch of white-
sand beach.  

Friedrich and her laid down on the sand next to each other. He quickly removed 
his shirt to display a sculpted, Adonis-like chest, and she gracefully took off her thin 
turquoise blouse and tan shorts to reveal a black spaghetti-strap bikini and glorious 
bronze body that wasn’t as well-defined as her boyfriend’s but didn’t have a trace of fat 
either – a hale-looking, soft female form that practically made my mouth water.   

Rolf and I sat off to one side with our shirts on, exercising our outmost control 
not to stare and keep the conversation casual. He was leaving the next day – his flight 
back to Germany took off from Saigon that night – and as we were lazing around, I 
asked him: 

“Looking forward to joining the working world, Rolf?”  
“No, I am not,” he answered without hesitation, his cheap sunglasses, ruddy 

cheeks and unkempt hair making him look like some kind of schoolboy gone wild. “I 
think I like to do as I am now … to travel.” 

“Cool. Me too,” I smiled.  
“But the problem is that you must have money to travel, and to have money you 

must work.”  
“That is right,” Friedrich chimed in, propping himself up on his elbows next to his 

sprawled-out girlfriend. “If not, then of course we would be always traveling.” 
“Yeah, you need money,” I said, “but aren’t there other alternatives if you really 

want to travel? Like … working on a cruise ship or something?” After those mystery-
filled temples and the blood-pumping bike ride, I was feeling exhilarated. Somehow, it 
seemed to me, there had to be an alternative to the black-and-white work or travel 
mentality.  

“A cruise ship,” Rolf chuckled. “I don’t think I went to the university to do that.”  
“Well, maybe there’s a way to travel more, if you try,” I said stubbornly.   
“I don’t know. I think if there was this way, all people would do it.” 
He had a point, but I still wasn’t convinced.  
“Yes. I agree,” said Friedrich. “In Germany everyone must work, and then they 

can have a holiday. Like us,” he gestured to the half-naked form beside him. “We have 
one month for the holiday every year, so this is only one part of our traveling. In the 
winter, we will also go on holiday. Right Sarah?” He pronounced the ‘s’ of her name like 
a ‘z’, and the ‘r’ in a breathy, guttural way that made it sound nothing like the English 
version.  

“Umm,” she murmured, too immersed in the sunshine’s splendor to reply.   
“Nice. In the US, a lot of people only get two weeks off,” I said. 
“Yes, I heard of this. For me, it is not enough,” Friedrich grimaced.   
“Yes, for me also, two weeks is too less,” Rolf said, staring dreamily up at the sky. 

“Already I am traveling for one month, but now I think it goes too fast.”  
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What they were saying was true, in a sense, and it wasn’t a pleasant thought. We 
worked to travel – or enjoy ourselves – but vacations, holidays and weekends were such 
a small portion of our time and passed so quickly, that eventually you had to ask 
yourself what the point of it all was. It was an endless cycle: working to take a short 
break and then going back to do it all over again. Like a hamster on a wheel who just got 
a few minutes of rest each day.   

“I just feel like, you know, there must be another way to, like, manage your time 
… so you can do more of what you want?” I blathered, struggling to express what I 
meant. It was a sort of dream of mine, to explore and have adventures – or at least do 
meaningful things – nonstop, instead of having time drip by dully in some office.  

“Ja, but no one knows what is this way,” Rolf maintained.   
Though I found his way of thinking depressing, I’d already had my say, so I didn’t 

respond, and we just sat there watching the heady orange sun sink into the sea. The 
surreal pink and purple flaming colors of the sky somehow reminded me of the beauty 
and wonder of the Cham temples we’d seen, and seemed to attest to the fact that life 
actually was a sacred mystery, and wasting it doing something that made you unhappy 
wasn’t the only – or the wisest – choice.  

After the blazing orb set and the sky started darkening, it got cooler. Friedrich 
and Sarah put their clothes back on and we all hopped on our bikes and rode back to 
drop them off, afterwards looking around for a restaurant to sate our famished hunger. 
Eventually we came across a food cart that served roasted duck and had some plastic 
tables set out before it.  

They brought us a whole duck, head and all, which was startling to our Western 
eyes. Friedrich, Rolf and I had some beers during the meal, and by the end of it 
Friedrich had the uneaten head in his hand was pointing the beak at his face while 
sticking his tongue out as though to kiss or lick it, and we all doubled over with laughter.   

Afterwards we walked back along the beach road in the direction of our hotels, 
feeling free and giddy and alive to be with newfound pals in the middle of Southeast Asia 
on a warm, clear night. There was a kind shack in the scrabbly dirt-packed area of the 
beach, near the road, that functioned as a casual bar, selling beer and basic cocktails, 
and beyond it a local guy was strumming a guitar on a tree stump in the sand. Entranced 
by the romantic atmosphere of the place, I asked if anyone wanted to have a drink out 
there.  

They hesitated, but the night was still young – it was only 8pm – and Friedrich 
was all for it, so Rolf and Sarah followed. We went up to the wooden booth thing and 
those two ordered cocktails, while Friedrich and I – being man’s men – bought 
oversized bottles of Saigon beer. Then we went over and sat down on some logs by the 
guy performing, where a couple other backpacker types had already settled in, and 
listened to his soulful rendition of ‘Desperado’.  

A few songs in, Friedrich, who’d been sullenly sipping his bottle while Sarah and 
Rolf chatted away beside him, got up and told his girlfriend he was getting another beer, 
to which she responded with an indifferent nod and went back to gossiping. He didn’t 
come back by the time the next number, ‘The Sound of Silence’, was over, and – 
glancing around – I saw him sitting by himself with his back against a palm tree closer 
to the ocean. Since Rolf and Sarah were still engaged in their German-language 
conversation and I’d drained my beer, I got up, bought another one and went over to 
join him, plopping down Indian-style in the sand.  
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“What’s up,” I said uncertainly, not sure if he wanted company.  
He turned with his open smile, but with a hint of sadness in his eyes, and said, 

“Cheers,” raising his bottle. 
I tapped mine against his and we took a sip.     
“You know, in Taiwan, I had a good time,” he said. “I was just thinking about it.” 
“Yeah – pretty friendly place.”  
“It’s the girls there. They are very … nice, and it seems that they like white men?” 

He shrugged.  
“Yep, that’s my experience too – some of them, at least.” 
“One time, I went to a nightclub with my friends, and a girl came and asked me if 

I wanted to go with her to the hotel and said she would pay!” He shook his head and 
laughed. “It was crazy.” 

“Whoa ….” Although I’d met some girls there myself, nothing like that had ever 
happened to me – but then again, I didn’t look like a cross between a Greek god and Jeff 
Buckley.   

“Well, I went with her there and … we had a nice time,” he said thoughtfully. “But 
I have not been to another place in the world like this.”  

“Ha-ha … definitely a unique environment. Actually, I had no idea it was like that 
when I first went there.” 

“Yes, me also. I thought perhaps it was just an interesting place to study.”  
“So you ever think about going back?” I asked, sensing he was as attached to it as 

I was.  
“Yes, of course. But when my term finished, I left, and … what would I do there 

now?”  
“Hmm. It’s kind of like being a kid in a candy store there, for white guys … makes 

it harder to leave. Probably better you got out when you did!” I said, only half-joking.   
“Like a kid in the candy store? I understand what it means.” He grinned for a 

second, but quickly became somber again. “But for me, I don’t know if that way is true?”  
“Good point. Maybe not?” There was definitely something disingenuous about 

being liked for your race – sort of like of the opposite of racism – and it was highly 
superficial as well.   

“Anyway, now it does not matter. I have Sarah,” he said, looking intently in her 
direction, his brow furrowing. “I think I just like German girls better. With her, it is 
easier to talk. Our culture is the same, and for me it is the better way.” 

What he was saying made sense, but I couldn’t tell if he was trying to convince me 
or himself. “Yeah, that’s important. Maybe not everybody considers it, though,” I said, 
thinking about all the guys I knew who seemed to prefer the cute, stylish and feminine 
women of Asia to their big-boned and more outspoken counterparts in the West, 
notwithstanding communication issues.     

He thought for second. “I think what is the most important is what will make you 
happy.”  

“That’s true,” I said instinctively. “But you must miss it sometimes, right?”  
He sipped his beer. “Yes, I do miss it, a lot.”  
“But your girlfriend, Sarah, she’s so cool, and so … attractive,” I bumbled, feeling 

myself redden. “I understand why you would ....” 
“Yes. She is beautiful. And she likes me also. But sometimes … we have 

problems.” 
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“Well, sure. Doesn’t everyone?”   
“Yes, this is true, but … I don’t always know what is the solution.”  
I waited for him to go on, hoping I could help with whatever was ailing him, but 

he just stared out at the black waves crashing against the shore. And then, all of a 
sudden – as though privy to our thoughts – Sarah herself sidled up and said something 
to him in German.  

Friedrich whipped his head around towards the music.  
“Rolf is playing the guitar,” he said, a trace of disappointment in his voice, maybe 

because our tête-à-tête would forcibly come to an end.   
I looked over and saw Rolf sitting in the circle of light coming from an electric 

lamp by the stump he was perched on, strumming away and singing ‘Knocking on 
Heaven’s Door’ with a passion I wouldn’t have guessed he had.  

“Whoa! Gotta check that out.” We walked over. 
The ‘audience’ had thinned out since we’d left, with only the original musician 

still there, crouching in the sand next to our friend with a big smile on his face. Rolf 
didn’t seem to care, however, as he was belting out the song – a bit drunkenly, perhaps 
– with his eyes closed. When that one ended, following hoots and applause from us, he 
broke into ‘Birthday’ by the Beatles, playing it with an almost unhinged abandon.  

Friedrich and Sarah were having a low-toned conversation in their native tongue 
beside me, and he suddenly turned and whispered, “Sarah says that Rolf is gay.”  

“Oh … really?” I muttered in surprise.   
After a few more energetic numbers, it became clear Rolf’s performance could go 

on all night, so I polished off my brew and asked Friedrich if he wanted another one.   
He spoke to his girlfriend and then said, “Yes, I want to have a beer. But Sarah is 

tired so she will go home now.” 
“OK, no worries. It was fun hanging out today. See you tomorrow?” I said, 

pointing to her playfully with raised eyebrows.   
She smiled her gorgeous, icy smile, blue eyes twinkling with amusement, and 

replied, “Yes, of course. Friedrich and I wish to go to the mud bathing place we saw 
today. Do you want to join us?” 

“Um … maybe?” My question had been only half-serious, as after meeting each 
another three days in row, I thought I’d throw it out there. But bathing together, 
regardless of what that meant in this context, sounded intimate, and I wasn’t sure I was 
ready for that.  

“What time are you going?”  
They looked at each other. “Afternoon? As was today? I think the mud bath will 

close in the evening,” she said phlegmatically.  
I’d actually been planning to move on to my next destination by then but could 

probably delay my departure until the following morning. After all, I was still trying 
figure what, if anything, was the reason we’d met.  

“Alright,” I sighed. “We’ve come this far, right?”  
“Yes, you are right,” Friedrich smiled. “Why we should not see each other again 

since we already do it three times?”  
Sarah went up to Rolf when his song ended and hugged him goodbye. I noticed 

neither of them exchanged contact info, so it seemed that, although from the same 
country, they didn’t expect to see each other again.  
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I offered to buy Friedrich a beer, but he wouldn’t let me, so we both went over to 
the booth and got one, taking our bottles back to the spot near the ocean.  

I felt awkward broaching the personal topic from before, and he didn’t say 
anything, so we just swilled our beers and listened to the jangly chords being strummed 
behind us. After a while I started getting uncomfortable, worried neither of us would 
speak, and asked:   

“Do you ever, like, get bored, living at home – I mean, as opposed to somewhere 
else?”  

“Bored? I don’t know. I have my work, and it is very busy, and I can see Sarah. 
Now I am starting to know her family more, and it’s … OK,” he said flatly.  

“Hmm, probably if I had a girlfriend I liked in the US and a good job and 
everything, I’d be doing the same … but for me it’s different. Asia’s like, more exciting or 
something, and, I don’t know, my life’s more satisfying here.”  

“Yes, well, every person has the choice.”  
As we sat there again wordlessly, I got the impression he didn’t really want to 

communicate, but only lean against that tree guzzling beer in the darkness. His mood 
was gloomy and hard to fathom, which was odd given how open and friendly he’d been 
all day.  

Without our conversation to keep me alert, I started feeling tired – no doubt from 
all the biking in the sun – as well as buzzed. Checking the time, I saw it was almost 11 
and thought it high time to go to bed.  

I chugged the rest of my beer and stood up. “Well, I’m feeling pretty beat, so I 
think I’m gonna call it a night. See you mañana?”  

“Yes, of course, see you in ‘mañana’. Is that … Spanish?” He smiled. “We can all of 
us take a bath in the mud together. It will be fun.”  

“Yeah, hope so. You’re sure it’s OK if I come, right? I mean, I don’t want to 
intrude or –“ 

“No,” he cut me off, “it is good if you come. “Then me and Sarah have another 
person to talk with and not only ourselves.” He chuckled darkly.  

“Well, alright, if you say so. See you tomorrow!” 
“Yes. Goodnight.” 
We shook hands and he turned his attention back to the throbbing waves.  
On my way to the street I passed by Rolf, who was still on the stump but no 

longer playing guitar. He was cradling a fresh cocktail and talking animatedly with the 
chunky, sunglasses-wearing musician guy, who was squatting in the sand holding the 
instrument by its neck.  

“Hey, Rolf,” I yelled. “Take it easy, man. Have a good trip back to Germany.” 
“Yes, thank you, John,” he said, squinting at me in the darkness. “Nice to meet 

you.” 
“Same here. Catch you later!” I waved. 
“Auf weidersehen!” He waved back with the other dude.  
The beach road was nearly deserted now, with only a couple hangdog-looking 

tourists coming up the sidewalk from the direction of the main drag. Arriving at the 
door of my hotel, I turned and looked at the pink building farther down the street, 
wondering what Sarah was doing in there and how she really felt about her relationship, 
which seemed so perfect on the outside.    
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The next morning, hung over and needing to pee, I woke up early and went out 
on my tiny balcony to survey the scene outside. Looking towards the hushed, far-away 
sands of the beach, I saw Friedrich coming up the alley towards the hotel. The night 
before he mentioned that he exercised for an hour every morning no matter where he 
was. I’d been impressed by his dedication to staying in shape, and it was funny to 
witness it now in person. He had his shirt off, and his buff, tanned chest was glistening 
with sweat as he strolled down the street looking worn out but alert, with a half-smile on 
his face. As I watched him go into his building, it struck me as strange that this person, 
my current neighbor and pal, would likely disappear from my life in just a day or so.  

I met him and Sarah in front of the hotel that afternoon. I’d gone to rent my bike 
at the same place as before and come back, and five minutes later they came zooming 
down the alley giggling and shouting at each other – Friedrich mock-chasing Sarah from 
behind – and slammed on their brakes in front of me. Apparently, Friedrich had 
recovered from his morose humor of the previous night.  

“Hello, John! How are you?” he said excitedly, pulling up next to his girlfriend, 
who flashed me an alluring smile.  

“Not bad. How about you guys?”   
“We are good. We just rode on our bicycles to a beach near here. It was very much 

fun and not so many people were there.” 
“It was like we were the only people at the beach,” Sarah remarked breathlessly.   
“Yes, so we could wrestle and do what we want there,” Friedrich said, poking her 

playfully in her side.  
She turned her magnetic smile on him. 
“Wrestle?” I said, discomfited by thoughts of their up-close intimacy.

  
“Well, I try to wrestle with her, and she makes me go away. That is what we do. 

Right, Sarah?”  
“Yes,” she said tartly. “He attacks me, and I have to … defend me.”  
“OK, got it. Sounds like fun,” I mumbled, fixated on the image of a bikini-clad 

Sarah being attacked on the beach. 
“But now we are very ready to do mud bathing!” Friedrich cried.  
“Yes, it was very hot at the beach,” she said.  
“Cool … should we get going?” I said, not really looking forward to it.  
“OK!”  
We rode along the same beach path as before, towards the Cham ruins, as the 

mud-bath place wasn’t far from there. It was a humid, taxing ride once again, although 
the sky was cloudier than the day before. A long gravelly driveway led to the resort-style 
mud-bath complex, which was fronted by a landscaped garden with small lily ponds and 
flower-lined paths. It seemed crowded for a random Tuesday afternoon, but we had no 
problem getting our own bath pool.  

Soon we’d all stripped down to our bathing suits and were planted in a paved, hot 
tub-sized hole in the ground. Being mere feet away from Sarah and her sleek, bikini-clad 
body was unnerving, but with Friedrich next to her, the desirous savage within me was 
kept at bay. We were chatting light-heartedly, unsure what would happen next and 
surrounded by other people in holes full of caramel-colored, liquefied muck tittering 
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and slapping at the stuff like delirious children, when mud abruptly began pouring out 
an opening at the bottom of the tub.  

It was warm and gooey, and somehow not disgusting at all. On the contrary, it felt 
soothing, and quickly filled up the hole to our shoulders. And then we were all laughing, 
sliding around in it and scooping it up with our hands like kids in a sandbox, just like 
everybody else.   

Friedrich picked some up and smeared it on Sarah’s face, and then – before she 
had a chance to react – dunked his whole head under and came up looking like a man 
made of milk chocolate. We laughed at his bizarre, not-quite-human appearance as he 
wiped the mud off his eyelids.  

“John, you don’t want to put mud on your head?” he said, as though the notion 
were pure idiocy.  

“No, I will … just taking my time.”    
“And you, Sarah?” he said, looking at her like a creature sprung from the earth.   
“And look as you do? Like a … mud animal?” she retorted, her eyes sparkling.  
“But it feels very good, and already we have it on our bodies, so …,” he shrugged, 

rivulets of mud running down his shoulders.  
“Alright, man, I’ll try it. I think my complexion could probably use some mud 

therapy,” I said, patting my cheeks.  
“And Sarah?” he repeated.  
She frowned, but finally relented. “OK, if John does, I will also.” 
“Right. Let’s do this!” I pointed to her in a gesture of camaraderie. 
She nodded, and then slowly, at the same time, we both sank into the muck. It 

was dark in there – pitch black after going past eye level – and silent, too. Pretty creepy, 
and after submerging my head and staying down there for a couple seconds to push my 
limits, I came up and began wiping the mud off my face, but it just kept pouring down 
my head and stung my eyes. After blinking heavily and wiping more off, I lifted my 
eyelids again and saw Sarah doing the same while Friedrich looked on in amusement.  

“Wow … that was weird,” I spluttered. 
Sarah merely grimaced, apparently put off the experience.   
“But it feels nice, no?” said Friedrich.  
“It feel … odd.” It was an unusual sensation, having my face and scalp encased in 

rapidly hardening mud as though being turned into a statue.  
“I don’t like it,” Sarah declared, still wiping muck from her hair.  
“But you know, it is good for the skin,” Friedrich said brightly.  
She glared at him.   
As I watched them interact, I saw with amazement that the mud had sort of 

transformed Sarah’s appearance. It no doubt did so for everyone, but as there was a kind 
of ineffably beautify to her, it seemed to have a more profound effect. Brown all over 
now like us, the muck had muted the hue of her bleach-blond hair and made her slim, 
angular face and jaw look as though they were hewn from stone. The only other trace of 
color was in her eyes, which shown like two glinting jewels in a landscape of earthly 
dullness. Their sky-blue color hit you like a laser, exuding an indifferent coolness that 
masked something deeper and wounded beneath.   

She must have felt me staring, because she looked up and eyed me suspiciously.  
“Is your hair naturally that color?” I blurted.  
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“No, it is not,” she said, grinning with excessively white teeth. “Did you think it 
was?” 

“Uh … I wasn’t sure,” I lied. I had thought it was, but based on her tone, gathered 
that was a ridiculous supposition. I’d considered her to be some form of a pure Aryan 
goddess, and the hair had simply complemented that look.  

She smiled at my naiveté, and I caught a hint of affection in her blindingly blue 
eyes.  

After we finished cleaning off our faces, we sat there for another 20 minutes 
lounging in the warm gooeyness, and somehow the conversation turned to my 
experience in Germany. I’d mentioned before that I’d lived in Hamburg for a while, but 
hadn’t gone into much detail.   

“What did you do in Germany, John?” said Sarah, breaking a few minutes of 
silent mud-bath meditation.  

Friedrich opened his eyes and perked up.  
‘Was it something they’d discussed before?’ I thought nervously, as my 

explanation for going there wasn’t exactly run-of-the-mill. But here we were, sitting 
half-naked in a pool of viscous mud under the skies of Vietnam, and although I’d been 
self-consciously avoiding my legs touching theirs the whole time – instantaneously 
withdrawing them whenever that happened – I nonetheless felt a kind of closeness to 
them.  

“I went there to live at a Buddhist temple,” I said frankly.  
The glanced at each other. 
“Really? There are Buddhist temples in Germany?” said Friedrich, incredulous.  
“Yep … well, there’s this one at least. It’s on the outskirts of the city, not really in 

the center. I think it used to be a factory or something. It’s a Zen pagoda, but a lot of 
Germans go there.”  

“What did you do there?”  
“Um, learned about Buddhism? Also worked on myself, trying to understand 

things more,” I said haltingly. “I met a monk in the US, and later he told me to come 
there to get more into the practice … so I did.” 

Neither of them spoke.   
“That is very interesting,” Sarah finally said, a serious look on her face.  
“Yes. I know no one in Germany who is a Buddhist, but here I am, in Vietnam, 

and meet an American who has lived at a temple there!” Friedrich guffawed.  
Sarah chuckled. “I also don’t know someone who is Buddhist, but I want to learn 

about it.” 
“Sure,” I said gratefully, “maybe I can tell you about it later.”  
“OK, good.”  
“You are a very interesting person, John,” said Friedrich, sizing me up with a 

puzzled expression.  
“Am I?” I said, sinking down into the mud and feeling relieved, as well as 

accepted somehow.  
They laughed heartily and looked at each other, and then we all went back to 

relaxing.   
Eventually our time was up, and we had to get out, and we showered and washed 

the grime off our bodies, feeling lighter and more at-ease as we left the resort 
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compound. We rode back to town mostly in silence, content with each other’s company 
as the sun descended on the horizon. Later we went to a pho restaurant for dinner.  

“You said you are going where tomorrow?” asked Friedrich, slurping down some 
noodles.  

“Dalat. It’s some kind of mountain town. This guy I met in Hue recommended a 
hotel there, so I thought I’d check it out,” I shrugged.  

“That is right. Is it certain you don’t want to go with us to Mui Ne?” he said with a 
cheeky smile.   

“I’d love to, man … would be great to hang out with you guys more, but I’ve 
already been there.”  

“Is it nice, John?” Sarah cooed after taking a bite of salad.  
“Yeah, pretty nice. It’s a beach – like this, but maybe not as much white sand and 

everything. But it’s cool. Kind of chilled-out … and windy! Big place for windsurfing.” I 
strained to remember what I’d done there for a few days on a different trip.          

“We are trying to decide if we will go there or go directly to Ho Chi Minh City,” 
Friedrich said, looking at Sarah, who made a sour face. “She wants to spend more time 
at the beach, but I think we must go to this famous city as we only have five days more 
for traveling.” 

“Well, Mui Ne’s on the way to Ho Chi Minh, so maybe you could stop there for a 
night and see what it’s like?”  

“Yes, Fred. I was telling you this also,” she said peevishly.  
“Hmm,” he said, little creases forming on his forehead. “I think we will do that, 

because it is what Sarah wants, but for me it’s already enough at the beach.” He gave his 
girlfriend a defiant smile and she stared back coldly.  

Not wanting to get caught in the middle of a domestic dispute, I snatched up 
more noodles with my chopsticks. Then, when neither of them said anything, I put in:  

“So many choices. Always hard to decide. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go to Dalat, 
either, but since somebody recommended it and I’ve already been to Mui Ne … seemed 
like the logical choice.” 

Sarah looked at me affectionately, my heart thumping with desire, while 
Friedrich leaned back in his chair and took a swig of beer, seemingly not in the mood to 
argue with his lover.  

“You know,” he said, putting the bottle down, “I think our traveling is more fun 
when you are with us two. When it is just me and Sarah, it’s … the same always. And we 
fight more.” He grinned uneasily.  

She put her fork down and gave him an angry look, but he refused to 
acknowledge her, so she turned to me instead. With a sharp gleam in her eyes, she said, 
“Yes. Traveling with you here is different. More funny things happen.”
  

I flushed with embarrassment. “He-he. I don’t know. Probably you guys would 
get sick of me soon enough,” I muttered.   

Friedrich tilted his head to the side. “Really? I don’t think so.”  
“Thanks, man. If you say so.” I impulsively lifted my bottle. “It’s been awesome 

meeting you guys. Hope you have a good time in Mui Ne, or Ho Chi Minh – wherever 
you go!” 

“We will go to Mui Ne,” Sarah said coolly, raising her juice glass to our beer 
bottles but not looking at her boyfriend.  



105 
 

On the way back to our hotel street, Friedrich asked if I wanted to have a drink on 
the beach again, but I declined. I had to wake up early the next day to catch my bus, and 
besides that, it wasn’t clear that what I was doing was right anymore – did my presence 
somehow enflame the tension I increasingly saw between them?  

In front of our respective lodging houses on that narrow thoroughfare, then, we 
unceremoniously said goodbye. At the last minute, Friedrich invited me to have 
breakfast with them, but still concerned I’d miss my bus, and given my moral dilemma, I 
once again said no. I thought about asking for their contact info, but up until then 
everything had been so spontaneous about our interaction that I didn’t want to change it 
by forcing anything. And as Rolf had done likewise when he left, and they didn’t 
mention it themselves, I merely shook hands with Friedrich and then did the same with 
enigma-eyed Sarah, which was disappointing since I’d been jonesing for a hug.  

She turned and went into their hotel smiling wistfully, while Friedrich walked off 
back down the street to stroll around the beach by himself. Later, I lay in bed with a 
sinking feeling in my stomach, doubting my decision. They were the only real friends I’d 
made in the past month, and I could have easily taken the afternoon bus and left town at 
almost exactly the same time they were, or at least been more proactive about getting 
their email addresses. Now back in my cramped room with only my luggage, a saggy 
mattress and some other cheap furniture, it was abundantly clear I was completely alone 
once more. 

 

 
 

The following morning, I went out on the balcony again to lounge around in the 
fresh air and spotted Friedrich on the street below, going about his exercise routine. 
This time, however, he was heading towards the beach instead of away from it, and he 
had a blue tank-top on and looked groggy but resolute as he strode towards the sand.  

I had a quick, unsatisfying breakfast of tea and toast in the alcove that served as 
the hotel kitchen, and then dragged my stuff around the corner to the long-distance bus 
stop, arriving with plenty of time to spare as the bus was late, per usual. I’d half-hoped 
to see my friends somewhere on the street on my way there, but I encountered no one I 
knew.   

After the long, mildly uncomfortable ride up into the hills – there were seats this 
time, at least – I arrived in Dalat in the afternoon, checked into the run-down hotel so 
warmly recommended to me, where all the staff seemed bored and middle-aged, and 
went out and had dinner at one of the two open restaurants on the lifeless main street.   

It was drizzly and overcast in that rustic hill region, and I spent the next couple 
days hiking around, buying tea products, and bathing in the dilapidated hot-tub on the 
top floor of the hotel by myself, having gained nothing but some extra alone time by 
taking the early bus from Nha Trang.  

 

 
 

Even now, many years later, I can still see Friedrich’s boyishly handsome face 
and Sarah’s striking visage in my mind, and sometimes I wonder if they’re still together. 
If not, a cynical voice tells me, I was a fool for not getting their contact info. But even 
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worse than this jaded delusion of lust is the fear that my image no longer appears in 
their memories. 
 
 

Teaching Sheena How to Booty Shake at 11pm 
After We Finished Dinnertime and Bathtime 

and Storytime and Bedtime and then Drank Some 
Hard Seltzers 

Stephanie Pritchard 
 
 

We are in her kitchen, ourselves again. Shoulders have 
eased back in place. No one watches or interrupts 
our conversation - her husband’s snores echo from their 
bedroom. I slipped from my daughter’s covers an hour ago,  
left my husband on the couch with Ozark to skitter 
 
next door for some much-needed girl time. With all the kids 
burrowed into sleep the house feels content; hardwoods 
vacant of toys, dining table unburdened by laundry. We 
perched the throw pillows back into their homes on 
the couches and they roosted like tired birds. No faucets run. 
 
I tip each hip slow, like a boat swayed by waves at the dock, 
a little side to side. The trick, I tell her, is to use your whole 
body. Stomach muscles contract to brace for speed, feet 
lift one at a time to ride this momentum into an all-out 
shimmy shake and isn’t this beautiful? 
 
Two moms up way past our bedtime and we’re not 
talking about the ten for ten sale at Price Chopper or how 
one of the kids squirted shampoo all over the hallway. 
We’re not wasting this delicious freedom to buff the blades 
of all the ceiling fans or to scrub smeared fingerprints 
 
off the sliding glass door. Our hips beat to the soft rhythm 
of the dishwasher, to the sound machine static that drifts 
from their hushed bedrooms until my thighs tremble, 
until I feel a heartbeat through my stomach and my throat, 
it’s close to the surface, how alive we are. 

 
  



107 
 

Early Morning Run 
Sheridan Turton 
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The Last Time 
Stephanie Pritchard 

 
 

The rocking chair catches with every glide now 
like a heart murmur, an interrupted whoosh, 
a click and grind of wooden parts that no longer soothe.  
You like to nurse slow in the mornings, the way 
I like to sip my first cup of coffee. It burns at first, 
your mouth, but that is nothing new, and 
I like the way your body piles into my lap like a blanket, 
the way you settle over the parts of my stomach I am so 
self-conscious of, how you cover all of it up with your sweet 
baby weight while you take milk and more milk. We only 
do this in the mornings now that you are nearly weaned 
and I wonder how we will just stop altogether. Maybe this 
is what all the other parents mean when they tell me  
how quickly you will grow, that our routines will never stay 
routine, that your little fingers won’t continue to reach 
and curl around my clavicle, the bend of my elbow 
won’t dampen with your closeness. I feel sharpness in my chest, 
then, until you pull back and your lips are edged with red 
like you have been eating overripe strawberries, like 
you have been gulping punch, like you have transformed 
from baby to leech and I can’t help but gasp at the flesh 
flayed bright. The bloody dripping. Is it supposed to be like this? 
Bottom and top teeth puncture marks in the soft patch, 
the areola puckered, peeled back like grapefruit skin. 
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Growing Rocks in Ruth’s Garden 
Lee Landau 

 
I remember 
a fiesta of wind, 
the summer rushing 
at you, Ruth. Your fingers rooted 
in the earth plucking 
 
chickweed, digging rooms 
for hothouse pansies, 
transplanting wild daisies 
to my rock garden. 
 
You tamed wild flowers 
with your winter song. 
Swamp lilies, cattails 
danced off their stems 
 
to rest beside you. 
Another summer comes 
on limpid breeze, and I 
am growing rocks again. 
 
What flowers bloom 
hemorrhage overnight, 
like another you---yet  
still rooted to the earth. 

 

Winter Walk: Red 
Wendy Gouine 
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Inverted Jenny 
James Fowler 

 
 

Rather, a winking tribute to Bill “Barrel Roll” Turlington, 
postal stunt-pilot extraordinaire, and his lovely assistant 
 
Rose Delvaux, half French Canadian, half clairvoyant, 
with more than average skill walking either wing side. 
 
A letter addressed Green-Eyed Meg, Somewhere in Kansas 
would be delivered by this duo to the very girl herself. 
 
She might be outside tending chickens, hear a buzz above, 
and find old school-days’ passion fluttering to her feet. 
 
Bill and Rose could do heavier drops too: once when 
Pinkerton boys were primed to open fire on striking miners, 
 
a barrage of Sears and M. Ward catalogues floored them, 
though their wives waxed glad for such ads from heaven. 
 
And then the special deliveries: last words from men 
already reported dead at the Front, drifting down amid 
 
a shower of tender petals touched with . . . morning dew? 
After their Transcontinental Hop of 1927 (during which 
 
they rained supplies for those stranded on roofs by the flood), 
this intrepid couple relocated to Rio, where they opened 
 
an American-style bar patronized by expats and locals. 
All this in a time before zeppelins started falling from the sky. 
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The Dew-Drop-In Diner 
Roger Hart 

 

 
Tucked among the trees on a narrow backroad miles from the closest town, 

surrounded by state forests and abandoned coal mines, it’s a wonder anyone can find 
the Dew-Drop-In Diner, home of the Big Buckeye Burger. But maybe you’ve been here, 
been greeted by the smell of bacon, French fries, and homemade bread, the seat yo-self 
sign next to the chalkboard’s list of the daily specials. Neatly arranged slices of pie fill a 
glass case on the counter, and sports memorabilia cover the walls. Baseballs, footballs, 
and basketballs are mounted in boxed frames with brass plates identifying the 
significance of each. Newspaper articles and black and white photographs that have 
yellowed behind smoke-and-grease-covered glass hang next to every booth, and the 
schedule of the 1966 state champion baseball team, complete with player autographs 
and the scores of each game, takes a high priority spot near the restrooms.  

Overhead, ceiling fans slowly spin. 
I was here years ago with Russ. We were thirteen, in love. This time I’m here with 

George, although George is not yet here. After driving almost nonstop for three days 
from Seattle, George is off riding a four-wheeler with a man he’d never met until this 
morning while I sit on my numb keister on the cracked red vinyl seat across from my 
soon-to-be-wed cousin, waiting for George and his new-found pal to return.  

Jen holds her cup of coffee as if she’s trying to warm her hands despite it being 
nearly ninety outside. “They’re twenty-five minutes late,” she says. “He better not be late 
tomorrow.”  

I look out the window at the gravel parking lot, at the old pickups and shiny black 
motorcycles, but there’s no sign of Bob and George. “They’ll be here soon,” I say, 
although I have no idea when they’ll eventually arrive.  

Edward Hopper, I think, might have enjoyed painting this scene, two women 
sitting alone in a booth. 

She follows my gaze and smiles. “The food’s not fancy, but there’s plenty of it, and 
it’s good.” 

I start to tell her Russ and I were here the summer I was staying with my 
grandparents but decide to pass. 

The lunch crowd begins trickling in. Old men with beer guts and caps carrying 
the logo of the local feed mill sit at the counter while younger men in tight, black T-
shirts and dirty jeans sit squished together at round tables, each staking out his territory 
with tattooed arms and elbows. Several middle-aged women, who look like they might 
be packing 45s in their oversized purses, occupy a booth, and a few university types 
from the school fifteen miles north are debating the use of caesuras at a table in the 
corner. Like a seventh-grade dance, the sexes occupy different territories except for one 
woman wearing a T-shirt that says, Proud Mother of a Few Bad Asses, momentarily 
resting her arm on the shoulder of an older black guy hoisting himself onto a stool at the 
counter.  

I turn back to Jen as the guy laughs and says something I can’t make out, but his 
deep, gravelly voice sounds familiar. I look at him again. His back is to me, but he’s the 
right size and build, tall and thin. I want him to turn around.  

“Someone you know?” Jen asks. 
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“Maybe,” I say.  
The waitress, a teenage girl with a nose piercing and an indecipherable tat on the 

back of her hand, stops, asks if I want more iced tea and if Jen needs a refill on her 
coffee. Jen holds out her cup, and I slide my glass to the edge of the table. “Thanks,” I 
say. 

Jen looks out at the parking lot. “Tell me why a grown man needs to go off riding 
a four-wheeler the day before his wedding.”  

“That’s men for you,” I say because I feel it is expected, not because I believe it. 
She’s marrying Bob after a long relationship and a pregnancy currently in the fourth 
month. I’m hungry and wish they’d show up.  

Jen reaches across the table and squeezes the top of my hand. “How was the 
drive?” 

I take a deep breath, try to decide how much she really wants to know and how 
much I’m willing to share. “George and I left Seattle Tuesday morning. Twenty-five 
hundred miles, eight states, three days, and one speeding ticket later, I’m sitting in a 
diner in southern Ohio.”  

Jen laughs. “I thought you were going to come alone, take a week or so to get 
here,” she says. 

“I did, too.” I hesitate, not sure I want to relive the argument or explain why I 
gave in.  

“George wanted to drive?” 
I nod. “Insisted. Said it would give us time together. I’d planned on taking it slow, 

stopping to take photos of landscapes I might want to paint. I took three photos before I 
gave up. The scenery was a blur.” 

She cocks an eyebrow. 
“George wanted to come but works summers as a golf pro and couldn’t get 

enough time off so . . .” 
This time, she nods. We haven’t seen each other for three years, and yet we can 

still communicate with nods and cocked eyebrows. 
Jen asks, “You ever hear from Russ?” 
Jen wouldn’t have asked if George were present, but even with him absent I’m 

uncomfortable answering, which is silly considering I only knew Russ for a matter of 
weeks and that was years ago. “Not exactly.” 

“But?” 
“We have . . .” I look for the right word. “Our moments. Last spring, I was flying 

out of Seattle, and we passed in the concourse as I ran to the gate, a thirty second hello-
I-was thinking-of-you, goodbye.” 

“Like ships passing in the night.” 
“Anyway, I didn’t even have time to ask if he’s married and has kids.” 
“He isn’t and hasn’t. Think you might run into him again?” she asks. 
Before I can answer the dust-covered, bug-splattered Mustang pulls into the 

parking lot. “They’re here,” she says.  
We slide closer to the window to make room in the booth. 
Bob, the former college football star who runs his own fitness center, flashes a 

game winning smile and slides in next to Jen. “Sorry we’re late,” he says.  
I push my glass of tea aside and George, smelling of beer and sweat, scoots into 

the booth next to me. Couples about to get married or those hoping to sometimes have 
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affection competitions. I wonder if that’s the case now as Jen leans into Bob, and George 
puts his arm around my shoulder. Each of us trying to convince the other couple, and 
maybe ourselves, that we’ve found our perfect mate.  

The black man at the counter leans toward the pie showcase, points at one. He 
looks like the right age, maybe early sixties, but I can’t see his face. 

“So,” Jen says, “is that him?” 
I wait and listen, hope I can hear his voice again.  
George shakes his head but continues to study the menu.  
“What?” Jen asks.  
“Cass,” he says.  
“What about her?”  
They’re talking as if I’m not here, even though we’re sitting in the same booth. I 

know what he’s thinking.  
“She looks for her homeless friend everywhere,” he says.  
Bingo. I knew. But it’s not true. I look when I see someone that could be him. 

From the back this guy appears to have Oscar’s build and he was, I think, from Ohio. 
 

 
 
Oscar and Russ have much in common. Russ appeared a lonely summer day 

when I was sitting on the front steps at my grandparents’ house. I needed a friend, and 
poof! There he was, strolling across the street, barefoot, dirt-stained, wearing a big grin. 
This was the summer before I was in the seventh grade. Years later, my first year of art 
school, I had the blues. I was homesick, Y2K threatened the world would soon collapse, 
and my art professor made a statement about my painting by stepping on it. I felt lost 
and alone. Then I met Oscar.  

“He doesn’t look like a homeless person,” George says, lifting his chin toward the 
guy at the counter with his back to us. 

“Shhh! Not so loud. I never said the guy was homeless.” 
“You said he was sitting on the street every day.” 
“Not the street, the sidewalk.” 
George gives a mocking nod, like there’s a big difference, street, sidewalk, which I 

know there isn’t. Still, I regret sharing the experience. You have to be careful with that 
sort of thing.  

Was he homeless? It appeared that way, always sitting on the sidewalk next to a 
dumpster by the music store, looking disheveled and lost while tossing a baseball from 
one hand to the other, although I never saw a bag or hat at his feet waiting for a tossed 
coin or dropped dollar. I passed him every day on my way to run in the park. He looked 
like he was my father’s age, in his fifties. Then one afternoon after I’d had a disastrous 
day, he offered to help me carry a sheet of plywood from the dumpster to the art studio. 
I was suspicious of him at first, but soon we were sitting on the sidewalk laughing so 
hard we cried. Drivers passing down the street gawked at us, wondering what was 
wrong. Later, over a pizza, Oscar and I learned we shared a birthday. I told him how a 
couple of my paintings had seemed to predict the future, and he didn’t seem surprised. I 
told him about Russ. He told me to paint something that made me happy. 

Oscar looked familiar, like we’d met before. That’s the thing. Maybe it was his 
eyes or the way he grinned or his gravelly voice. It was like I knew him, and he knew me. 
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When I asked where and when we’d previously met, he said, We haven’t. We look 
familiar to each other because we’re going to meet again.  

You may have had the same experience. You see someone, a stranger, and you 
exchange a look that says we knew each other in another life or maybe the look says, 
our paths will cross again. I can’t explain it. It’s like a gift. 

Then, Oscar disappeared. 
Initially, I looked for him next to the dumpster parked in front of the music store. 

I looked for him on street corners, on park benches, and at the local soup kitchen. I 
looked for him that fall and the next winter and spring. I asked guys sitting on sidewalks 
with signs asking for a buck if they knew Oscar. They always shook their heads and then 
thanked me for the couple dollars I dropped in their ball caps, coffee mugs, and once a 
chipped, blue china bowl. I went back to the soup kitchen and volunteered, got to know 
a lot of the faces but no Oscar.  

Now there’s this guy sitting at the counter who, I have a hunch, might be him. I’d 
get up, go tap the guy on the shoulder, but George is blocking my escape, so I wait. Or, 
maybe I wait because the possibility of that man being Oscar is so much better than 
finding out he isn’t. 

 

 
 
“I had an imaginary friend when I was four,” George says to Jen, but the 

comment is directed at me.  
George, a high school history teacher when he’s not golfing, is fifteen years older 

than I am and sometimes tries to teach me about life as if I were his student and not his 
fiancée. At times, he almost had me convinced Oscar was a figment of my teenage 
imagination.  

“She’s watched Shawshank Redemption a dozen times,” he says. “Says her 
mystery friend looked like Morgan Freeman.” He raises his eyebrows as if to ask do you 
believe that? 

I think George is jealous of Oscar, which is silly. The thing with Oscar isn’t 
romantic. It’s, well, either you understand, or you don’t.  

The waitress comes to take our orders, and I pretend to look at the menu while I 
watch the guy at the counter. I’ve rehearsed different versions of what I would do when I 
see him again. One possibility would be a casual, “Hi, Oscar,” acting as if I’m not 
surprised. A more likely version would be giving him a hug and saying nothing. Oscar 
and I are entangled, just like I’m entangled with Russ.  

I don’t think I’m entangled with George, not yet, but I don’t know how these 
entanglement things happen or if you must be entangled with someone to love them or 
marry them. Probably not.  

I order a club sandwich and a salad. The two men order stacks of pancakes. Jen, 
still worried about fitting into her wedding dress tomorrow—her face is thin, but she’s 
pregnant— orders a small salad.  

The guy at the counter has a slice of pie next to his plate. I can’t see what else he’s 
eating. Doesn’t matter.  

“So, Jen,” I say, “bring me up to date on the local gossip.”  
Bob and George roll their eyes and then laugh to show they are teasing, but they 

really aren’t.  
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Jen ignores them. “Let’s see, Delmar, you remember Delmar?” 
“Yes. I liked Delmar.” 
“He and his partner drove to Iowa where same sex marriage is now legal.” 
“Good for them,” I say. I’m hungry and the club sandwich is taking a long time to 

arrive. 
“And here’s one for you,” she says. “Charlie Palm.  He’s a deacon in our church.” 
“Charlie Palm?” 
“Yeah, you know, the guy you clonked on the head with Russ’s binoculars at my 

birthday party.” 
“You hit a guy with binoculars?” George asks. 
“He was dragging Delmar through a field of horse manure and wouldn’t stop. She 

knocked him out!” Jen says loud enough to cause the two university types debating 
poetry line breaks at a nearby table to glance our way. 

“He was momentarily stunned,” I say. “That’s all.”  
Jen, wanting to move on with her story, says, “He was a bully. Russ tried to stop 

him and got his face bloodied, and now Charlie is the county deputy and deacon in our 
church!”  

“Lower your voice,” Bob says, trying not to laugh. He looks around the diner to 
see who might have overheard.  

“But here’s the thing,” she whispers. “His transformation? You know what 
triggered it?” 

Before she can explain, the waitress brings our food. George pours syrup on his 
pancakes, enough for them to float off his plate if it wasn’t for the curved lip acting like a 
dam. 

“Here’s the thing,” Jen repeats. “He told his wife, Amy Black, you remember 
Amy, and she told me after yoga class—do you do yoga?” 

I shake my head and start on my sandwich. 
“Charlie was camping in the hills, and one night he saw a path of glowing rocks.” 
“Glowing rocks?” George asks. 
Bob nods, and Jen continues. “He followed the path, the glowing rocks, deeper 

into the woods where he was abducted by aliens.”  
“Is this a southern Ohio thing?” George asks.  
Jen frowns. “Is what a southern Ohio thing?” 
George sighs, forks a sizeable chunk of pancakes into his mouth. He’s been 

poking fun at southern Ohio and the people who live here since we arrived late last 
night. Maybe it’s the awkwardness of being in a strange place where he doesn’t know 
anyone or his way of signaling he’d never live here, even though he’s never been to 
southern Ohio prior to today, and I’ve never hinted—I don’t think—that I’d like to live 
here, although I might.  

He chews and swallows. “Aliens. Birdman, imaginary friends.”  
“Birdman?” Bob asks. 
“He’s talking about the Mothman,” I say. 
“Yes, the Mothman.” 
If Jen catches any sarcasm in George’s voice, she doesn’t show it. “The Mothman 

was before I was born. There’s a statue of the Mothman in Point Pleasant. That’s down 
on the river. Some say it was a bird. Others say it was what it was.” 

George holds up his fork, a signal he wants to talk.   



116 
 

“Well,” Jen says, waiting a dramatic moment before continuing, “maybe we’re 
just more open to mysteries here.” 

 

 
 
My grandfather loved The Millionaire, a television show that took place long 

before my time. He often told me stories about different episodes where a mysterious 
rich man would give a stranger a million dollars. The episode would then follow that 
person to see how the million dollars changed them. 

Oscar was like that, not giving me a million bucks but giving me something more 
valuable, friendship and encouragement when I most needed it. I think I may have given 
him something, too. Laughter. 

 

 
 
The man at the counter, the one I think, I hope, might be Oscar, is chatting with 

the waitress. I wait, try not to be obvious with my looking. 
George catches me and slowly shakes his head.  
“Okay,” I say, trying to sound as reasonable as I can despite my annoyance. The 

long car ride, I think, has made us both edgy. “I knew this guy back in high school, well 
actually I also knew him for a couple weeks when we were in seventh grade. He was into 
science, and he said the small particles of atoms or light can get entangled so that even 
when they’re far apart there’s some kind of connection.” 

George sips his coffee. “Is this guy Russ?” 
The waitress interrupts to ask how our food is and if we need anything, taking me 

momentarily away from Oscar, Shawshank Redemption, and Russ. 
“I was just saying he thought people could become entangled, their paths always 

crossing, that there might be a connection. Oscar and I have that kind of connection. I’m 
sure of it. He was from Ohio, and I think played baseball.” I point at the photos of the 
championship baseball team. “So, yeah, I think he might be here, and I think the guy at 
the counter is him.”  

Jen is right about the food. The club sandwich is huge and it’s very good.  
“So,” George asks as he stabs one of several sausage links, “think you’re entangled 

with this Russ?” 
I do. Jen thinks so, too. But I don’t want to admit it here. His next question will 

be if I think he and I are entangled. George thinks artists are a bit flaky. His belief that 
I’m flaky was what, he says, attracted him to me. Anyway, he’s waiting for an answer.  

“What?” I ask, acting like I’m confused. “Would you like some of my sandwich?”  
He falls for the club and switch. I slide one quarter of my sandwich onto his 

syrup-covered plate, and then ask Jen and Bob to tell us their honeymoon destination. 
They go on about the Outer Banks, which sounds wonderful. Still, I keep casting 

glances at the man sitting at the counter next to the pies.  
Sometimes you meet someone with whom you resonate, yeah, that’s the word, 

resonate. You know and they know. It may happen in the first moment you meet them, 
or it may take time. It’s part magic and part something else. Call it what you want. Oscar 
saying we’d meet again was like a promise. It could happen here or somewhere else 
when I least expect it.  
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The man at the counter pushes his clean pie plate away. Turn around! Turn 
around! I think. A man sitting a few stools away gets up, walks up to the man I’m 
watching and pats him on the back, blocking my view. 

Bob looks at his watch, says he and Jen better get going. There are things to do—
pack the car, pick up an aunt at the airport, the rehearsal dinner, and so on. George says 
he wants to get in a round of golf before dinner and heads to the restroom. 

The trip has left me exhausted. The possibility that the man at the counter is 
Oscar, however, gives me a lift. Maybe that was the case years ago with the folks along 
the river seeing the Mothman, or Charlie Palm’s recent encounter with aliens, or Delmar 
getting married in Iowa. We sometimes—call it luck, magic, entanglement, or a 
miracle—find places and people we need. Sometimes those people and places find us.  

I raise my hand for the waitress and fish my credit card out of my wallet.  
“Yes,” she says. 
“The man at the counter, the one sitting near the pie case, I want to pay for his 

meal.” If he’s not Oscar, well, so be it, but as I try to hand her the card, she shakes her 
head. 

“Can’t,” she says. “He’s already paid for yours.” 
 
 

Leaves to Lace 
Carolyn Adams 
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Conspicuous Consumption 
Carolyn Adams 

 
We leave broken things 
in the places we go. 
Obsolete robots on Mars 
because it’s so far. 
Expended propulsions on the moon  
because it’s so close. 
 
We’ve fixed faithful satellites 
in perpetual orbits, set them to spin 
as packages of degrading 
science and equipment. 
Like plundered beaches  
on foreign shores,  
we leave our signatures behind  
in polluting sentences, 
naming rock shards,  
chemical sands that we discover  
and trash them when we leave. 
 
What’s built in perfect circles 
beyond our sun 
burns on, studies its own progress, 
thrives in all that up there without us. 
We can’t tolerate that. 
 
We tell the universe our names 
with our disposable goods, 
hoping we’re going to matter, 
assuming we already do. 
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Dying Bird 
William Derge 

 
I caught its yellow beak turn 
like the greased turret of an ack-ack gun 
in a pre-dawn sneak attack, 
firing wildly at anything that moves. 
A good bet the bird had dragged itself, 
like a slow saline drip, 
into a ragtag pile of leaves, 
dead out of season, the color  
and tumbled mass of which 
nearly perfectly matched  
the artwork of its feathers, 
so much so I almost kicked it, 
a kid again messing up a raking 
for the sheer pleasure of it. 
 
It wasn’t going to let on 
it was in trouble. A peep might conjure up  
a fox, a cat, to finish the job. 
Its intent was to wait  
this present inconvenience out. 
By the shaking of its head, 
it made it perfectly clear 
it was none of my business. 
 
The shelter volunteer lamented 
they didn’t take injured wildlife 
and referred me to a vet who did. 
I pictured bringing it in in a shoe box 
bedded in a woolen hat I was more than glad 
to part with for a nest with no regrets.  
The vet, more or less, 
hinted that, if it wasn’t an eagle or owl, 
she wasn’t interested. I said I understood. 
 
In purple surgical gloves, 
I carried it to a shady spot, 
no safer, I supposed, than 
where I’d found it on open ground, 
I knew I’d come back 
just to make sure the deed was done, 
wondering what I’d do 
if the yellow beak still turned, 
but now slower, like a worm.  
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Pratt Lake, Washington 
Dave Powell 

 
 
 

 
  



121 
 

Red 
a golden shovel after Jack Kerouac 

Cathy Barber 
 

I remember my father and the 2 
other State Farm reps traveling 
the roads in their matching Isettas, salesmen 
in blue, yellow, and red (Dad’s) cars passing 
one another on sales calls, large company decals on each 
side. Door in the front, tiny wheels in back; other 
cars dull by comparison. My dad loved to drive. On 
Sundays we’d pile in the two-seater for a ride, Cindy on Mom’s lap, a 
cubby in the back where I would lie, his Western 
spirit so palpable, his joy in the open road. 

 

Joy Spring 
Carmen Germain 
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Storm’s Aftermath 
Marge Piercy 

 
I stare out each window. 
No lights to be seen. 
Dark as a deep cave. 
 
Furnace died with no power. 
48 outside, same in. I shiver 
under blankets, down quilt. 
 
The whole town is quiet. 
Fallen trees block roads. 
Fireplace gives little heat. 
 
Birds frantic at the feeders. 
Cats seek warmth in vain. 
We wait hunched in night. 
 
No phone, no internet, cut 
off from friends and news. 
Winter came early for us. 

 
 

Winter Walk: Green 
Wendy Gouine 
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The Golden Age of Literature 
Chuck Boyer 

 
 

He paused with the razor under his chin.  What are you doing?!  Isn’t today the day?  
The proverbial first? 

Damn!  He mouthed at the toothpaste speckled mirror. 
By lathering up, he’d just missed a perfect chance for a symbolic act.  And just a lousy 

act of omission, too.  He’d forgotten to not do something.  There was something perverse 
about the notion.  As you got older maybe the problem wasn’t what you forgot, but what you 
couldn’t forget. 

For forty years he’d waited for the time he could skip shaving, at least half the time.  
Streamlining the operation, he reminded himself.  Years ago someone had named that time, 
retirement.  He had to laugh.  People like that saw the glass as emptied; he saw it as waiting. 

Now the day had come.  “Damn!” he said, poking his image with an accusing finger.  
“Well, at least you didn’t go to work, you old coot.”  He leaned closer to the mirror and 
advanced to his neck.  The whisker rebellion, as he liked calling it, would just have to wait. 

First came the books.  THE PLAN:  a daily walk to the neighborhood library to absorb, 
book by book, all the truth and beauty his soul could reach.  He wagged his razor.  “Some 
things you just never forget.”  Even poems meaningless to schoolboys learning them under 
duress.  In which infolding of the brain did such things lodge?  The accidental lobe?  And 
what had happened to the things that ached to be remembered?  Gone, like last night’s 
dreams, sometimes in minutes. 

His encounters with the books would, by design, be chance affairs.  He smiled at his 
paradox:  how else to assure the unexpected than by years of plotting?  Beginning with the 
first entry, he’d move alphabetically through the card catalog by book title.  The method 
would guarantee an intriguing, unrelated mix of readings.  Nothing was to be skipped.  
Nothing. 

The Decline and Fall …, Dante Rossetti, the Directory of Commodity Exchanges, Little 
Golden Books, An Introduction to Calculus, Remembrance of Things Past – all would make 
grand entrances at a splendidly checkered orgy of words.  Imagining the bibliography about 
to take shape made him dizzy.  He could feel the books’ heft in his hands, smell the pages. 

His hand trembled.  He took a deep breath, positive that no young lover’s heart had 
raced any faster.  He would be a truth and beauty voluptuary. 

He stretched his neck and rubbed it lightly to find the patches of guerrilla beard that 
still resisted in its folds.  Scraping at the dry, wrinkled skin, he felt like he might as well be 
trying to shave the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

At least from now on there would be no more neckties.  He grinned.  Not even at his 
own funeral.  He would go casually dressed into that goodnight. 

The smell of coffee found its way under the bathroom door.  Loretta.  Starting this day 
just like any other.  Maybe she, too, had forgotten.  Actually, it was one routine he hoped 
would not change.  A routine that could now slow to a kind of ceremony.  Instead of bolting 
toast and burning his tongue with gulps of steaming coffee, he’d sit at the kitchen table in the 
sun like the fat, independent cat he’d always wanted to be; reading the newspaper in 
between-the-lines detail.  Discussing it with Loretta. 

Loretta.  Forever Young.  Jeannie had invented the name after her mother received a 
sky-diving gift certificate and confounded everyone by using it.  Landed her square in a stock 
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pond.  “There was no joy in Mudville,” she’d declared after her rescue, claiming the 
experience had taken years off her life.  Jeannie put a positive twist on her words.  Forever 
Young. 

He cleared the white stubble under his nose, taking his time.  No more rush hours.  
There was enough time to never rush again.  He chuckled.  Not that there was ever enough 
time. 

You know not the day or the hour.  Look at all the fellows who showed up in the obits 
within a year of retirement.  Shoot, they hadn’t even lasted as long as the batteries in their 
gold retirement watches.  It had to make the actuaries proud though, at least the ones who 
had picked 65 as the magic number.  Maximum resource utilization.  He’d put his own watch 
in a dark dresser drawer.  The death watch, he called it.  But without the battery.  He would 
know not the day or the hour. 

What he did know was that he had things to do that stretched farther than any lifespan 
outside the Old Testament.  He’d refined his life-after-work schedule in front of this very 
mirror, morning after cheerless morning.  The daydream had been his hope.  It had recurred 
so regularly that eventually, instead of him having the dream, it had him.  Like the pills some 
people needed to get started every workday.  The imaginary routine was now as deeply 
imprinted as if he’d been following it for decades. 

“And now today’s the day,” he announced to the bathroom.  “Did you hear me?”  He 
prodded the tub, the sink, the toilet.  “Today!”  Today was like waking up to find it hadn’t 
been a dream after all. 

After his morning library visits, he was going to sample the menus of the local cafés.  
He’d try a different place every day, starting with the one nearest the library.  He intended 
lunch, too, to be an adventure. 

No more brown bags wolfed at a desk covered with a spreadsheet tablecloth.  Perhaps 
Loretta would join him sometimes.  They could share each other’s entrées and review the 
hours since breakfast, his reading and her occupations. 

Finally, he’d have the neighborhood for dessert – street by street, alley by alley.  And 
from there, God willing, he’d move out into more of the city.  Today Linden Hills, tomorrow 
the world.  There was pleasure in knowing a place:  where the most colorful flower garden 
was, where the most charming tree house, the best view, the worst yard, the most obnoxious 
dog; and who sold what for how much.  It was a pleasure, like reading, that he’d too long 
deferred. 

It’s also good exercise, he reminded himself.  You should have been a mailman.  Heck, 
you’d already have been drawing a pension for ten years. 

He daubed away the remnants of shaving cream with a cold cloth.  For a moment he 
preferred savoring his anticipation to actually starting the day.  It was like a wonderful flavor 
that one lets linger on the tongue, reluctant to displace it with another until it fades. 

He dressed and headed downstairs, his excitement cresting. 
 

 
 
Loretta wasn’t in the kitchen. 
“Morning, Dad,” Jeannie said.  “How’d you sleep?” 
In the morning’s delicious expectation, his middle daughter’s visit had slipped his 

mind.  “Slept great.” 
“You and Gretchen both.  I could hardly get her out of bed.” 
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His granddaughter was in Loretta’s spot at the table, engrossed in the back of a cereal 
box. 

He stretched.  “Yes sir, slept like…uh….”  The moment he hesitated, he knew he was 
lost. 

“Like a log?” Jeannie guessed.  “Like Rip Van Winkle?” 
“Exactly.”  He sat down, troubled.  He’d have to keep track of how often things like this 

happened. 
Jeannie set a glass of orange juice in front of him.  She gave him a soft kiss on his 

cheek.  “You’re looking good as usual this morning.” 
“Well, take a good look, sweetheart, because starting tomorrow I’m letting myself go to 

seed.  Would’ve done it today if I’d been thinking.”  He fingered his shirt collar.  “At least 
neckties are a thing of the past.” 

He turned and touched Gretchen’s arm lightly with the newspaper Loretta had left on 
his chair.  “How you doing, sweetheart?” 

“Don’t Grandpa!” she whined.  “I’m trying to read.” 
“Trying?” he teased.  I thought you already knew how to read.” 
She ignored him. 
Touchy, he thought.  At least in the morning. 
“Ready for toast, Dad?”  Jeannie asked, putting a buttered slice on his plate. 
“I’m ready for everything this morning.  Where’s your mother anyway?”  He looked up 

from the newspaper when there was no answer.  Jeannie had stopped pouring coffee and was 
looking at him expectantly.  His granddaughter, too, had forgotten her cereal box for the 
moment. 

“You know, Dad,” Jeannie said. 
He felt a hot fluster of panic.  Where was she?  He was supposed to know obviously.  

An early doctor’s appointment?  Golf?  Shopping?  He knew he was close.  But he hadn’t 
really listened.  And now he’d forgotten.  Damn, he worried anew, what if my mind goes 
before my body?  The best-laid-plans scenario then. 

It came to him just as he was about to ask for a hint.  “Church again?!  She’s getting 
kind of pious in her old age, isn’t she?”  You were trying too hard, he told himself.  “I was 
hoping to meet her for lunch.” 

Loretta sometimes made him a little angry.  After all, this was the first day of his new 
life.  And their new life.  You’d think she might have been here.  Her usual “Have a good day” 
would have set them both to laughing this morning. 

“I could meet you, Dad.  Where are you going to eat?”  Jeannie delivered a mug of 
black coffee. 

“The first place I come to when I leave the library.  Tell Loretta.  Maybe you could give 
her a ride.  Unless she’s too busy.” 

“Dad, I really would like meeting you.  What time and where?  The Mekong?” 
“Well …” 
“Forget it, Mom,” the girl in his wife’s chair said through a mouthful of flakes.  “You 

know it’s useless.  Grandma’s always going to be first choice.  Anyway, you’ll be working.” 
“I am allowed to go out to lunch occasionally.” 
“Working?” he asked.  “Why would you work while you’re here, Jeannie?  A vacation’s 

supposed to be relaxing.” 
“Yeah, Mom, why would you?”  Gretchen slurped the milk in her bowl and got up from 

the table. 
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His daughter regarded his granddaughter.  “Gretchen, why are you doing this?  I 
thought we had an agreement.” 

“Why are you?” Gretchen challenged, leaving the kitchen.  “You’re the one who keeps 
trying to change things.” 

“Take it easy on her, Jeannie,” he tried to mediate.  “She’s just a little grouchy in the 
morning.” 

Jeannie made a face.  “I suppose I’m not a morning person myself.  I’ll be better by 
lunch; promise.  Now,” she leaned toward him, “what time?  One o’clock?” 

“Well…bear with me now, Jeannie.  Don’t take offense.  But…well…it’s kind of like 
your mother or nobody today, you know?  This isn’t just a special day for me, but for both of 
us.” 

Jeannie’s look seemed blank, preoccupied.  “Be sure to dress warmly,” she sighed.  
“It’s still winter out there.” 

 

 
 

MINNEAPOLIS PUBLIC LIBRARY AND INFORMATION CENTER 
LINDEN HILLS 

 
Information Center.  He stared at the sign, trying to sort the memories.  Information 

Systems.  Clattering monsters larger than the CEO’s office.  Deposing managers with armies 
of data.  Good-bye gut decisions.  As he’d always said:  if you can’t make gut decisions in 
commodities trading, you’re headed for ulcers. 

He tugged open one of the oak doors.  To the left and right, two stairways curled 
upward to end at opposite sides of the circulation desk. 

He stepped into the library proper.  “God,” he breathed.  He shut his eyes.  The 
fragrance of the room – a mingling of books, shellacked hardwood floor and clanking 
radiators – instantly made him ten years old.  He had entered a place as comforting as his 
mother’s oil-clothed kitchen. 

You were lost, he thought, but now you’re found.  He’d anticipated delight, even 
exhilaration, but never the equivalent of…of…Beethoven…you know…the Ninth Symphony 
thing. 

The room, its peacefulness, dissolved his frustration.  Why did you ever stop coming? 
He wondered, remembering a boy’s weekly search of the shelves for the best dog stories.  He 
blamed newspapers and magazines.  Instead of going to the library, he’d gone to the mailbox.  
Then college term papers had delivered the coup de grace, aided by their little footnote 
sidekicks.  Together, they’d turned innocent books into instruments of torture.  He shook his 
head.  Sort of like the Pokey Little Puppy growing up into The Hound of the Baskervilles. 

After the term papers, of course, Life had taken over.  He’d rarely gotten farther than 
book reviews and compiling “To Read” lists.  Since college he’d read hardly any books that he 
could remember.  Usually ones Loretta brought on vacations.  And usually ones he fell asleep 
with, losing his place. 

As he moved into the church-like space and saw the books waiting along the walls, he 
nearly shouted for joy.  Everything he saw was his, just as it had seemed to a ten-year-old.  He 
was free to play like there was no tomorrow. 

He read the subject headings over sections of shelving:  Psychology, Music, 
Sports/Games, Science, Biography, Mystery.  He had an urge – no, he backed off, not quite 
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an urge – but a vision of himself alone, pulling all the thousands of books off the shelves into 
a mountainous heap that filled the space, then diving into them, swimming in them, 
drowning in them, burying his face in them wherever they fell open like a woman’s thighs.  
He and Freud and Marie Curie and Proust and Pepys and the Brontes and the Rossettis and 
Gibbon, all sprawled in a glorious literary pile-up.  He shivered. 

 

 
 
There was no card catalog.  Instead, computers blinked impatiently, awaiting 

directions.  He glanced into a dictionary while trying to revise THE PLAN.  He was tempted 
to go directly to the shelves.  But the books would be arranged by subject, then author.  There 
would be no surprises, no…spice of life. 

He wandered past a floor globe, spinning it absently.  Psychology, History/Travel and 
Sports/Games covered one wall of the wing.  A section each of Music and Art, and three 
sections of Biography were opposite.  At the end wall, behind a low section of island shelving, 
was an alcove formed by a tall, leaded bay window and a built-in pine bench worn smooth, he 
was sure, by readers lingering over luminous thoughts.  Two frayed, faded blue corduroy seat 
cushions bore further witness to the seductiveness of words, and the hardness of bench.  
Naked lilacs stood gray and brittle in the snowy library yard beyond the window. 

“Hello there.”  A stout young woman made eye contact from a desk in the middle of the 
wing.  “Are you finding what you want today?”  His stalling must have been obvious.  Her 
plaque read, “Librarian.”  Her face was well-scrubbed, without make-up; her hair short and 
unstyled.  They, too, said, “Librarian.”  She looked familiar, he thought, like all the librarians 
he’d ever known.  If he’d seen her outside the library, he might well have been able to guess 
her occupation. 

“Just reacquainting myself with the stock,” he lied.  “I haven’t been in for awhile.” 
“Well, we certainly welcome repeat customers, whether they’ve been away a decade or 

a day.” 
He nodded uncomfortably. 
“We’ve got some fascinating recent additions.  Would you like to see them?”  She rose 

just off her chair, as if poised to lead a search party into the stacks. 
Recent editions, old editions, first editions; he didn’t care about them.  Just THE 

PLAN.  “No; that’s all right.  Thanks.”  He scanned the small periodical room through an 
archway narrowed by extra Biography shelving.  Magazines.  He was uneasy.  Where did they 
fit into THE PLAN?  Or did they? 

“Lilah, I thought you gave up pushing those new books,” someone said from the 
circulation desk. 

“Oh, I still try once in awhile,” she laughed back.  “I’m a librarian, you know, sworn to 
broaden the public’s reading tastes.”  She winked at him conspiratorially, obviously expected 
a reaction from circulation. 

“It’s a lot easier to give the public what they want,” the reply came; “especially when it 
makes them happy.  No reason to mess with that.” 

“You’re right, of course, but I’m feeling a little rebellious today, like when I try to keep 
people from getting stuck in romance or thriller or even philosophy ruts.”  She turned to him.  
“Well, when you do need help, I’ll be glad to assist you.  I know that a lot of folks get confused 
by the computerized card catalog.” 
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He saw his opening.  “The old card catalog’s gone, I see.  I used to enjoy browsing 
through it.” 

“Not gone, of course,” she said brightly, leaving her chair.  “Just changed.  Like 
everything does, or almost everything.”  Her smile was kind, sympathetic.  “You can still 
browse.  I’ll show you.”  She wore a long, flower-print dress and black sensible shoes.  
Librarian clothes.  Some things never changed and he was grateful. 

She led him to a computer across from circulation.  He followed, rubbing his suddenly 
sweating palms on his trousers.  He could feel the two clerks at the desk watching him, smug 
in their technological superiority.  Just like the lords of the mainframe down at the exchange. 

The librarian patted the machine casually.  But as far as he was concerned she might 
as well have been about to demonstrate nuclear fission. 

Then her fingers were flying.  “Where would you like to start?” 
“I think at the beginning.”  His answer was unnecessary, he noticed.  She was already 

there.  Abnaki Ways. 
“Nothing on aardvarks, I guess,” he joked.  “Or by aardvarks.” 
“I guess not.” 
Something wasn’t quite right, though.  “Abnaki Ways.  You’d think there would be 

something before ABN,” he mused.  “AB…ABA…sure, where are the books that start with AA 
something?  With initials?” 

“Oops, you’re right,” the librarian blushed.  “I’m not at the beginning of the file.  You 
caught me.  Sorry.” 

The first book turned out to be A by Louis Zukovsky.  “What could that be about?” he 
wondered.  “A.” 

“It’s a book of poetry.  Unfortunately, we don’t have it at this branch.” 
“A,” he repeated, feeling certain he was on the trail of something good.  “It doesn’t 

sound like a book so much as…as…a….” 
“As an article?” the librarian smiled hugely.  “Or a letter?” 
He looked at the woman closely.  Telepathy?  Her eyes sparkled as she stared at the 

screen, waiting.  “You…uh…you sort of took the words right out of my mouth,” he said.  
“Pretty amazing.”  Especially since he wasn’t quite sure they’d been in his head quite yet. 

“Actually, I don’t deserve a star for originality,” she said modestly.  “I’ve heard those 
jokes before.  You’d be surprised at how many times.” 

“Really?  Then I probably have, as well.” 
“Perhaps.”  The librarian was thoughtful.  “Then again, perhaps not.”  She waved 

vaguely at the crowded shelves.  “There’s any number of great writers who have arrived at 
approximately the same marvelous ideas and expressions.  A few may have been influenced 
subconsciously by one of the others, but not most.  So I think you just might be an original.” 

The off-hand flattery made his face warm. 
Next came books on fighter planes: the A-6, the A-7 and the A-10 Warthog.  Then, as 

he’d expected, a series of reference works distinguished by acronyms beginning with “AAAA.”  
Some were titles, others the authoring groups.  None were in the Linden Hills collection. 

“Okay, here’s the first book we have,” the librarian said.  The screen showed A.A. 
Milne:  The Man Behind Winnie-the-Pooh.  “Shall we see what’s next?”  She’d already 
changed the screen 

“Whoa, hold your horses!” he stopped her. “That first one looked interesting.” 
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A.A. Milne was a biography; 537 pages.  He was pleased to begin with something 
substantial.  “I don’t need to see more,” he said.  “I’d like this book.”  The librarian had 
already ended the lesson.  Prematurely.  “I didn’t get the call letters,” he fretted, “did you?” 

“Don’t worry; I know the book’s in.  I’ll show you.”  She started away from the 
computer.  “I’ll bet you read Milne to your children.” 

He remembered Jeannie, propped up by a pillow at the head of her bed, holding a 
book, the two of them surrounded by the Peter Rabbit wallpaper.  She pressed against him, 
the barrettes in her hair sometimes stabbing him in the ribs.  But he never moved, respecting 
her concentration.  “Wherever I go there’s always Pooh,” he quoted proudly. 

“Absolutely,” the woman agreed.  She led him into the magazine room, to the back of 
the doubled shelving that half-filled the archway.  There was a break in the line of biographies 
on the low shelf where she expected to find Milne.  Only one other patron was in the library 
so early.  He was reading a newspaper at a table only a few feet away.  He didn’t have any 
books. 

“Maybe someone borrowed it without the formalities,” he suggested.  He was 
disappointed.  It would not be the perfect beginning he’d always imagined. 

“I’m absolutely sure we have it,” the librarian said.  She leaned around the shelving 
toward the circulation desk.  “Is the Milne book there?” she called.  “Did you reshelve it 
yesterday?” 

“Oh, I forgot!” a voice said.  “Yes; it’s right here.” 
“Tsk, tsk,” the librarian clucked with exaggerated annoyance.  “You know how people 

like to find things where they’re supposed to be.” 
“Sorry; I meant to shelve it first thing this morning.” 
“We need to do it right after we find it, or it’s returned,” the librarian chided.  “This is 

what happens when we don’t.  We forget.” 
“I know.  We were busy, but I shouldn’t have put it off.” 
“We should requisition that second copy,” another voice spoke up.  “Like we discussed.  

Then we’d have some leeway.  Besides, someone else might want the book.” 
“Popular book?” he asked. 
The librarian turned.  He felt she was studying him.  “Sort of,” she smiled.  “At 

least…recently.  In the last few years.”  A clerk brought the book to her.  She handed it to him.  
“Here you are; enjoy.”  She touched his arm.  “And if you should have any more questions, 
well, that’s why I’m here.” 

“I’ll probably need another lesson on that computer,” he said, toying with a bookmark 
that a previous reader had left in Milne.  “The machinery’s a little tricky for an old dog like 
me.” 

“Don’t worry.  You just let me know.” 
He wondered where to read.  At one of the green-topped tables that stood in the center 

of the wing?  Or in the magazine room, where there were some armchairs upholstered in 
yellow-brown plastic?  No; he was not going to read beautiful books in ugly chairs. 

He passed the circulation desk to check the reference area.  The clerk on duty nodded 
to him and smiled.  He bet customers never got that at the central library.  “Sorry about my 
slip-up this morning,” the man said. 

“Slip up?” 
“Yeah; with your book.  Not reshelving it.” 
“Oh, that.  Forget it.  I already have.” 
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A well-worn bench in an alcove under a bay window, behind an island of Social 
Sciences and Business / Resumés, was made to order.  He settled down on the blue seat 
cushion. He felt like a deep-soiled field about to receive rain. 

Finally, he opened A.A. Milne by Ann Thwaite.  Alan Alexander Milne.  Regular names.  
He’d have guessed Algernon or Aloysius.  The author dedicated the work to her parents, 
particularly her father because he’d read Winnie-the-Pooh to her “at just the right moment.” 

He thought of Jeannie next to him in her flannel winter pajamas with the closed feet.  
The yellow circle of the reading lamp next to the bed just managed to include the book resting 
on her lap. The wind whistled under the eaves and rattled the window softly.  Snow swirled 
against it. She clutched her own bear or squeezed it between them.  The stuffed animal was 
both a bond and a barrier. 

“Withme” she called her bear.  After ‘bear with me,” always a frequent plea of his for 
patience.  “Where is a bear with you?” she’d ask, checking carefully behind him.  And when 
later a bear for her appeared under the Christmas tree, “Withme” had been a virtual reflex of 
a name.  They’d had so many “right” moments.  He almost forgot his book. 

Early in the biography he learned that a young Milne’s reading had given him “a 
feeling for the joy of being your own master.” 

“Yes!” he blurted, standing up so abruptly he dropped Milne on the floor.  He looked 
around. Had anyone heard him?  He sat back down, closed the book over a finger to mark his 
place and shielded his suddenly tearing eyes. He could hardly remember being so happy, 
so…complete. 

Three pages later another Milne quote reached out to acknowledge his brimming 
emotions, like a pat on the back.  “Childhood is not the happiest time of one’s life, but only to 
a child is pure happiness possible.” Second childhood qualified, too, he beamed. 

But  Piglet and Pooh himself eventually said it all in an excerpt chosen by the 
biographer. 

‘When you wake up in the morning, Pooh,’ said Piglet at last, 
‘what’s the first thing you say to yourself?” 
‘What’s for breakfast?’ said Pooh.  ‘What do you say, Piglet?’ 
‘I say, I wonder what’s going to happen exciting today?’  said Piglet. 
Pooh nodded thoughtfully.  ‘It’s the same thing,’ he said. 

It is the same thing!  “Reading” and “breakfast!”  And lunch!  He couldn’t help 
believing that fate had intervened to make Milne the first book in the library. 

He looked at his watch.  It confirmed his appetite.  He made the bookmark a goal and 
read to the end of a chapter on page 75 where the previous reader had left it. 

In that last chapter, “Westminster,” his euphoria gave way to velvety melancholy.  
Milne claimed that his education had made it impossible to be a civil servant, “to be one of 
those people who go to their business in the morning and return to their puddings in the 
evening.” 

God help him, but he’d wasted so much of his life going to his business at the 
exchange.  So much that he’d missed many a pudding to boot.  He’d spent decades on the 
commuter, then walking the three blocks to the office building, passing the assigned parking 
spaces, a step from the executive entrance.  An enviable perk?  Hardly, he frowned.  
Designated ruts. 

He closed the book at the bookmark and tucked it under his arm.  It was almost one 
o’clock.  Time to explore lunch.  Before leaving he wandered over to the other wing, beyond a 
gasping Xerox machine.  The fiction wing. 
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In one wall was a fireplace.  Two birch logs rested on the grate, ready for a match.  He 
imagined sitting in front of a toasty hearth on a wintery morning with a book.  Paradise in the 
temperate zone. 

But a small, handwritten note was posted on the mantle.  “Minneapolis Public Library 
policy prohibits the building of fires in library fireplaces because of their advanced age and 
unreliability.” 

He said good-by to the people at the circulation desk and went out into an ice fog.  
Nice people, he thought. He felt like a regular already. 

 

 
 
“Eat-In / Take-Out.”  The Mekong was the first restaurant he came to at the 

intersection that formed the neighborhood business district.  Location, as it was said, was 
everything. 

The café was empty except for one fellow in a bulky parka drumming his fingers on 
one of the pink formica tabletops.  Obviously Take-Out. 

The room was sparsely furnished.  Black faux-leather upholstered straight chairs 
surrounded the tables.  The décor was provided by a “No Smoking” sign.  He chose a small 
table by the window and put his book on an adjacent chair. 

A slim Asian man was instantly at his side with the lunch menu.  At least the service 
was good.  A sticker on the menu promised any lunch for $4.25.  Good service and 
inexpensive.  He read closely.  Alphabetically, according to THE PLAN, but by the last letter 
of the menu entry.  Maximum randomness. 

Vietnamese Beef – Hot and Spicy won the honors.  It was followed by an asterisk that 
was explained at the bottom of the page as re-emphazing “hot and spicy.”  He hoped this did 
not mean “hot and spicy” doubled.  Normally he avoided hot and spicy, nudged instead 
toward bland and mild by a stomach ravaged by job pressures.  Heck, he’d frequently skipped 
lunch altogether.  Even bland was too much. 

But now he could live dangerously, take risks, even if sometimes there might be short 
term regrets.  “Hot and spicy” sounded wild, exotic, passionate. 

Lunch arrived in moments, with enough napkins for a party of eight.  “Either you were 
expecting me and read my mind,” he grinned, “or you keep a pot of this simmering all the 
time.” 

“No, no,” the waiter protested.  “Come see.  Cooked to order.  Just for you.” 
The young man showed a hint of amusement.  Or was it derision?  Inscrutable these 

Asians. 
Bejeebers this is hot!  he reacted after two bites.  Beads of sweat popped out on his 

forehead before the beef was half gone.  He was grateful for all the napkins.  Loosening 
sinuses also forced him to the Gentleman’s twice to blow his nose.  Definitely much too wild, 
exotic and passionate for his taste; only tolerable this one time in the spirit of adventure, and 
thank goodness for that.  Now, somewhat concerned about the possibility of heartburn, he 
hoped his first exploratory foray into the neighborhood, the third and final part of THE 
PLAN, would forestall an attack. 
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As he left the park, the streetlights began to glow.  Dark soon, he thought, unworried.  
He’d walked this route to and from the station every weekday for forty years.  He could find 
his way home blindfolded. 

Just past the Mekong a car was idling at the curb, it nose nudging the crosswalk.  The 
front seat passenger rolled down the window.  He hesitated a moment, afraid they might ask 
directions. 

“You’re late, Grandpa,” a girl said. 
“Late for what, sweetheart?” 
“Just late.  Now you’ll end up napping through dinner.” 
“Loretta will keep it warm.” 
The driver’s door opened, and Jeannie poked her head above the roof. 
“Gosh, where did you come from?” he asked.  “What a nice surprise.” 
“Gretchen and I were just finishing some errands when we saw you.  Would you like a 

ride home?”  She looked like she’d be disappointed if he turned her down. 
“Sure; okay.  Seems like the walk from the station gets longer every day.  I guess I am a 

little chilled.  But,” he held up a hand, “only if you two beautiful ladies stay for supper.” 
“We always do,” Gretchen said brightly, jumping out to get in the back seat.  “We 

always do,” she repeated softly, closing the door. 
The low-slung car tested his body.  “You’ve got to get a taller car, Jeannie, if you expect 

to pick up old men.  I’ve never been double-jointed and nowadays I don’t think I’m single-
jointed sometimes.” 

They laughed.  It was good to see them.  Jeannie drove a few blocks and double parked 
in front of the library.  “I’ll be right back; got an overdue book I need to return.” 

“I could have dropped it off this morning on my way to the office.” 
“I know.  But I didn’t think of it until after you’d left.”  She jumped out and slammed 

the door. 
“Now where’s she going?” 
“Returning a book, Grandpa; remember?” 
Gosh, he was going to have to start paying better attention. 
“Done, Jeannie said when she was again behind the wheel.  “Let’s go home.” 
“Why bother anymore, Mom?” 
“Bother about what?” he asked. 
“Nothing, Dad.  I should just keep better track of the due date, that’s all.”  Jeannie 

glanced over her shoulder.  “Gretchen, I know it’s tempting to see what you can get away 
with, but cool it.  I’d like to avoid massive confusion if possible.”   

“Your mom’s sure going to be happy you stopped by, Jeannie,” he said as they slowed 
for a stop sign.  “No bother at all.  I hope you can stay awhile.” 

Jeannie’s hands tightened around the steering wheel, as if her grip alone was braking 
the car.  When they stopped, her shoulders sagged and she leaned her forehead on the top of 
the wheel. 

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” he asked, concerned. 
She was shaking now. 
“Jeannie, what’s wrong?”  He was a little frightened.  “What?” he asked.  “What is it?”  

He bent toward her, took off his hat and brushed her ear with his face.  He could feel warm 
tears.  “What is it?” he tried clumsily to comfort her. 

She sat up abruptly and faced him, taking his face between her hands.  “Dad, Mom 
died five years ago.”  Her voice trembled.  “Five years ago.” 
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“Massive confusion,” someone mumbled behind them. 
He drew back.  “Loretta?” he asked.  “My Loretta?” 
“Yes; Loretta, your wife.  Loretta, my mother.  Loretta, Forever Young.  Loretta.”  Her 

swollen eyes searched his face.  Sniffling loudly, she drew the back of her hand under her 
nose.  “We’ve been over this many times, Dad.  I’m sorry.  It’s not your fault.  But sometimes, 
like now, I just can’t take it anymore and then, damn, I end up breaking the news to you all 
over again.”  She struggled against more tears.  “God, I’m so sorry.  How many times must 
she die?” 

He had so many questions.  Angry ones, some of them.  Loretta gone?  He wanted to 
scold Jeannie.  He’d just seen her at breakfast. 

He pulled her to him.  She tucked her face into his neck.  His chin rested on top of her 
head.  Something sharp in her hair pricked his jaw.  “Don’t worry about my tie,” he tried to 
joke.  “I must have lost it on the way back from the office.  This was the last day for ties any 
way, you know.” 

She nodded urgently against his neck.  He sensed her sobs mixing with nervous 
giggles.  “That’s my little girl,” he encouraged.  Everything was going to be alright.  “Bet you 
don’t remember what a big day tomorrow is?” 

“Mom, the guy behind us is honking,” a voice said from the back seat.  “We’ve got to 
move.” 

 

 
 
He stopped the razor in mid-stroke.  Why are you doing this?!  Isn’t today supposed to 

be the first day of the rest of your life?  The proverbial first? 
He scowled.  All these years waiting to streamline the operation.  And now the perfect 

chance for a symbolic act had slipped through his soapy fingers.  Just a lousy act of omission, 
too.  He’d forgotten to not do something.  Maybe the problem wasn’t what you couldn’t 
remember, but what you couldn’t forget. 

He reviewed THE PLAN a final time.  The routine he’d imagined for so long was now 
as deeply imprinted as if he’d been following it for decades.  But today was like waking up to 
find it hadn’t been a dream after all. 

He nicked himself and watched the welling blood reveal the cut.  He breathed deeply 
to steady himself, wondering if anyone had ever cut his throat under the influence of 
unbridled enthusiasm.  You know not the day or the hour. 

The smell of coffee wound its way up the stairs.  Loretta.  Starting this day like any 
other.  Loretta.  Forever Young.  Maybe she, too, had forgotten. 
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Passages 
Doug Bolling 

 
 

I have returned many times 
to the house of my youth 
seeking among the remains 
the memories still warm, 
still keeping safe. 
 
Time becomes real there 
saying what words cannot, 
mystery writing its own 
grammar across the 
urgent mind. 
 
They are all there: 
Uncle Roon, sister Julia, 
dear Mother in her 
apron and knowing  
glance, little Jamie who 
died at age four and 
has grown beyond us. 
 
I ask for their touches 
just as they were all 
the years ago but 
nothing moves 
as if a portrait 
frozen. 
 
I too stand frozen and 
forgotten, ghost more so 
than those there and not, 
a passenger aboard the 
vehicle I call myself. 
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Swept Away 
Ann Privateer 

 
Oil on old canvas book cover featuring vivid reds, oranges,  

and green colors with hints of fish, birds, and other creatures 
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The Great Fear 
Marge Piercy 

 
 

Every year on our anniversary 
we eat lobsters and drink champagne. 
 
We give no presents: we have long 
ago and constantly given each 
 
other ourselves.  But each mile 
stone takes us farther on what 
 
is still a journey into mystery. 
We brood more on coming loss 
 
imagine we might die together 
but we know it’s unlikely.  How  
 
can I live with my heart torn out? 
That is the fear at 2 a.m. while 
 
a cold moon looks in at a bed 
where I can no longer sleep. 
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Bridges 
Lorraine Panciera 
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Extinct/extant 
Steve Brisendine 

 
I. 
The mosasaur’s ghost sweeps its tail 
through dead cottonwoods, glides along 
what used to be a river  
until irrigation 
used to be a mammoth’s watering hole 
until knapped flint spearheads 
used to be a sea full of prey 
until one lucky shot all the way  
from the Oort Cloud; 
 
forty feet of apex phantom,  
and you all alone in hunter orange. 
 
You get used to it, the shiver of  
insubstantial teeth meeting through 
your midsection. 
 
It’s over in two or three instants, once 
the mosasaur’s ghost gives up and goes off 
to try its luck with a shortbed Ford, 
a trailer loaded with feeder Herefords, 
maybe a bus rolling from one nowhere to another, 
sharks in blue denim sizing up fish out of school. 
 
It hurts less than watching lymphoma 
chew up your mother, less than  
the serrated catch in your father’s voice 
when he tries to shape hopeful words. 
 
II. 
Vertebrae, six or seven, all in a neat line: 
a fish big enough to make two bites of the son  
lifting its once-bone from chalked dirt. 
 
Xiphactinus, he says, twelve and three times that 
in the same word, and you remember  
the natural history museum,  
this find’s spike-toothed cousin on the wall, 
Tylosaurus curled head-down in the entryway. 
 
There are no shades here today, not 
under the Lane County sun, not in the face 
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of his quiet joy. 
 
Watch for snakes, you warn him  
as he reaches for another handful of treasure. 
 
III. 
The mosasaur’s ghost   
only comes when you clear the western suburbs,  
get out  from the one part of Kansas that stayed dry 
through the Cretaceous. 
 
it tails you through vineyards, makes lazy circles 
in the shadows of underpasses; 
it leads you to plots and headstones,  
the dun-grassed graves of your mother’s parents 
(you could find them once by the rosebushes she planted). 
 
They are gone now,  
dead as mosasaurs and monster fish, 
dead as your sister, your parents, your grandparents, 
dead as your chances of ever being 
what your test scores said you should. 
 
This town,  your town once, is a cemetery  
spilled well beyond the graveyard gates, 
names of the dead lingering in old photographs, 
in remember-whens, 
in faded paint on red brick. 
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One Day in September 
Lenore Hirsch 

 

 
Napa, California, mid-morning 

It started like any other Sunday. I drove my son, Nathan, to his football practice 
and returned home. Just settling in with my morning cup of coffee, I jumped when the 
phone rang. The coach’s voice made my heart leap.  

“Yes, this is Ann. What’s wrong?” Nathan and I have been through some tough 
times around his attitude and school work, but the new school year has started well. 
He is so motivated to stay on the football team, I’ve kept my worries about his safety to 
myself.  

“I’m sure he’ll be O.K.” said the coach. “He got knocked down in the first practice 
play and couldn’t get up. The paramedics put a collar on him and are taking him to the 
Queen.”   

“Oh my God. I’m on my way.” 
“Call me later, OK?” 
“Sure,” I whispered as I grabbed my keys and ran out the door. 

 

 
 

That was two hours ago. Queen of the Valley Hospital’s emergency room is 
packed. I study the crowd: two very pregnant women whose faces contort every few 
minutes, a man with a hand wrapped in bloody bandages, a couple of big families 
waiting. The doctors have taken Nathan for tests, told me his spinal cord seems OK, 
but they want to be sure. My leg jiggles uncontrollably—nobody has ever told me that 
patience is one of my fine points.  

I pick up today’s paper from the table piled with aging magazines. September 
10, 2017. I thumb through it, barely noticing the articles, until I see the front page of 
the “Nation and World” section. Three headlines catch my attention, three tragedies 
taking place simultaneously in different parts of the world. I wonder what life would 
be like for a boy Nathan’s age in those three places and how it would affect me as his 
mother. What is happening in each of those locations right now, today . . . 
 

 
 
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, evening 

Hassim steps carefully through the darkness, navigating a maze of tents of all 
shapes and sizes. He is tall for a sixteen-year-old, but his dark face is still smooth. He 
wears ragged shorts, a tee shirt, and sandals that are falling apart after the long journey 
from Myanmar. He walks toward the light of a small fire to a circle of rocks where the 
young men have gathered to smoke and talk.  

 

 
 

A few days before, Hassim, his younger brothers, Htway and Naing, and his 
mother, Anadia, arrived after days of walking from their home in Myanmar.  
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Hassim’s rants about joining the resistance were a daily part of life for many 
months before they left.  

“Omi, I don’t want to be a coward. I’m a man now. I want to fight for our people!”  
His father’s failing health kept Hassim from leaving. Anadia worried, after her 

husband’s death and the long trip to Bangladesh, that her son would want to return to 
fulfill some duty to his people. She prayed every day, “Let Hassim stay with me, keep 
him safe.”   

During their long journey, the two younger brothers, aged twelve and fourteen, 
talked with excitement about their possibilities.  

“In Myanmar, we are such a small number of Muslims. But here things will be 
better,” said Naing. 

“Yeah, no more insults every day. Now I can find a job,” added Htway, the 
youngest.  

” We can pray and eat Halal, and not worry about going to prison.” 
Hassim listened in silence. 
That first night in Bangladesh, Hassim and his brothers worked together to set up 

a makeshift tent on the roadside while Anadia rested. They listened to the hum of 
thousands of refugees in the fields around them, like bees in a hive, and hoped they 
would be safe here. Their tent kept out the rank breeze that carried smoke from fires and 
the stink from open latrines. It also protected them from the snooping eyes of other 
refugees.  

By dim light from a lantern, Anadia, her face sagging inside her cheerful pink 
head scarf, unwrapped the food she had packed so carefully. The bread was dried out 
and broken into pieces, but along with chick peas and spicy potato curry, made a decent 
meal for her and the three boys.   

That night Anadia broke their tired silence with a story they had heard many 
times before. The boys loved her stories about her only brother, Chit. When they were 
children he had watched over her.  

“When I was just a baby, had just started walking, he saved me from the river. I 
was playing on the ground near the other kids. Then I got up and toddled towards the 
water. Nobody noticed at first, but then Chit ran so fast to stop me that he tripped and 
fell, hitting his forehead on a rock. Luckily, I turned to see what had happened and was 
safe. I bet he still has that scar today.” She chuckled softly, with moist eyes. 

She told them often how Chit had emigrated long ago to escape the hardships at 
home. She doesn’t know where he landed or whether he is still alive.   

Later that first night, Hassim stumbled upon the group of teens and twenty-
somethings, and asked, “Where are you from?”  

“Arakan,” was the answer from most of the Muslims.  
A fourteen-year-old new to the group looked around and spoke. “They killed my 

mom and dad and sisters,” he said. He continued, his dirty, tear-stained face lit up by 
the fire. “I just ran away. I was a coward. I want to go back and punish them.” 

Another boy, Arkar, waved his skinny arms in the warm night air. “I’m going back 
as soon as my friends arrive. They’re bringing money and food. They know the way back 
in. We’re going to fight the soldiers. We’re going to fight until every one of them dies.” 

“Or until you die,” said a man in his twenties. “It’s hopeless. Don’t forfeit your 
own life.”   A few of the boys and men around him nodded in agreement; most kept their 
silence with clenched jaws. 
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Hassim listens to the conversation every night but feels no less torn. He has an 
obligation to take care of his mother and brothers, but at the same time, the honor of the 
Rohingya people is at stake. Isn’t it better to die for honor than to live a coward? Arkar 
continues every night to talk about the friends who are coming, but Hassim wonders if 
it’s all just a hazy dream like the smoke that surrounds them. 

Tonight, Hassim sees new faces around the fire. “Hassim,” calls Arkar with pride, 
“here they are. My friends are here.”  
 

 
 
Jacksonville, Florida, early afternoon 

Charles has seen hurricanes before. After all, he grew up in Florida. But the 
newscast on the TV in the gas station gives him chills. “Irma approaches Florida with 
the strongest hurricane force winds since Katrina.” Charles stands behind the counter, 
his eyes glued to the screen, in the tiny sales area that smells of gasoline and hot dogs. 
The owner is out on an errand and business is slow at the moment. He was just a little 
kid during Katrina, but even though his hometown of Tampa didn’t get a direct hit, he 
remembers his mix of excitement and terror while the wind whipped the palm trees 
back and forth.  

Charles sips the last foul cup from the coffee pot and pours water for a new one. 
He pushes back his dirty blonde hair. Another shiver goes down his spine as he watches 
videos of reporters standing knee deep in the storm surge pounding the southern 
shores.  A gust of wind knocks one reporter off his feet.  

Charles isn’t worried about himself. Jacksonville is pretty far north from the 
action. But his mom and dad are still in Tampa, and although the hurricane seems to be 
aimed at the east coast of Florida, it is so big that it could involve Tampa in some pretty 
bad wind and rain. Or it could shift course. 
 

 
 

Charles left home in a huff three years before. At seventeen, he was tired of 
hearing his parents nagging and complaining. “Where were you until 2:00 a.m. last 
night?” “Why are you skipping school? You’ll never amount to anything without an 
education.” “Clean up the mess in your room!” They never bothered his younger sister, 
Laura. She was so perfect—straight A’s in school, helped around the house, never in 
trouble. One day his dad looked through his room and found his stash of marijuana. 
That was it. After listening to his dad rant and his mom cry, he packed some clothes in a 
backpack and took off.  

At first, he worked in the orange groves—backbreaking work for wages so low it 
was a joke—but he finally found a job pumping gas at this Chevron station. The owner is 
dark-skinned and speaks with an accent, maybe Indian. When Charles asked about 
work, he said, “You can work through the tourist season. When it slows down, we’ll see.”   

Charles proved himself to be both available and reliable and is now a permanent 
fixture. He knows how to work the registers, stock the shelves, and the owner has given 
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him responsibility for ordering some supplies. Charles shares a shabby one-bedroom 
apartment with two other guys. He’s making it on his own. 

He phoned home once after settling in Jacksonville, just so they wouldn’t worry. 
When his mom answered the phone and heard him, she started sobbing. “Oh, God, 
thank God. I thought you were dead—or in jail. Are you in jail?”    

“Mom, I’m OK. I’m in Jacksonville. I have a place to live and a job.”  That should 
have been enough. She peppered him with questions until he finally clicked off his 
phone.  
 

 
 
 

Juchitan, Oaxaca, Mexico, noon 
Ulises Lopez, twenty-one years old, carries his cousin’s casket, stepping carefully 

around rubble in the street. He marches in this procession with his extended family, 
listening to the traditional sounds of the town’s drum and horn band and the wailing of 
mourners. His mom and twin sisters walk with umbrellas to shade them from the sun. 
The girls, two years younger than Ulises, are slender like his mother. They all wear their 
long dark hair twisted up on their heads. They are dressed in black and carry red tulips. 
People in the street nod their heads in respect as the procession passes. This is the first 
of several funerals for members of their extended family. The weight of the casket, 
shared by several other strong men, is easy to bear through the narrow streets to the 
cemetery. 

 

 
 

Two days ago, within hours of the 8.1 earthquake, Ulises walked to the corner gas 
station in Jacksonville to call his mom from the pay phone inside the store—his cell 
wouldn’t do international calls. He nodded at the dark-skinned man behind the counter. 
The TV was showing scenes of the hurricane approaching Florida. He tried the call a 
couple of times, but the lines weren’t functioning. The earthquake in Mexico had 
collapsed buildings, leaving residents trapped under piles of concrete.  

Ulises called his boss and left a message, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He packed 
a small bag and at the airport, used his Mexican passport to board flights, first to Mexico 
City, then to Oaxaca. He hitchhiked the rest of the way back home. Ulises’s tourist visa 
expired months ago and it might be a challenge to get back to the U.S. But he has to find 
his family.  

Ulises left Juchitan last year to seek a job in the Florida fields. His mom was not 
happy with his decision, but understood his need to make a life for himself. Short in 
stature, but with a wrestler’s body, for years was told he was strong as an ox. “Can you 
help me move these boxes?” “I need help lifting this refrigerator.” He constantly got 
those requests and was happy to comply. 

In the U.S., he tried farm labor, but despite his physical strength, found the long 
hours and physical burden to be difficult. Then he tried his luck in a crowd of wannabe 
construction workers. The foreman took one look at him and called out, “You with the 
big arms, do you speak English?”    
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“A little,” he answered. He was hired on the spot. He was strong and learned fast. 
Ulises found a place to stay with other laborers in a tiny house. With a sofa to sleep on 
and food from the local taco truck, he made a home. 

One day Ulises went out with one of his housemates for a beer. The other man, 
Jorge, introduced Ulises to his sister. Vanessa had almond skin, long curly hair, and a 
curvy body. Smart too, she was studying nursing at the local community college. They 
soon were spending all their free time together.  

When the earthquake happened, Ulises phoned Vanessa. “Should I go?” he asked. 
“You know my visa is not good anymore.”  
Vanessa paused. “You have to find out if they’re OK.”   
“But I—but we—“ 
“Go,” she said, with an ache in her voice. And she hung up the phone. 
When he arrived in Juchitan, he went directly to his mother’s house. The front 

porch had crumbled, but he stepped up to peek inside. The walls were all cracked and 
pieces of plaster covered the once level floors, which now sloped to one side. Furniture 
had tumbled and the contents of cabinets spread everywhere. For hours he searched the 
shelters with increasing dread. Every time he saw someone he knew, he asked after their 
families and then, “Have you seen my mother or sisters?” They told him to go to this 
church or that shelter. Maybe he should be looking in the hospital, or worse, the 
morgue. His dad left them years before, but his mom has a good job as a teacher in the 
local school. His sisters would soon be ready to leave school and get jobs of their own.  

He finally found them, at night, sitting on a cot in a church far from the house. 
His mother, always so neat in her appearance, looked shabby and tired. Her dark hair 
was falling out of its usual knot. His sisters leaned on her, one on each side, holding her 
hands. Ulises burst into tears of relief.  

His mother leapt from her seat, grabbed him in a hug, and wouldn’t let go. 
Through her own tears, she murmured, “Mi amor, mi amor, I knew you would come.”  

Then it was his sisters’ turn to hug him and cry into his shoulders about their 
terror when the quake struck. “What will become of us?” they asked. “What will we do?”   

He comforted them as well as he knew how. “No te preocupes. Don’t worry. You 
can go to Oaxaca and stay with Octavia and Lorena. You’ll rebuild. It will be OK.” 

 

 
 

His cousin’s casket is not heavy, but Ulises’s back is sore. Since he found his 
family, he has spent day and night helping to lift and move chunks of buildings, bricks, 
all kinds of debris, assisting the trained rescue workers in their search for survivors.  

The procession arrives at the old cemetery, where the grave is waiting. Ulises 
helps to lower the casket into place, remembering this cousin and his dreams. Alberto 
was a music student. If he were alive, he’d be playing a trumpet in the funeral band. The 
music echoes in Ulises’s head. A magpie’s loud chirp from a nearby tree jolts Ulises out 
of his thoughts. 

The assembled friends and family mumble along to the priest’s recitation of the 
Lord’s prayer. The magpie chirps again.  
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Napa, afternoon 
The doc has relieved my worst fears. No concussion, no spinal cord injury. 

Nathan had the wind knocked out of him. He has some bruises and a twisted ankle, but 
he’s OK. I sit by his bed in the tiny emergency cubicle and wait for the staff to release 
him. I take his hand, but he pulls away. 

“I’m fine, Mom.” 
I withdraw my hand and search in my purse for a tissue. “I’m so glad you’re all 

right. Are you sure you want . . .” 
“Not now, Mom. Let’s just go home.” 
If only there were something else Nathan cared about besides damned football.  

 

 
 

Bangladesh, late evening 
Hassim meets the three new teenagers, who are about his age. Their worn tee 

shirts and dirty pants reveal thin but muscular bodies. They’ve walked far, yet pace 
restlessly, cigarettes hanging from their mouths.   

“They’re pissed about our attacks,” says one. “They want to kill us.” 
“In Tula Toli they rounded up everyone and shot them or threw them into the 

river,” says another. 
“They burned my village to the ground and murdered women and girls, little kids. 

We’ve got to go back.” 
Arkar nods and bounces on his haunches like he is ready to take off running at 

any moment. When they say they will leave the next night, he shouts, “Yes!”  
Hassim frowns and waves his hand at Arkar to be quiet. He’s listening, studying 

the firelit faces of the leaders. They seem to know what they’re talking about. They’ll 
cover a lot of ground in the darkness and hide out during the day. Their target is a large 
military encampment across the border.  

“What about weapons?” he asks. The young leaders know the location on their 
route of bomb making supplies and machetes. After assembling the bombs, they’ll 
surveil the camp to identify the lookout points. Then in the darkness, while most of the 
soldiers are asleep, they’ll quiet the guards and stage the attack. They clearly have 
experience and know how to do this. Hassim remembers tales told by the men in his 
town who returned unharmed after fighting. And he remembers the ones who didn’t 
come back. The pitch to the group results in shouts of “I’m in.” The larger the group, the 
more harm they can do.  

Hassim makes his decision and returns to his family tent. He opens the flap to see 
his brothers sound asleep, snoring quietly, their curly hair tousled. Like innocent babies. 
His mother is awake, sitting up and sewing by the light of an oil lamp. Her eyes brighten 
when she looks up at him. 
 

 
 
Jacksonville, late afternoon 

Charles continues to watch the TV when he’s not out pumping gas. A reporter 
announces, “Winds in Naples clocked at 142 miles per hour.” Chit, the owner, returns 
and asks, “Where did you tell me your family lives?” 
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“Tampa,” says Charles. “I wonder if they’ve boarded up the windows.” 
“Why don’t you call them?”    
“Yeah, I know. It’s just that every time I call, Mom lays a trip on me about 

leaving.” 
“Is it just your mother?”  
“No, my dad is there, but he has a bad back. And my sister is pretty useless 

outside a classroom. I hope they have bottled water and canned food. Maybe they should 
move the car to higher ground. Or leave, if it looks like it’s going to be bad.”
   

“Well, you decide,” says Chit. “But to me, it’s family. I left Burma as a young man 
to get away from the craziness. I left my dear sister and my parents. I don’t know what 
happened to them. My people there are still trying to escape. Did I do the right thing? I 
saved myself, but what about them?” He touches the scar on his forehead. “It’s easy to 
think you don’t need them when you’re young, but just wait until you’re older.” 

Charles wonders what he will say if he calls. Surely his parents will want him to 
come and help. Should he go to them? Or does he just want to know that they’re OK?  

Chit goes on. “We had a young man in here the other day, a guy from Mexico. You 
heard about the earthquake down there?” 

“Maybe,” says Charles. “There’s always an earthquake somewhere.” 
“He was trying to reach his family on the pay phone.” 
“What happened?” asks Charles. 
“I think the lines were down. He couldn’t get through. But I heard him call his 

boss and tell him he was leaving for a few days. He was going all the way to Mexico 
without knowing if his family was alive or dead.” 

Charles shudders and he sighs. “I guess I could call them,” he whispers. And he 
takes out his phone. 
 

 
 
Juchitan, mid-afternoon 

The church hall is full of mourners. Ulises fills his plate with tamales, chicken 
mole and his favorite tlayudas, the crisp Oaxacan tortillas known as Mexican pizza. It’s 
been a long time since he’s eaten food from home. And way too long since he’s seen his 
extended family, but he doesn’t know what to say to their tears. He digs into his plate, 
wondering what this life is all about. Struggle and hardship. Hunger and 
disappointment. And yet we go on.  

One of his uncles puts down his fork and asks, “So are you going right back, or 
will you stay and help us?”  

Ulises’s mom, Gloria, sitting next to him, lifts her head and catches his eye. 
“M’ijo, we need you at home now. So much needs to be built. Starting with our house.”  

Ulises puts his arm around her. The mother who has always been there for him. It 
is his turn. “La familia,” he says, “lo es todo.” Family is everything. “Yes, I will stay, 
Mom, as long as you need me.” 
 

 
 
Bangladesh, late evening 
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Hassim meets his mother’s warm gaze. “I need to talk to you.” 
He is restless, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Anadia puts down her sewing.   
“Sit with me,” she says. He sits down cross-legged across from her and takes her 

bony hands in his.  
“Omi,” he says, “I need to go.” 
“What do you mean?” she asks, but she knows what he is going to say. 
“There is a group leaving tomorrow night.” 
Her eyes search his. “We have lost so many. My own brother ran away to find a 

better life. I tried to stop him,” she says, “but he said he knew what was best. I wonder if 
he has found a good life, if he thinks about me. You’re so young . . . but you’re a man.”  

She leans forward, pulling his hands toward her heart. When she looks up, her 
eyes release a waterfall of tears. 

“If you go, I will miss you. I will pray for you. And I will always love you.” 
Hassim squeezes her hands, says a prayer. He looks at his sleeping brothers. “I’m 

doing this for them. Let them make new lives away from the violence.” 
Anadia nods and blows out the lamp. Hassim lies down next to his brothers and 

falls into a deep sleep.  
 

 
 
Napa, late afternoon 

Nathan is resting in front of the TV, his foot elevated and covered by an ice bag. 
He’s phoned the coach and talked to his pals. He’ll have to rest for a couple of weeks, 
but then he’ll be able to go back. I want to beg him to quit football. I want to demand it. 
But my reading the news today has changed something. I think of those imagined boys 
so far away, I give my son’s shoulder a squeeze, and return to the kitchen to make 
dinner. 
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Patterns 
Tom Raithel 

 
 

Woven by hands of Moroccan women 
with an eye for fabric and feel for design 
 
and patterned with colors and abstract forms, 
this rich, rectangular rug. 
 
Patterns of squares with patterns inside— 
symmetrical beasts, crystalline flowers 
 
and trees with triangular, bright-winged birds. 
Across this rug, the patterns repeat 
 
just as the musical patterns repeat 
in the Mozart piano concerto that plays 
 
as my hand and pen scratch on my notebook 
patterns that stand for meaningful sound. 
 
So we make patterns to catch and please 
our eyes, ears and well-nerved bodies, 
 
patterns lifted from the curved weave 
of the mulberry branch, from the wind’s song, 
 
from footprints written in snow that lead 
to the backward glance of the fox. 
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The Odds: An Osage Orange 
in a Botanical Garden 

in Marnay-sur-Seine, France 
Carlos Reyes 

 
––for Chris Howell 

 
In a windy afternoon 
on the high plains of Kansas 
you showed me an Osage Orange.  
More like a hand grenade 
 
than a fruit, not eatible  
though the Osage might  
have been driven to try it 
in times of famine. But 
 
they fashioned bows and  
arrow from its durable wood. 
In a rustic garden 
4,800 miles across the  
 
North Atlantic from  
the American prairie 
I am contemplating once again 
that pitchy fruit, pondering  
 
who carried it here, some 
thing of no apparent value, 
not beautiful but an oddity,  
planted it on the banks  
 
of a river more melancholy 
than the Neosho, the Seine,  
that flows through a village  
much smaller than Emporia 
 
where I first saw the Osage Orange:  
its name poetic, but in reality 
green and knobby, misnamed 
and like me a lost traveler. 

 
  



150 
 

Kiri Surveying Her Land: Little Si, Washington 
Dave Powell 
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Icelandic Solitude 
Vincent J. Tomeo 

 
 

Hear the wind echo. 
See rolling volcanic hills, as snow-capped mountains dominate.  
Obscured, on the side of a tarn, one lone church.  
Who will hear the bells ring? 
 
Huge ridges, ice grooves, slide, scratch, scar nature. 
Troll rocks crown mountain peaks, like a Broadway marquee. 
Little white flowers dot the landscape, 
dancing in a breeze on a bed of ventifact stone.  
 
Slanted Fjords rise dressed in green,  
medieval knights in mail ready to charge.  
Steep waterfalls, sparkling crystal brooks reflect a prism.  
One small house tucked away in a cozy nook, far from reality.  
 
Who would think to live on a volcanic rock,  
surrounded by ocean, wind, seagulls, swans, lambs! 
Thousands of small islands, where sheep graze in fresh, clean air,  
and one cow meanders. 
 
Here comes the rain. 

 
 

Morning Good Morning 
Kenneth Pobo 

 
 

I take this sunny day out  
of the Tupperware container  
in the back of the top shelf  
 
in the fridge.  I let it thaw  
on the windowsill.  In less  
than an hour it flies out  
 
the window, a red string  
of dawn dangling  
from its beak. 
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Jesse 
J. L. Higgs 

 
It began with the phone call from my mom just as I returned home from a run.  

Right away I knew something was off.  She never calls me, and I’d just spoken with her 
the night before.   

“I forgot to tell you something last night,” she said.  “Your dad and I split up four 
months ago.”   

Forgot.  FORGOT!!!     
“We’ve been waiting for the right time to tell you.” 
Oh yeah, like there’s such a thing as a right time to tell your son his parents have 

separated after over thirty years of marriage.  So, after we hung up, I immediately called 
my dad. 

It was insane.  My parents had begun dating in high school.  He’d been a year 
ahead of her.  They’d married one month after she finished college.  They wanted to 
have a large family, but mom had problems getting pregnant.  After years of doctors and 
tests, they learned dad’s had no aptitude for swimming.  But then, surprise!  An 
Olympian snuck in, and I was born. 

“Why’d you wait?” I demanded when he answered the phone.  
He hesitated.  “I guess we thought it’d be best to stick it out until you were 

completely on your own.”    
“So, you two did it for me?”  I hated when he spoke in that haughty professorial 

tone.   “I’ve been on my own for years now.  How do you explain the past four months?” 
“Well, you’d just started your new job.  It didn’t seem like a good time to upset 

you.” 
“Upset me!  You two have been having all these discussions…” 
“Calm down, Josh.  There’s been no formal discussions.  Your mother and I had a 

sort of unspoken agreement.” 
Now they were both telepathic.  Too bad I wasn’t.  Then I’d magically have known 

about this.   
“Look, Josh…”  I could sense it coming, philosophical dad.  “Life consists of 

constant change.”  Bingo!  “You’re not a child.  Your mother’s never been on her own 
and under the circumstances, I can’t look after her.  So, I need you to do that for me.” 

“Have you forgotten I live in Florida, not Rhode Island?” 
“Joshua.” 
There it was, in tone and expression.  Pulling the parent card.   
“Fine,” I said.   
“Don’t pout.  Just keep me informed on how she’s doing.” 
“Fine.”  
“Thank you.  So, how’s the dieting going?” he asked. 
“I’ve lost over one hundred pounds,” I mumbled.  Through a combination of diet 

and exercise, I’d finally achieved one of my lifelong goals.  I’d even started training for 
my town’s annual Thanksgiving Day 10K road race. 

“Excellent.  Good for you.” 
Yeah, hurray for me..  sooo glad we could have this chat. 
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Knowing mom was on her own, I began calling her twice a week instead of once.  
Her stock response to almost anything I asked her was “no” or “nothing.”  She always 
sounded listless - like she was stuck in neutral.  I soon came to dread calling her. 

With Thanksgiving approaching, the thought of her spending the “family” holiday 
alone weighed on me.  I decided I could do the 10K some other time and booked a flight 
to Rhode Island. I thought my pending visit would lift her spirits a bit, but each phone 
call continued to be more depressing than the last.  Then, when I called three days 
before my departure, she answered sounding totally upbeat. 

Surprised, I carefully probed.  Finally, she confessed it was due to Jesse.  She 
then gushed and raved about how wonderful he was.  Great.  That’s just perfect.  Some 
sleazy con-artist had chosen my mom as his next victim. 

Concerned, I called my dad.  He took the news in stride and said he wasn’t 
surprised.  Mom was a beautiful, fun, and very desirable woman who any man would 
find attractive.  Go figure.  This from the man planning to divorce her.           

Exiting the airport baggage claim I immediately spotted mom.  She was wearing 
her glasses and her silver hair had been stylishly cut.  Being my mom, I’d never noticed 
before, but she was an incredibly attractive woman.  She was holding a cardboard sign 
that read “Welcome home, Josh” written in black magic marker. There was a sparkle in 
her eyes, and I noted how happy she looked.  

When I reached her, she gave me a big hug and a kiss. Now, although hugs and 
kisses have become the norm among most family members and close friends, I 
wondered, who was this woman and what had she done with my mom?  We’ve never 
been a demonstrative family. And it’s not like Florida is some overseas war zone I was 
returning from.  

I could feel everyone’s eyes on us.  So, I finally dropped my suitcase and began 
patting her back.  That seemed to do the trick.  She let go, held me at arm’s length, and 
looked me over. 

“You look thin,” she said.  “Are you sure you’re eating enough?” 
Mothers. 
On the drive home from the airport, we covered the usual.  How was Florida?  

Fine.  Had I met a nice girl?  No.  Then she updated me on the latest Rhode Island news.  
Despite the elephant in the car named Jesse, we both steered clear of that topic.   

Arriving home and entering the kitchen from the garage, she smiled and called 
out, “Jesse, we’re home.” Damn.  We hadn’t discussed him yet and I hadn’t 
expected he’d be waiting for us at the house. 

I looked toward the kitchen doorway and racing into the room came a tiny white 
dog, its paws slipping and sliding on the kitchen floor.  Mom knelt down and the little 
dog leaped into her arms.  Hugging it to her chest, she stood up, took hold of one of its 
front paws, and waved it at me. “Say hello to Josh,” she said. 

Ugh.  If there’s one thing I’ve always hated, it’s tiny dogs, yippy little monsters, 
demanding constant attention. I mean, if you’re gonna get a dog, get a real dog or forget 
about it.   

Mom looked absolutely euphoric.  Was she so lonely she’d become one of those 
people who drove around with one of those little puffballs in her lap?   

“What kind of dog is it?”  I asked. 
“Jesse’s a Bichon Frise,” she said, nuzzling his neck.  
I thought I’d throw up. 
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Upstairs I discovered my old bedroom had been completely redecorated.  I set my 
suitcase down on the bed and started unpacking.  I’d been prepared for some sleazy con 
man, but a ratty little dog?   

I was halfway through unpacking when mom yelled that lunch was ready.  Down 
in the kitchen, she’d set out a feast.  We chatted while I ate and to make her happy, I ate 
everything she’d prepared. Though there’d be no 10K for me this year, I’d brought along 
my running gear, and a good run would work some of the calories. 

Following lunch, I headed back upstairs to change into my running gear.  Ever 
faithful to the mother’s handbook, mom called out that it was November and my blood 
had probably thinned, so I should dress warm.  I put on my tracksuit, I looked at myself 
in the dresser mirror.  Staring back was a trim, athletic-looking man, not the pudgy kid 
that had occupied this room.  Joining a gym and working with a personal trainer had 
changed my life.   

Seeing one of my running shoes on the bed, I picked it up while my other hand 
searched for its mate.  Nothing.  That made no sense.  There was no way I’d packed only 
one shoe.  Closing my eyes, I envisioned my unpacking before lunch.  No memory of my 
shoes.  I then tore through the suitcase, tossing aside everything it still held.  No shoe.  
Then, something caught my eye.  Jesse, lying in mom’s bedroom doorway.  He had my 
shoe. 

“Give me that!” I yelled, sprinting toward him.  Shoe clenched between his teeth, 
he jumped up and made a beeline for under her bed. 

Getting down on my hands and knees, I saw he’d wedged himself into a space 
where I couldn’t reach him. 

“What’s going on?” asked my mother, having come upstairs in response to the 
commotion.  

“Your dog’s got my shoe.” 
Frowning, she got down on her hands and knees on the other side of the bed.  

“Jesse, come out from there,” she said. 
The little thief crawled from under the bed, directly into her arms. 
“You two boys are going to have to learn to get along,” she said, getting up, then 

leaving the room.  Meanwhile, my chewed and slobbered on $300 Nike Air Zoom 
Alphafly Running Shoe remained tucked beneath the bed.  

On the day before Thanksgiving, mom went to the grocery store.  I offered to go 
with her, but she declined the offer, saying she only needed to pick up a few things.  
While she was gone, I called my dad to tell him Jesse was a dog.  He took the news 
nonchalantly and asked how mom was doing. 

As I hung up with Dad, Jesse came trotting into the kitchen. Figuring I’d try to 
befriend him, I bent down to give him a pat as he passed by. The damn dog snapped at 
me!  So much for burying the hatchet with instead of in the little demon. Standing his 
ground, he started barking at me. He was earsplitting loud. I’d reached my limit with 
him, so I began barking back. We continued that way until we heard the garage door 
opening.  

When mom came in, Jesse ran over to her and began twirling and leaping around 
like he’d spent every second she’d been gone pining for her.    

“How’s my angel,” she said, picking up, and hugging that little shit while he 
smirked at me. I wanted to strangle him.  
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Jessie aside, my visit with mom had been pleasant, but I was glad to get back 
home. Many things were changing, most of which I’d have preferred stay as they’d been.  
Back home I could settle back into my normal routine, and there was no obnoxious little 
dog to deal with.  

Christmas and New Year came and went without anything memorable taking 
place. I checked in with mom and dad separately.  They each seemed to be doing OK.  
Maybe it was the holidays, but none of us broached the topic of divorce. 

In late January, a ringing phone woke me up. “Hello,” I said, my free hand 
groping in the darkness for the nightstand lamp I’d knocked over when reaching for the 
phone.   

“Josh?” 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, recognizing mom’s voice.   
“Why does something have to be wrong for me to call you?” 
“Mom, it’s 5:30 on a Saturday morning.” 
“Well, I wanted to get you before you were out and busy.” 
I sighed.  “Believe it or not,” I said.  “I can be reached at a more reasonable time.  

What’s wrong?” 
“Well, I fell.” 
Suddenly wide awake, I sat upright in bed.  “Did you get hurt?  Are you alright?”  
“I’m fine, or at least the doctor says I will be after they fix my broken hip.” 
“You…” 
“I’d taken Jesse out to do his business and…  well, he yanked on the leash, there 

was ice; I slipped and lost my balance.” 
“Look, I can get time off from work and come and help you.” 
“No. No.  You have your own life.  I just need you to take Jesse until I’m back on 

my feet.”  
OH MY GOD!  I’d rather shove needles heated on a forge into my eyeballs!  
“Josh?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Will you do that for me?” 
“Sure, Mom.” 
So, of course, I immediately called dad after we hung up and told him mom had 

fallen and broken her hip.  He asked about Jesse and I said I’d be babysitting him at my 
place until she recovered.  He chuckled.  I failed to see the humor.  I’d told him about my 
Thanksgiving visit and if he and mom were together, where they belonged, Jesse care 
wouldn’t be an issue.  In fact, there probably wouldn’t even be a fuckin’ little dog.  

True to my word, I went to the airport to pick up Jesse the next day.  With his 
empty crate in one hand and a leash in the other, the airline lady approached.  Alongside 
her, Jesse strutted, totally full of himself.  When he saw me, he immediately began 
barking.   

“I thought he might need to go after the flight, so we went for a little walk,” said 
the woman.  “I hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all,” I said, knowing it meant one less thing I’d need to do before taking 
the barking demon home. 

Face flushing, she handed me the crate.  “He hadn’t been barking before.”  
“He’ll be fine,” I said, taking the leash from her.  “He just not used to flying.” 
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She stooped down and Jesse leaped into her arms and began licking her face.  She 
laughed.  “He’s such a sweet little dog.”  

“That he is,” I said, tugging on his leash.  “Time to say goodbye to the nice lady.” 
As I separated the two of them, the little con artist started whimpering like he 

was off to the gallows.  I smiled at the woman reassuringly, thanked her, and began 
leading him away.  Not content just to trail me like a prisoner, he went about ten steps, 
then sat down.   

I walked back to him and saw the woman standing in the exact spot where we’d 
left her.  She was waving goodbye.  I again flashed her my best smile and waved.  Then I 
muttered, “Let’s go, you little bastard,” giving the leash a yank.  

When we reached the car, I put Jesse in his crate.  I decided to have him ride in 
the back seat.  Halfway home, he pissed all over it.  At that moment, I could hear the 
A.S.P.C.A. calling his name.  Getting rid of the little prick once and for all would only 
require a brief detour.   

Almost the second we walked into the house, my cell rang.  It was my mother.   
She was calling to make sure Jesse had arrived safely.  Then she asked to speak to him.  
So much for getting rid of him.  What was I going to do?  Impersonate a dog whenever 
she called?  

After cleaning up the car, it was time to lay down some ground rules.  I gave Jesse 
a stern lecture, explained my schedule, and that I’d leave him food and a pad he could 
use in an emergency before I got home. 

The first Monday, I returned home from work and discovered he’d shit in my bed.  
I chased that little bastard around the house, but couldn’t catch him, so I settled for 
screaming at him.  I didn’t even try to salvage the sheets.  I threw them in the trash. 

That entire first week, Jesse moped around the house.  He avoided whatever 
room I was in, which was fine with me.  After a few weeks, we begrudgingly tolerated 
each other.  From there we progressed to a respectful truce, ignoring each other without 
either of us going to extremes to avoid the other.  

Then came the day I’d just returned from a run.  Before I could shut the door, 
jailbreak.  Jesse dashed out.  I immediately ran after him, and he stopped about fifty feet 
from me on the front lawn.  As he stood there, he stared at me, not moving a muscle.  I 
approached until I thought I was close enough, then lunged for his collar.  He dodged 
and sprinted away, over onto my neighbor’s lawn.  There, he stopped and smiled, daring 
me to try again.  He was really pissing me off.   

I made my way onto my neighbor’s lawn and crept toward him.  He watched me, 
cocking his head from side to side.  I dove for his collar, and he dodged and sprinted into 
the street.  There was a sudden screech of tires, then a thud. 

The car, its engine still running, and the driver’s side door wide open, had 
stopped.  

Jesse lay at the feet of a young teenage girl who was crying.  When I reached him, 
he was in a puddle of his own piss and shit.  His eyes were open as was his mouth.  Drool 
leaked from it.  I knelt down and could see his chest slowly rising and falling.  Reaching 
out, I gently stroked his head, and he clenched his teeth.  Then a tremor rippled through 
him from head to toe, he squeezed his eyes shut, and lay completely still. 

Anger, despair. relief. sadness. guilt., fear, and embarrassment collided and 
clashed within me.  There’d been times when I wanted to kill that little dog, so why was I 
on the verge of tears?  He could be such a jerk.  Why did he run into the street?  How 
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would I ever explain him getting killed while in my care?    What was I going to tell 
mom? Poor Jesse.  The poor girl driving the car.  What a mess.  

The first call I made after that was to my dad.   
“Jesse’s dead,” I blurted out, wiping at tears and my runny nose.    
He laughed.  “What’d you do?  Give him a heart attack.” 
“No really,” I said.  “He’s dead.  He ran into the street and got hit by a car.” 
“Oh… how’s your mother taking it?” 
“I haven’t called her yet.  I don’t know how to tell her.” 
“Tell her what happened,” he said.  “It was an accident.  Accidents happen.  Not 

everything in life is under your control, Josh. 
So I called my mom and told her what happened.  Her immediate reaction was to 

ask if I was alright.  I told her, yes, I was fine, and how sorry I was. She assured me it 
was not my fault and probably meant to be.  Then she said she was sure it was 
comforting to Jesse to know I was there with him when he died.  We hung up and I felt 
worse than I did when Jesse got hit.  

Over the following days, I couldn’t stop replaying Jesse’s death in my head.  On 
some subconscious level had I deliberately not closed the door fast enough?  Maybe I 
shouldn’t have chased him.  What if I hadn’t tried to grab him?  Despite what my dad 
had said to me, I was responsible.  Me, and no one else.  

 When the day I normally called my mom rolled 
around, there was no avoiding it, so I called.  She answered, practically breathless.  
Before I could get out anything beyond the word, mom, she said, “Here, talk to you 
father.” 

“Dad?” 
“Hi, Josh.  How are you? 
“Where are you?” 
“Here with your mother.  Given Jesse’s demise and that she’s recovering from 

surgery, I figured she could use a little help.” 
I rubbed my forehead.  “You’re staying there?  With her?” 
“Where else would I be?  Look, your mom and I have talked, and… well, after all 

these years we belong together.”  
I shook my head.   
“Is mom still there?  Let me speak to her,” I said. 
“Hello?  Josh?” 
“Are you OK?  Are you happy?” 
“I am.” 
“Love you both.” 
“We love you too.” 
Maybe Jesse had done some good after all. 
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Posting, Posting 
Marge Piercy 

 
Our leavings on social media 
attract hackers the way crumbs 
from a picnic attract rats. 
 
We are spread out over states, 
continents.  Emails in languages 
we can’t read flood computers. 
 
A hundred requests for money 
arrive by noon. On Facebook, 
friends from high school you  
 
never wanted to see again 
pop up along with bad lovers 
and ads for things you don’t 
 
want litter every page. We’re 
addicted to revealing ourselves 
like exhibitionists who can’t 
 
stop waving themselves like 
stained flags.  Did tech make 
our lives better or much worse? 

 
 
 

Pigeons 
Brad Vickers 

 
So far when I lift my morning window 
I hear their gurgling “coos”, louder 
than my clock radio. 
 
It doesn’t take much to be their friend. 
Just a crack in the window big enough 
for a crust of bread to pass through. 
 
Every morning I sip coffee between 
the conversations of pigeons — every morning 
I nod and pretend to understand. 
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Steep 
Channie Greenberg 

 
 
 

 
  



160 
 

The Drive to the Thrift Store 
Rebecca T. Dickinson 

 
 

Drive through Shelby, in the county of my husband’s home; a place that reminds me 
of big hair from the early nineteen nineties, and when going to the mall for  
pizza or chicken was a thing.  Think of promises rings fathers give their  
daughters in the Baptist Church if they’ll wait until marriage, and scrap metal 
places and lots with cars where you pick out your own piece from a car built 
for 1993.  I pass it on the way to the thrift store my husband holds 
in high esteem for its raises money for the place of outreach where my  
mother-in-law had spent her last days. For the past two weekends, the  
cacophony of nails and hammers storm down in a parade of rain.  
The wind feels like nails dipped in water left out in a bucket in  
mid-winter overnight. When the sun comes out, cars fill up the parking lot.  
A white SUV pulls in the drop off donation line in front of me.  They drive 
behind the back of the thrift store and park. I go on the other side, and wait 
a moment before I drop off the clothes too big for my husband and too small 
for my son.  When I look up from the window, I see a woman--about six-months 
pregnant--and I want to cry.  But I take a deep breath, as I do every day because 
life doesn’t stop just because half your heart has flown away.  I pull the bags out 
of the back seat. One by one, I lay them out on a table without waiting for an  
attendant to come and check or offer me a receipt for my tax returns.  More  
bags seem to fill up the back seat until I finally reach the last one, and avoid  
looking at the mom-to-be. Like most people in this county, I’d grown up in  
the church, too, and I know the saying it is a sin to envy. Oh, how I  
envied her with every part of me from the daughter I buried and the  
pregnancy I lost. Hurry to the car, put on my sunglasses, and turn on  
some song I’d enjoyed in my life before my daughter was gone. 
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The Last Time I Saw My Father 
Brian Daldorph 

 
The last time I saw my father was  
in Grand Central Station.  He was explaining to me  
how the trains worked.  He’d studied it  
not because he needed to but out of his own interest.  He was like that,  
my Dad, loved finding out about things, especially  
wonderful mechanical things like trains—they were mechanical  
the last time I saw him. 
 
He said it’s a miracle of coordination that  
so many trains enter and leave Grand Central in the way they do,  
and he began explaining the complexities of scheduling:  
“And just think if there’s an error, just think of the consequences  
of one small error.” 
 
He’d sketched out some diagrams and charts  
he was keen to show me and though I tried to follow  
his explanations, I couldn’t really keep up with him.   
He even had a slide rule in his pocket and made some calculations, 
tried to show me what he’d done: “It’s a marvelous system,  
like a huge equation the schedulers are solving all the time.” 
 
My father was leaving for Columbus where he had what he called  
“business opportunities,”  
which is just about all he said about his various pursuits of  
the American Dream. 
“This is going to be big,” he said, “I’m sure of it.  I’ll establish myself  
in Ohio and then you and your sister can come visit.” 
 
My shabby, unshaven father hanging out of the train window,  
holding his felt hat on with one hand, waving with the other,  
his train leaving right on time. 
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On Cloud Nine 
Riley Bennett 

 
 

The casserole bubbled slowly in the oven, as it was almost time to pull it from the 
heat and serve. Michelle circled hungrily around her mother’s calves, tugging on her 
apron and whining for a taste of the dinner. Hushing the toddler, Francine placed her 
inside of her highchair and smoothed the tousled curls into a managed wave. Her 
husband secured the front door behind him, tossing the day’s overcoat onto its 
designated rack, and placing his briefcase to the left of the threshold. She swung quickly 
into the living room to greet George with a tender kiss on the cheek, just as she did every 
weekday.  

Their home was quaint, tucked into the suburbs of Sacramento. They had a 
modest yard, good trees for the neighborhood boys to climb, and enough sunlight for 
Francine’s chrysanthemums to flourish just beyond the front porch. The carpet was a 
dusty shag, and the walls entertained a faded royal blue, adding a flair of life into the 
small home.  

“Good evening, my dear. How was your day?” Francine inquired, leading her 
famished husband into the kitchen. He met his young daughter with a peck on the 
forehead and a gentle pinch on her ruddy nose.  

“No better than the last, Francine,” he crowed, falling into his seat at the table. 
“Long hours with not enough pay, the usual.” The law firm for which he worked rarely 
saw any cases, but rather a lot of paperwork that left a crook in George’s neck. His wife 
sympathetically rubbed the tender spots, feeling out for any new knots. 

“Oh sweetheart,” she crooned, “is there anything I can do to help you?” He smiled 
up at her, feeling his heart flutter just as it did the day they were married.  

“No, no, I just want to sit here and eat a delicious dinner with my girls.” Francine 
walked abruptly to the oven and tugged the mitts over her hands before pulling the 
casserole out. She exposed her hands again, waving a glove overtop the steaming meal to 
cool it off in the slightest.  

“That would be nice, but you know it’s bridge night,” Francine reminded him, 
“just as it is every Wednesday.” George rubbed his eyes gruffly, whispering a sigh into 
his fingers. 

“Right, bridge night.”  
“But,” She began, smiling, “I’ve got dinner all ready for you two, and Michelle has 

already had her bath. The only thing for you to do is put her down.” She sat for a brief 
moment down at the table, looking George in his dark eyes, aged beyond their years 
from the stress of the workplace. “I really do appreciate you allowing me to have this one 
night a week. Shelley next door… her husband would never allow it. He’s stuck in the 
last decade. Hello! It’s not the 1960s anymore! You know I love cooking and cleaning 
and tending to the baby all day, but hey, I like to have time too– and you give that to me. 
So thank you, Georgie.” She finished her speech by rising to her feet once more. Giving 
her husband a quick kiss, she slipped back into the living room, plucked the car’s keys 
from his coat, and threw her own on over her shoulders.  

“Be home by ten,” George called after her. 
“Of course, dear, goodbye!”  
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Her breath billowed out of her parted lips in excitement. The early November 
evening couldn’t chill the growing warmth in her chest as Francine put the car in reverse 
and started down the road. 

 

 
 
The moving neon sign threw shadows across the parking lot, strobing the white 

figure with a rhythmic buzzing sound. Cloud 9 flicked on and off, on and off. Francine 
pulled her coat closer to her house dress and scuttled towards the double doors, her 
heels clacking loudly against the pavement. Inside, the go-go lights projected all over the 
walls. Francine walked over to the bar, fidgeting with the money in her pocket. The 
bartender, a muscular man who must be in his 40s, looked her up and down before 
giving her a knowing smile.  

“Moscow Mule for ya’ Daphne?” He asked. Francine nodded, her ears pricking up 
to the moniker she used on this side of the city. She knew it was dangerous to be known 
by the bartender around here; but she found no real threat within him, as they ran in 
completely different social circles, and he worked fo rty-five minutes out of town. If 
anything, she should think of herself as the object of his ravish affections, for she was a 
flirtatious, young woman looking to have a little fun. He held their eye contact as she 
slid the cash across the bar, only breaking it to turn and make her cocktail. Once made, 
he handed it to her with a slight jerk of the chin and a wink.  

Drink in hand, she sauntered around the room, looking for him. Oiled up muscles 
moved around in the darkened club, and desperate women tugged on the hands of those 
they desired for the night– whatever their money could buy them. She was sure that 
most of them were single, but she could spot the guilty ones, those that were married 
like she was. The clouds of lust that surrounded them always had a glimmer of regret, 
mostly in the eyes.  

It was he who found her this time. His strong hand grabbed her waist gently from 
behind, and she knew it was him. 

“We meet again, Miss Daphne,” he whispered in her ear. The sensation of his 
husky breath sent a wave of goosebumps down her legs, only contained by the stockings 
she wore. The thumping music coming from the stage hid the pounding of her heart, she 
was sure.  

“Jesse,” his name escaped her lips before she could stop to contain it. She didn’t 
want to seem desperate for his touch, but her wobbling knees betrayed her, as she 
stumbled backwards into his embrace. She felt his bare chest harden to support her 
fragile frame, and she turned to meet his gaze.  

“Wednesdays never seem to come fast enough,” he murmured, burying his face in 
her golden hair to plant a soft kiss on her neck. Francine gasped at the sensation, 
grabbing onto his forearm with a hard grip. His scent flooded her senses. Pine, “Ready?”  

Jesse led her into a room to the side of the main dancing stage. Room 3, the one 
they had used every week for months, sported a long, plush bench that ran along the 
back wall. To the right, a bed with a velvet blanket of questionable cleanliness. The 
dance always began the same way– Jesse leading her backwards until she fell gently 
onto the bench. He would tug at her coat, and Francine would allow him to slide it from 
her slender shoulders. The next move was to pull her hair from the pins that held it into 
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place, always neat and orderly as her husband preferred it to be. Finally, he would take a 
step back and devour her with his eyes.  

They hadn’t had sex, but so desperately Francine tried to coax him. Between 
feverish love bites across each other’s skin, she moved to take her wedding ring off as 
she usually did.  

“Leave it on tonight, Daph,” he whispered, pulling the payment out of her 
discarded jacket pocket, and she did as she was told. 

 

 
 
Walking in her front door, she tried to make as little noise as possible. She 

plucked her heels off of her feet, carefully eyeing the rip in her stocking just above her 
knee. Jesse had gotten a little extra handsy, resulting in the tear in her garment. The 
Altoid she popped in her mouth upon turning the car onto their street– to cover the 
smell of the alcohol– was nearly dissolved by the time she shut the door behind her.  

“Francine.” Her husband’s voice startled her. She clutched her chest with one 
hand, and smoothed her dress with the other, trying to regain a face of ease as he took a 
few slow strides towards her.  

“Oh, honey,” she laughed, “don’t scare me like that!” She moved in to give him a 
hug, but his face remained firm.  

“It’s ten forty-five,” he said sternly before pausing, inhaling deeply. Jesse’s 
cologne.  

“Judy hosted bridge this week,” Francine quickly explained. “She had just gotten 
this new cleaner that smelled so strong my head spun. The dizziness affected my sense 
of the time, my love. I’m so very sorry.” George seemed to accept this answer, his 
forehead softened from its concerned wrinkle, and he stood to give his wife a swift kiss 
before retiring for the evening.  

She made sure to peek into Michelle’s room on her way to their bedroom, looking 
down at her daughter’s flushed and angelic face, drunk with sleep. She made sure to 
dawdle, wanting George to be asleep before she could undress. Francine couldn’t help 
but run a thumb over her baby’s cheek, and Michelle stirred lightly at her mother’s 
gentle touch. She pulled her hand back, not wanting to wake her, before retreating from 
the room. Peering into her own, she saw George’s rhythmic breaths of sleep. Relaxing a 
little, Francine tiptoed into their bathroom, where she could wash her night’s sins from 
her skin.  

She unbuttoned the garb hastily, shoving it to the bottom of her laundry basket. 
The scent stained into the fabric of her dress filled the air. 

“The damned pine!” She hissed to herself in a hushed tone, hammering the heel 
of her palms on her forehead. “How could I be so careless?” She turned, looking at her 
mostly-naked body in the mirror. She eyed the tear in her stockings again before her 
gaze landed on the sizable bruise Jesse’s mouth left over her right breast. Francine took 
the damaged tights off, placing them in the bathroom trash where George likely would 
not see them, before removing the rest of her clothes. She moved to the wardrobe and 
pulled out her yellow nightgown– the one with the collar that came up higher than the 
others. She slipped into the sheets nervously, not wanting her husband to stir. Francine 
clamped her eyes shut, and soon fell into a dream inhabited by Jesse.  
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Following her close call, Francine resolved to be on her best behavior for the next 

week. She took extra care preparing meals she knew George would prefer, even if it 
meant dipping into her money for the weekly rendez-vous. The truth was, when George 
gave his bride her allowance for the week, she had been scouring clearance and 
discounted goods for months. She pocketed the leftover amount to fulfill her vices. 

Friday morning, She brought the steaming plate of cured ham and eggs to her 
husband, who was flipping through the newspaper. Michelle received her own portion of 
scramble in her high chair before Francine sat to enjoy her own breakfast. She eyed the 
paper in George’s hands, Watergate in big letters on the front page.  

“Can you believe such a scandal?” He asked his wife. “From our president, no 
less. Whatever happened to good, American values? Whatever happened to honesty?” 
Francine felt a twitch in her stomach at his words. She turned to him and gave a weak 
smile.  

“I don’t know, dearest. It’s a shame, really.” She inconspicuously moved her hand 
to her breast, making sure the mark was covered.  

 

 
 
The weekend passed quickly. Francine took their daughter to the farmer’s market 

on Sunday while George talked with the other neighborhood husbands. They spoke 
mostly of politics and the presidential debacle. She was lucky that the men rarely 
discussed their wives’ affairs, for if they did, Francine’s secret would surely be found out. 
Francine paid close attention to her toddler’s coat, making sure she would be warm 
enough in the late fall air. Deciding her own chosen jacket would suffice, she thought 
happily about what she might find for sale. With winter coming soon, this would be one 
of her last chances to find produce and goods outside of the local grocers. 

 Arriving at the market, she gravitated towards some hand-dyed ribbon almost 
immediately, trying to find a new accessory for Michelle’s wildly growing curls.  

“Well look who we have here,” the voice came from behind her. Turning, she 
found Brenda Mitchell, a housewife from down the street, and no friend of Francine’s.  

“Hello, Brenda. How’re you today?” She mustered up the kindest voice she could 
manage. “You look lovely. Is that a new dress?” Her neighbor scrunched her face into an 
insincere smile. Seemingly sensing the tension between the women, Michelle tucked 
herself shyly behind her mother’s skirt at the unfamiliar presence.  

“Always so sweet, Frannie. It is a new dress, thank you.” Brenda turned her head 
to the side, glancing to see who was around. Flicking her eyes back to Francine, she took 
a deep breath. “I’m having a lovely afternoon. Though I have had a troubling thought 
lately. Maybe you could help me?” Francine furrowed her brow slightly, unsure of what 
she was playing at.  

“Of course, I can try.”  
“You see,” Brenda started, “I was out for a drive the other night, Wednesday I 

believe.” Francine snapped her eyes to meet her neighbor’s. Brenda seemed pleased with 
the reaction and continued. “I had a troubling day with the children and needed a nice, 
long drive to soothe my nerves. Before I knew it, I had driven to the other side of town.”  
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“That is quite the long drive,” Francine choked out, reaching her hand around her 
skirt to touch her daughter’s head.  

“Indeed, it is,” Brenda said. “So imagine my surprise when I see a very familiar 
car. Parked in a lot I’m sure it shouldn’t be in.”  

“What is it you’re trying to say?” Francine whispered through clenched teeth. 
“I’m just wondering if you’d know anyone who would be so daring enough to go 

out to such a raunchy club… someone who is married? The woman I saw… well I’m sure 
that I know her from somewhere.” Her voice dripped of accusations and condescension. 
Francine closed her eyes and forced a smile. Reopening them, she shook her head.  

“No, I can’t say that I do.” Her heart hammered in her chest. Brenda knew.  
“What a shame. I was sure we could have put our heads together and solved this 

little mystery.” She turned to leave, tossing Francine a look over her shoulder at the last 
moment. “Have a wonderful day, Daphne.” The name stabbed her in the gut. As soon as 
her neighbor was out of sight, Francine picked up her daughter and walked home as 
quickly as she could.  

 

 
 
That Wednesday, too paralyzed by the idea of Brenda spreading her secret, 

Francine feigned feeling unwell from her monthly. When greeting George at the door 
after a particularly long and droll day at his law office, she told her husband that she 
would be staying in with him that evening, and that dinner was almost ready. While 
eating the roast, George talked about the latest update of the Nixon scandal, though his 
wife’s mind was elsewhere, and the gnawing feeling of guilt and fear kept her thoughts 
occupied. 

 Though she was primarily worried about her secret being revealed, admittedly, 
she couldn’t help but yearn for Jesse even still. The images of his broad, bare chest 
illuminated under the flashing gobo lights appeared in the forefront of her mind. She 
attempted to push the thoughts away and refocus on George’s voice, but she was 
helpless to her desire for her other man. 

In the small hours of the night, long after Michelle had been bathed and put 
down for the night, Francine laid in bed. She giddily gave into her temptations, and 
allowed her fantasies to go wild behind closed eyelids while her husband slept soundly 
beside her. Her hand wandered to the now-faded mark Jesse had left on her breast. She 
traced the spot gently with the tips of her slender fingers, and her lust for him grew. She 
couldn’t be without him and resolved to return to Cloud 9 the following week. 

 

 
 
While Francine assured herself that Brenda wouldn’t dare to tell George about 

what she had discovered, she still decided to prepare a potato salad to give her, as a sort 
of peace offering.  She strolled down the street early Monday morning, Michelle in tow. 
The air was crisp, and the two ladies’ cheeks rouged with the frigid air. She held the 
covered tupperware bowl just at her navel and tried to walk as confidently as she could. 
Michelle tottered along beside her mother, whining in protest when she was told not to 
stop and pick the shriveled dandelions growing along the pavement. Francine prepared 
herself as the two ladies approached her neighbor’s driveway, taking a deep breath and 
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pushing her shoulders back to appear strong. She walked up the stairs, adjusting her 
grip on the bowl and balancing it on her hip to hold her daughter’s hand. Once on the 
porch, she released her maternal grip on Michelle, and knocked on the door. It was only 
a few moments before Brenda answered the door.  

“Well, isn’t this a surprise?” She said upon seeing her visitor. “Good morning, 
Frannie.” Francine cringed at the nickname.  

“Good morning,” Francine began, “I was thinking about our conversation at the 
farmer’s market last weekend and wanted to bring you a little something.”  

“Aren’t you sweet?” Brenda gave her same scrunched smile. She knew why her 
neighbor was there. It was a silencing offering. “It’s interesting,” she continued, “I went 
for another drive Wednesday evening, and I didn’t see that familiar car out and about. It 
seems that someone learned their place, no?” 

“They must have,” Francine remarked with a curt tone. “I wanted to… thank 
you… for your discretion.” She offered the bowl to the recipient. “Potato salad– my 
grandmother’s recipe. Surely that lady you’re talking about wouldn’t want anyone to 
know of her actions.” Brenda smiled again, knowingly.  

“It seems she wouldn’t. Thank you for the kind offering, Frannie. I’ll have to keep 
this in mind on my next drive.” Francine took a quick breath before nodding, pressing 
her lips together tightly. 

“Have a good day, now,” she called to Brenda as the door shut. She walked home 
with her daughter, more or less satisfied with how the transaction went. She felt a little 
lighter and allowed herself to look forward to seeing Jesse again, feeling that her secret 
was safe. What she didn’t know, however, was that her neighbor was relishing the fact 
that she had made her beg, as subtle as it may have been. Brenda had her right where 
she wanted her– right in the palm of her hand.  

 

 
 
Wednesday came around again, and Francine whistled to herself happily, 

completing chores and watching Michelle all throughout the day. The rain washing 
down the windowpanes wasn’t enough to sully the excitement growing in her chest. In 
the stagnant moments of the day, her breath would hitch upon the realization that she 
would be back in Jesse’s embrace in a few short hours. Dinner was whipped up quickly, 
though she specifically told herself to remain calm and collected once her husband came 
home. Any sign of giddy discomposure could potentially expose her whole affair.  

George was later than usual coming home that evening. Francine tried to not let 
her impatience get the better of her when it was nearly seven-fifteen and her husband 
had not yet arrived, as he usually was home from work around six. At that point, the 
pasta primavera had been off of the stove for nearly an hour and placed in the oven to 
keep warm. At seven-thirty, Francine gave Michelle dinner in her highchair, and picked 
at a portion of her own. She kept glancing at the clock, wondering where George could 
be. She only had until ten to leave, make it to Cloud 9, and come back home.  

Suddenly, Francine heard the door open and shut. She rose to her feet and 
rushed to greet her husband. He seemed a little pale. 

“Oh dearest!” Francine cried, “I was getting worried. What took you so long?” 
George let out a sigh and rubbed his face  
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“Just a long day, Frannie.” He placed the car keys in her hand and gave her a 
quick kiss on the cheek. “I know I’m keeping you from bridge,” he said weakly, “go have 
fun. Try to be home by ten.”  

Despite him acting strangely, Francine nodded, patting her pocket to make sure 
her money was tucked inside before pulling her coat on and walking out the door. She 
practically skipped to the car, her husband’s queer behavior falling quickly to the back of 
her mind at the thought of what was to happen tonight.  

 

 
 
“Welcome back, Daphne,” the bartender remarked, handing Francine her 

Moscow. She smirked, sliding him a few dollars.  
  “Glad to be back,” she retorted before turning to scan the dark room. She pulled 

the alcohol into her mouth through her cocktail straw, chewing on the end slightly in 
anticipation of seeing him. Under one of the dim spotlights, she caught a glimpse of 
Jesse. Her feet moved towards him without a thought, the magnetic attraction between 
the two being undeniable. 

Their hands touched first, exploring one another with locked eyes. Something 
was different about tonight– they both felt more eager, hungry for the other.  

“Daphne,” he whispered. 
“Jesse.” She pulled her drink back up to her lips, gulping down the liquid 

courage.  
“I missed you last week.” She searched his dark eyes, nodding in agreement.  
“I was being suspected,” she murmured, pulling herself into his chest. He held 

her there for a moment tightly, before releasing and lacing his fingers with hers.  
“Let’s not waste any time tonight, then.” He led her to room 3, barely closing the 

door before connecting his lips with hers and gently pushing her backwards to the 
bench. He pulled her coat off, his lips brushing the newly-exposed skin of her neck. 
Goosebumps raced down her body, and a small gasp was released. He plucked the cash 
from her pocket, sticking it into his own before beginning to pull the pins from her hair.  

“Jesse,” she whimpered. “Tonight, can we finally…?” her question was cut off by 
him lifting her from the seat, and turning to place her on the bed behind them.  

 

 
 
They laid in the cheap sheets together afterwards. Jesse’s warm skin pressed 

against her own, and she found herself in a moment of bliss reflecting on what just 
occurred between the two. A small feeling of guilt rose in her throat thinking about her 
husband, and she tried to distract herself by tracing the red scratches she left on her 
lover’s bare skin. She loved George with all her heart, but his job drained the life out of 
him, and he was fading into a bureaucratic zombie. She had a strong foundation with 
him, but she missed being lusted after; she wanted to be looked at like the most 
beautiful woman in the world. Jesse did just that. Turning over, she sucked at the last of 
her watered-down vodka. She glimpsed at the clock on the wall above the door. 9:05 
pm.  

“I need to go,” Francine sighed, rolling back to face him. He sighed, propping 
himself up on his elbow and pressing a kiss to her forehead. She got out of the bed, 
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pulling her garments back on and repinning her hair. She peered into a gold mirror 
opposite of the tangled sheets, resolving that she looked just as she did when she left her 
house. Jesse buttoned his pants back up and smiled at his favorite visitor.  

“I’ll walk you to the door.” The pair stepped out of their preferred room in the 
club, flushed with desire and complete satisfaction. Francine’s eyes were locked on Jesse 
until they nearly reached the exit of Cloud 9. She opened the door, kissing her lover 
goodbye and promising to return the next week.  

Adjusting her gaze into the neon sign-illuminated parking lot, Francine was 
stopped short of her car when she was met with her husband standing stone-faced, arms 
folded over his chest. Beside him, eyes narrowed with a wicked smirk, was Brenda 
Mitchell. 
 
 
 

Intensive Care 
Marion Deutsche Cohen 

 
 
Here she lies, my creator and my destroyer. 
Her mouth sucks like a throat, her tongue squirms like a tonsil. 
Her nostrils are filled with tubes and empty of winds. 
Her eyes are open and moving, but not according to anything here. 
Her hand, protruding from the blanket and squeezing ours, is her gateway, her plug. 
 
But otherwise she looks quite normal. 
Her skin no greyer, no more dry. 
And no rougher, no less calm. 
 
Here’s what it is: Her face bears the same expression it did 26 years ago 
the same mad-mood expression, accusing us of things unreal. 
Her face bears hard, her face stares hard. 
That same way, same exact way 
telling us, asking us 
demanding from us 
that which she cannot give herself. 
 
Her face bears hard, her face bores hard. 
That same look, that mad-mood look, that um-hm look, that scary look 
did she bear that look 
when she bore me? 
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Mountain Running 
Eric Burgoyne 

 
 

I’m descending the 
still secluded road  
struggling to 
reclaim breath 
stolen by elevation  
 
a battered convertible 
upside down  
engine still running 
absent driver or passenger 
 
confused birds chirp 
dirges as I cut the ignition 
calling into the stillness 
peering into foliage 
 
glaring over the cliff  
pulse peaking 
still seeking what 
I loathed to find 
 
under the coupe still no 
bloody appendages 
no lingering ghosts 
 
resuming my descent 
I reach a road crew 
whose disinterest as 
alarming as my mother’s 
 
when I breathlessly blurted 
I’d shot my rifle through 
the neighbor’s window 
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Like Everyone Else You Ever Met 
Kate Krautkramer 

 
 

1. 
We’d had enough beers that my girlfriend Essie’d been out in the dark, away from 

the campfire and our circle of chairs, to pee twice already. She was giggling the third 
time. “Don’t listen to my tinkle!” she said, like I had a choice.  I guarded her, watching 
out into the solid black night, her brave, protecting buckaroo. “Peeing outside is kind of 
fun!” she squealed after she got her pants back up and handed me her TP in a wad 
because I told her she couldn’t throw it on the ground. I’d toss it in the fire when we got 
back, and use the hand-san, no big; we had a system in place. Everything was going 
really well! Coyotes were howling far away. 

It’d been four months of negotiation getting Essie to come camping with me. The 
situation wasn’t quite as primo-romantic as I’d envisioned because my friend from 

work, Tyler⎯ who’d been tracking my progress with Essie since I first met her ⎯was 
also with us. Convincing her to come camping had been the way-major step; I knew 
camping was something I’d want to do with a girl I was at least half serious about. When 
Essie finally said yes, I was all puffed up telling Tyler, but the first thing he said was he 
knew a perfect, quiet place only a couple hours from Denver. He’d lead us there and 
make us his special campfire dinner if we let him third wheel. I said ok because, I mean, 
it wasn’t like Tyler was going to sleep in our tent with us or anything. 

We met at my place, and Tyler was excited to show us the dinners he had ready. 
Each was like a fat aluminum foil envelope filled with a huge burger, a wide slice of red 
onion on top, and salt and pepper. Super simple. He play-acted like a chef with salt and 
pepper shakers when he was telling us. When we got to the campsite, he made a fire and 
put the packs right into the coals. After we got our tents set up, we opened them and ate. 
The burgers were epic, no doubt.  

But, seriously, when Essie and I got back to the campfire after her third tinkle, 
Tyler was standing out at the edge of the firelight holding a fucking gun. “Wolf!” he 
whispered, the loud kind of whisper people do when there’s not really a secret. Tyler 
held the pistol in two hands, pointing away from the campfire aimed at total nothing. 

When we talk about it now, Essie acts all proud that I shoved her behind me with 
a big sweep of my arms. “You were going to take a bullet for me!” That’s how she 
remembers it. I remember thinking I’d had all kinds of plans about camping with Essie, 
but Tyler turning into a maniac wasn’t exactly on my BINGO card.  Also, swear to God, 
in the split second before I was about to shit my pants because maybe we’d had more 
beers than I thought and Tyler was waving a gun around and literally crying wolf, I was 
so pissed at him. 100% pissed. Before he went all nutball, my chances of getting Essie to 
camp with me again had been on a big old upswing. She was getting into it, wondering 
how long it would take her to name all the stars. “I want to name that one “Jerry,” she 
said, pointing up into nowhere. “And that one Elaine, and that one George.” She thought 
she was super funny. “And that really bright one is Cosmo Kramer. Get it? Cosmo like in 
the cosmos?”  

So my hide was super chapped that Tyler was straight-up ruining everything, a 
feeling that must have lasted about a nanosecond before he fired off a shot, directly into 
emptiness. When the coyotes yipped again and one let go with a long howl, it was like 
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everything had been cued up in some spaghetti fucking western. They sounded about a 
hundred miles away, maybe a bunch of them playing around. “Hey, man.” I tried to 
sound casual, but my voice was shaking bad and I was completely out over my toes, 
ready to hit the dirt if Tyler and his gun turned around and hoping like hell Essie was 
ready too. “Tyler, chill. They are way out there,” I said, “and it’s just coyotes.” 
 

2. 
The first time I met Essie in person was twenty minutes after I met her on an 

online dating site. Outside Olive Garden, after 10:00 on a Wednesday, I could see she 
was hot. Not like stupid slutty hot, just she was so pretty, and she looked normal, 
normal and pretty. I was assessing if she was out of my league, and she was looking me 
up and down, and she said, “You’re really only 5’ 10”, right?” 

I stood up against the restaurant window, heels to the concrete wall and put my 
hand flat on top of my head like I was measuring. “Absolutely.” I would’ve said anything 
I thought she wanted me to, but 5’10” was what I’d written on my dating profile; also, it 
was my actual height. I stood there a minute while she checked me out. Then she said 
before we went in she wanted to be up front about why she’d chosen me. That’s what she 
said, “chosen.” I put my hands in my pockets, acting nonchalant, still standing against 
the window.  

“I made a resolution,” Essie said. 
“New Year’s?” Dipshit ask because it was the third week of January, and like 

there’s any other kind? 
“Yep,” Essie said. “I’m going to do something I’ve never done before every single 

day this year. I’m branching out, trying different things, learning new tricks, growing as 
a person.” She looked at her phone. “Now I’m pushing the envelope because it’s 10:48, 
and I haven’t done anything new, but if you buy me a drink before midnight, I will have 
officially dated a man under six feet tall.” 

“Good thing it’s not me that’s growing as a person, I guess?” I gave her my best 
shrug-smile combo. If I was the average man it was her goal-of-the-day to date, I was so 
into that. “Here to help,” I said. 

We took a few steps toward the door, but then Essie stopped and put her hand on 
my arm. “Do you think it counts, though?” she asked. She’s shorter than me, for sure, 
but not short for a woman, about 5’ 6”. I thought she was tall enough to see I probably 
should’ve shaved real quick before I came out. “I mean, does it count as a date if you just 
buy me a drink?” It seemed like she was sincerely trying to figure it out. 

“It so counts!” I said. “Absolutely counts.” I was thinking then maybe adorable 
was what Essie was, but she was hot, too, definitely. Hot and adorable. “I’ll buy you two 
if that makes it more official,” I said. 
 

3. 
Before the situation went down with the camping and the coyotes and the gun, 

Tyler dealt me plenty of shit. We’d been working together a long time, so it was the way 
we acted with each other. He especially griefed me about granola bars. From my 
passenger side of the work truck, like if we were sitting at a red light too long, swear I 
could see the urge to bring it up come over him. “Explain about your granola bars,” he’d 
say, like I was a dolphin at Sea World or some shit like that. 

“Just regular preventive maintenance,” I’d tell him. 
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“Like we do on the hydrants.” Tyler always started laughing the way he does, 
which is to send a lot of air through his teeth, so he sounds like a big train, huffing. 

“Exactly.” I’d try to keep my face straight, but then we’d both crack up, because 
all I was ever doing was having a damn snack. Granola bars. Two a day at 10:45.  

“You better tell me again, so I’m sure I’ve got it right.”  
Then I’d take a deep breath and say, “I gotta have them before I get hungry, so I 

don’t feel hungry before it’s time to eat.” While I talked, Tyler put his finger in the air 
and connected imaginary dots to make a fucked up constellation or something. He acted 
like I was crazy.  

  
4. 
I worked on Essie all the time about going camping, billing it as a win-win: she 

could mark it down as something new she did⎯she actually kept a list⎯and I would get 
to have her go camping with me. I told her about the best parts of camping, like how the 
whole world is different away from city noise and city lights. I tried to get poetic telling 
her how the dark curls up with you and makes you part of it. I was driving her home 
after a movie once, explaining how it is when you’re sitting out there in the night 
listening to quiet. “It’s so comforting. Mellow. Like nothing in the world matters. Not 
work, not rent, not cars, not money,” I said. “You forget about everything.”  

“Would you forget about my lipstick, though?” Essie pouted her mouth out, then 
did a slow sweet kiss in the air which made me instantly hot for her. That first time I met 
her and bought her a drink at the cheesy bar in Olive Garden, she’d ordered a 
Manhattan, something she said she’d found out that she liked because of her resolution. 
I was thinking that I liked her ordering Manhattans too because after only one, she was 
loose and looking happy and chattering on and on. “Anyway, have you ever kept a 
resolution?” She stared at my forehead because, it was obvious, she couldn’t remember 
my name. But, after that I’d made her laugh by quizzing her on it every five minutes. 
“Your name’s Kirk!” she said, without being asked, after our second round of drinks. 
Then after we didn’t have anything to say for a minute she smiled and pointed to her 
mouth. “I also found out bright red lipstick looks good on me.” In the understatement of 
the century, I affirmed it did look great. I had to maneuver my lower half under the bar 
to hide my approval and the thoughts I was actually having about her mouth. Then we’d 
ordered from the late night bar menu, garlic bread, which I ascertained correctly to be a 
signal that we wouldn’t be kissing that night, no matter how many drinks it took to make 
a date. 
 

5. 
We’d been working together at least a year when one day I walked a little way to 

have a look down a manhole while Tyler started a regular check on a fire hydrant. We 
were moving through a city section, flushing hydrants and checking holes, totally usual. 
It was midmorning, nobody around in a sleepy, rich, old-people neighborhood with 
houses way back off the street. Maybe Tyler thought I wouldn’t see him or, like he 
claims, it’s not him that’s in charge of the whole deal when it happens. Anyway, he didn’t 
see me coming back, and Tyler was up on the sidewalk with his back to me. 

He was into a conversation, except he was alone, so I stopped a sec to give him a 
chance to finish. But he didn’t finish, and he was getting amped, so I ducked behind a 
big tree and peeked around. Tyler looked like he was doing to be or not to be or some 
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shit like that. He put his arm out, with his fingers spread, like he was weighing a melon 
in his hand. “She’s my mother!” he said. Then he put out the other hand, weighed a 
different melon. “Next time I won’t.” He hung his head and dropped his hands to his 
side. 

But then he was at it again. “No one’s ever gonna know! Her yard looks totally 
tight, and it’s less than a drop in the bucket to the city. Believe me. Less than half a drop, 
if anyone’s measuring, which no one is, my man, no one.” 

I shouldn’t have been spying, but it was too late to come whistling down the street 
and pretend I didn’t see Tyler acting all batshit. “Ok. Ok. Never again!” He was getting 
loud negotiating and stood with his thumbs hooked into his belt loops, looking from side 
to side. Then he smiled and said, “I know, right? It looks great, especially down around 
her peonies. You know how she loves those peonies. More than me, basically.” Tyler put 
on a stupid Bashful face. “But you saw how she looked at me? I’m on the good list 
forever, dude!” He nodded his head a bunch of times. 

“Hey man.” I decided to just walk past him. I was willing to let whatever I’d seen 
go. I mean, we’ve all got things, I guess. “Are we finished here?” I picked up the weed 
whacker and wrench, which were leaned up on the hydrant. “Ready for pissing?” I 
asked. I lifted my leg toward the hydrant like a dog. Sometimes we did that if no one was 
around to see us acting stupid. 

I didn’t ask anything, but as soon as we were driving, Tyler started in confessing 
how that morning while I was in the plant moving chemicals around with the forklift, 
he’d taken the work truck to his mother’s house where he mowed and trimmed and 
fertilized her whole little yard. “I’ve been thinking about fixing things up at Mom’s for a 
while,” he said. “But I didn’t want to put you, you know, in a position.” 

When he said that, the only position I could think of was being fucked because I’d 
been considering my future at the water district, maybe taking more training and 
staying a long time, making a career of it. I’m a smart enough guy, and my job was pretty 
much lifting and dumping 50-pound bags of fluoride and soda ash and taking care of 
fire hydrants. Our boss was always telling us our #1 objective was to ensure that the 
community members’ water would have the brilliant clarity they desired. “Everyone 
loves clarity!” he spouted off all the time. That was the job I was thinking about could be 
mine eventually, smiling and bossing people like Tyler and me and talking about clarity. 
Also, the size of it was if I wanted to marry Essie or anyone, live the home-and-family 
dream, I’d have to do better than I was. 

But on Tyler went about fertilizing his mother’s peonies, which creeped me out 
because it sounded dirty somehow. He said she’d kept waving at him from her kitchen 
window and putting her hands on her heart. “You know, to show she loves me,” he said. 

Then, after the part about his mother’s yard⎯this really got me⎯ Tyler started 
telling me about his invisible friends. Two of them. Guys he’d been dealing with since he 
was a little boy. He held his hand maybe a foot and a half above the seat between us to 
show me how tall they were. That’s who he’d been debating while I was behind the tree. 
I didn’t think I looked like I doubted him, but Tyler said, “No shit.” He banged on the 
steering wheel. “I am telling you, none shit. Zero. Azoz, the kind of bad one, was telling 
me it was fine about taking the truck over to Mom’s. He’s always saying whatever 
terrible thing is not actually a big deal. He’s been talking like that basically forever.” 

I was totally not staring at Tyler on purpose. “Well, you shouldn’t have done it, 
but I’m not sure it’s really that terrible. Maybe not the worst thing anyone ever did.” I 



175 
 

sounded like Saul fucking Goodman, but I was curious about Tyler’s definition of 
terrible and what other things this guy Azoz had persuaded him were OK, and exactly 
how long “basically forever” was. Tyler’d been too smooth with the details for it all to be 
a fib; he was going on in the same way he would about music or football or women. The 
air-co was humming, but I needed to breathe and put down my window.  “Azoz?” I 
asked. “Why’d you name him that?” 

“Dude, no.” Tyler fiddled with the volume button on the truck’s radio, which 
never worked and wasn’t on. “Azoz came with his name, like everyone else you ever 
met.”  

“Right.” I let the wind blow up my sleeve and cool my armpit. “What about the 
other one?” I dug in my lunch cooler for my granola bars.  

“You’re way behind.” Tyler pointed at the clock in the dashboard. 11:56. He 
grinned like he had something on me. 

But instead of calling out that we were discussing his life-long pals who happened 
to be half-sized, judgmental, non-existent fellas who liked to bicker, I said, “It’ll be all 
right,” and tore into one of the wrappers with my teeth.  

“Your other imaginary friend,” I said. “What’s he called?”  
Tyler eased the truck forward through a just-turned-green light. “Not. 

Imaginary.” He was testy, like it was my fault for not knowing the rules in his fantasy 
life, or exactly whatever it was we were talking about. “Invisible,” Tyler said.  

“You can’t even see them?”  
“Of course, I can. Nobody else though. Look, no way’ve I been imagining these 

two guys for 25 years,” he said. “No way.” 
“Ok.” I bit off half a bar and talked with my mouth full. “Invisible.” Crumbs sailed 

down toward my feet. “What is the name of your other invisible friend?” 
“The good one?”  
“I guess,” I said.  
Then it seemed like Tyler was getting happy. He was rolling, moving with an idea, 

sort of like when he started calling Essie Unbelievable. After our first date I’d been riding 
high when I reported that a woman who was good-looking, employed, and fun had called 
me on a Wednesday night. I told him the whole thing about Essie’s resolution and me 
lucking out by being 5’10, and he said, “Unbelievable.” And when I told him that she’d 
been the one to call me back, he said “Unbelievable,” again and kept saying it every time 
I told him anything about her until he started calling Essie “Unbelievable” like it was her 
name. He’d say stuff like, “What’s going on this weekend? Hangin with Unbelievable?”  

It was that same smooth talk when Tyler was telling me about his mother’s yard 
and his little friends. He was working a storyline, going with his jam, super entertaining 
while he was letting me in on how bad he could’ve F-ed things up for both of us by 
joyriding the work truck to his mom’s. And he was also trusting me, I guess, with the 
secret of his imaginary, or invisible, friends.  “MacGregor,” Tyler said. Then he winked 
at me. “Azoz is the bad one,” he said. “The good guy is MacGregor.” 
 

6. 
Two days after the Manhattans at Olive Garden, Essie called me back, and I joked 

that I was obviously a versatile and talented guy, but I couldn’t be new a second time for 
her. “I hung up on a customer today!” Essie said, laughing like a wild person into the 
phone. “It was my new thing!” She’d told me she worked at a car place where they leased 
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previously-owned Saabs and Audis and Benzs. “I didn’t plan it, but the guy was. . .” She 
started laughing and couldn’t speak. 

“Spit it out.”  I was getting happy myself. She was fun even without being buzzed, 
and I couldn’t really believe she’d called me again. I was also thinking about her lipstick. 
“I’ve heard it all before,” I said. 

“I don’t usually say nasty things out loud.” Essie’s voice got quiet, but I could tell 
she was smiling, the cute way women do when they think they’re being ornery but 
they’re just saying normal stuff. I pictured her tilting her head down and her eyes up. 

“Say it. C’mon say it!” A minute before I’d been set to heat up my already- roasted 
chicken from King Soopers and have my Friday Coors however-much-I-wanted of a six 
pack. Now I was flirting with a super-attractive woman. I was subconscious thinking 
what if she could see me through the phone, standing in my sweatpants and soccer 
slides. I’d been home a solid ten minutes. I waited a sec while Essie giggled. “Just say it.” 
I tried to swing my voice low and playful, how I hadn’t done since high school. 

“Well, the guy was kind of being a dick!” Essie squealed when she said the word. 
“And so I hung up on him. At work! I have definitely never hung up on a customer 
before!” She seemed nutty with satisfaction. “He was acting all macho and degrading 
calling me honey and sweet thing and shit like that when I had never even met him. 
Acting like I was going to get him a screaming deal on a classic Beemer because he’s 
calling me sugar and I have to call him sir because it’s my job. So I hung up.” I couldn’t 
think of a smart thing to say, but Essie filled in. “I called you because I wanted to 
celebrate. You know, with someone,” she said. 

“Someone?” I asked. 
She squealed again. “With you. Kirk.” She emphasized the single syllable of my 

name. 
 

7. 
I thought about going camping with Essie as the beginning of my future. Good 

job, nice wife, leisure weekends away. Things I didn’t think about before. When I was a 
teenager all I thought about was getting a Jeep. I wanted to buy a Jeep and cruise 
around like a skater dude, even though being an actual skater dude was out of reach for 
me because I never had that kind of balance, and the thought of crashing onto asphalt or 
into the side of an empty swimming pool made my scrotum pucker. But if I could’ve had 
a Jeep, with the top down and breeze going through my hair, that would’ve looked good. 
Serious, I thought about it that way, no irony about being a poseur. 

When I was a little kid, it was Pokemon cards. Pokemon was a show about 
Japanese monsters that could be caught and tamed and that lived in something the size 
of a tennis ball until they came out to fight. 100% fantasy. Usually my mom didn’t let me 
get the cards; she pointed to the laundry soap or toilet paper and said cards were a waste 
of money. But even now in Target, I can stand in front of the display and get a tingly 
feeling. 

When I was a kid and actually got a pack, a buzz flowed from the sealed deck of 
cards through my palm and to the center of my body. Swear to God, my whole self 
quivered, and I would stand in my room staring at the pack, trying to stay as long as I 
could in some little-kid no man’s land I loved better than anywhere else, a place on the 
razor-thin border between wanting and having, where both conditions were true. 
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One time, I left a pack sealed up for a week, trying to make what was inside be the 
thing I most wanted which was a hologram card of a dragon-type dude called Charizard 
who had fire blazing out of his tail. I didn’t totally believe I had the power to change 
what was inside the cellophane-wrapped deck, but I tried anyway, to manifest Charizard 
into the pack. I slept with the sealed cards under my pillow. In the daytime I waived my 
hands around it like a magician over a hat. 

With Essie, it was kind of the same feeling. Only I was 26 years old and thought 
when she went camping with me, the world would come true the way I was envisioning 
it. I’m not stupid; it’s not like I think my girlfriend is something to own like a Pokemon 
card, or a Jeep. I’m saying I liked her so, so much, and I’d started thinking about how to 
make what I wanted to happen, happen. 

About Pokemon cards though, I only remember how hard I worked on waiting 
and hoping for Charizard to be in that deck. No idea now if he was, or if he wasn’t.  
 

8. 
Essie and I were going pretty strong. After a few times out, we’d gotten on the 

dating website together and erased our profiles. She started calling me her boyfriend, 
and we slid into sharing fun times, food and music, eventually sex that was good, 
sometimes even wild, not out of hand, once taking turns with a blindfold, because then 
Essie could write it on her list. It was all awesome until about three months in at 7:00 in 
the morning when she called me crying because her old tomcat, Puppet, had wedged 
himself between her wall and her dresser to die.  It was #complicated because for me 
dead stuff is like snakes for Indiana Jones. Like, I have to hold my breath when I wash 
my windshield in the summer because the smell of the hot, dead bugs makes me heave 
bad. But Essie didn’t know that, and because of the way her voice was cracking I could 
tell that this was going to be make or break. Or at least it would be break if I didn’t show 
up and deal. 

I texted Tyler and asked him to kill an hour in the plant and wait for me. Then I 
went to Essie’s and pulled the dresser away from the wall so Puppet, stiff as straight 
bourbon, could drop down on the rug, so I could pull him out by the tail and put him in 
the paper bag Essie’d given me at the door. She said she thought it would be gross to 
wrap him in plastic. I thought it would be gross to touch the dead cat, but I didn’t say 
that. I just put on my work gloves. 

“It’s not like he got cooties when he died,” Essie said. She was harshing on me, 
but I gave it a pass because she was all emo on account of her cat was dead. She was still 
crying.  I was focusing on how much I liked everything about Essie and didn’t want her 
to break up with me, maybe not ever. I was trying to be a good boyfriend and listen to 
her, but Puppet’s eyes were still open, and they looked like blue snot. I don’t remember 
exactly how I got him in the bag without gagging and without making any wisecracks 
about cats and bags. 

I did think about all the favors I could ask her in return for what I was doing if I 
wasn’t such a nice guy, but Essie stared me down until I offered to take Puppet away. 
“But you need to promise to treat him right!” She was hysterical.  “He’s been my friend a 
long time.” It seemed like Essie was judging me, like I was a medic who couldn’t 
remember CPR, or a plumber who showed up in a three-piece suit, or like I was what I 
actually was, a water works guy who didn’t love cats. But I promised I wouldn’t just huck 
him in the work dumpster, like would’ve been totally convenient. 
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Then there was a pretty terrible moment when I brought the Puppet package to 
the curb and Essie trailed out of her townhouse behind us. Maybe I should’ve been 
comforting her, giving her a hug or a kiss, but we were both super late for work. Plus 
we’d never kissed in daylight outside her house, so 9:00 a.m. on a Tuesday didn’t feel 
like the right time to start acting all domestic together. Back then we hadn’t even left 
toothbrushes at each other’s places yet. 

I put the bag on my passenger seat, went around, and let the window down 
because Essie was on the curb doing the pantomime for that.  “Good-bye.” She leaned in 
the passenger window and whispered. A couple of tears rolled right into her mouth. She 
flapped her fingers real slow down to her palm toward Puppet, and I did feel sad for her. 
Super sad. 

When I got to the plant, I slipped the bag behind the seat of the truck and told 
Tyler to stop staring and he better not say a word. Later while he was weed whacking 
around a hydrant, I reached as far back as I could to set Puppet, bag and all, in a dry 
culvert that spanned under the street at the beginning of a quiet cul-de-sac. “Good 
kitty,” I said, hoping for Essie’s sake he’d decompose in peace before raccoons decided 
to make a nasty banquet out of him. I pulled up some purple daisy-looking weeds and 
threw a handful in where some landed on the bag and some on the dirty, corrugated 
steel. “Later, Puppet,” I said. “Have a good one, man.” 
 

9. 
We were sitting around on my couch, and I started pestering Essie about camping 

again. I was goofing with her saying after she went once with me, she was probably 
going to decide that it was the best thing in the world. Then we would go every weekend, 
all summer long. She’d sit right by me in one of the camp chairs, all wrapped up in a 
fleece blanket and wearing a fuzzy beanie hat and smiling while she drank hot cocoa in 
the morning and twirled her ankles around in a pair of short, tan boots like some 
outdoor babe out of REI. 

“I mean,” Essie said, “What would we do out there? Like, in the daytime.” 
“Play cribbage?” I hadn’t been camping that many times before myself, and 

always with guy friends when there wasn’t a goal except getting out there. “Go for 
walks?” I wasn’t helping myself. “Look at the mountains!” I said. 

“The mountains.” Essie made a triangular peak with her hands and rolled her 
eyes. 

“C’mon!” I pulled her up off the couch. “Bring these.” I handed her two of the 
bottom cushions, grabbed up the third and got Essie to go out on the patio. I turned off 
the lights as we went out, and we laid the cushions in a row on the cement slab, and I 
told Essie to lie back on them and close her eyes. 

I am for-sure the opposite of a good singer, but I sat my ass on the cement, and I 
channeled for all I was worth and sang to her about the dusty trail and the wide sky and 
coyotes and the moon and horses. I couldn’t remember all the words to any one song, 
but I hummed and filled in what I could. And I kissed her soft and nice and reached my 
hand and my voice down, down, down and I said, “Let’s go, cowgirl.” Then she let me 
take her right there on the porch. I scraped my knees on the concrete while we were 
going at it, and I told her to whisper, “Ride me, Kirk, ride me!” and junk like that. Right 
after, I felt like I’d tricked her a little. I mean I know cowboy stuff and camping stuff 
aren’t really the same deal, except for the sleeping out part and things getting dusty. But 
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she really went for it, so I didn’t say anything, and as soon as we went back inside, we 
picked out a sleeping bag for Essie, one that would zip together with mine. I ordered it 
for her off Amazon. 
 

10. 
“It’s just a few coyotes, Tyler.” I was trying to sound natural, but I could hardly 

talk. Then whatever was out there let go with a super long howl. The sound of it broke a 
hole in the night, and Tyler yelled, “Wolf!” again, and kept his stance, like one of 
Charlie’s Angels, with his gun still in his hands. 

Then on account of I was scared shitless, the speed of my thoughts seemed about 
a thousand times faster than the speed of what was actually going down at our campsite. 
For one thing, I remember realizing I didn’t even know where I was. Essie and I had 

followed Tyler⎯across some plains, down a few county roads, up and around the 
foothills. I knew Evergreen was below us somewhere, but we could barely see the glow of 
it because we were kind of behind part of a mountain. I was also thinking what the fuck 
was Tyler doing with a gun and why did he bring it camping with us? Like he packed his 
camp chair and his stove and his coffee pot, then he made the burgers and put beer in 
the cooler, then he threw in his toothbrush and his 9mm before he remembered a 
flashlight and some tortillas? All that went through my head in less than a heartbeat. 
Then, like the complete asshat I was, I decided to explain, “Dude, Tyler, they don’t have 
any beef with humans. Coyotes are just little dogs, basically.” 
 

11. 
“No pointy hats or shoes? No green vests? Nothing like that?” I was quizzing 

Tyler. We were in the truck headed back to the plant after the first time I’d seen him 
debating with Azoz and MacGregor. 

Tyler laughed. “Like you and me. Jeans and tee shirts. Normal stuff.” 
“They change clothes?” 
“Sure. Don’t want to get stinky, I guess.” 
“Haircuts?” I was trying to get these guys straight in my head. 
“Yep. You bet. Actually, Azoz more than MacGregor. It’s probably a trick to make 

me think I can trust him, you know, looking clean cut. Usually he’s got a flattop going, 
high and tight.” 

That first time after I saw Tyler chatting with his little conscience buddies, I kept 
asking questions until I forgot how whacked out the whole thing was. Tyler wasn’t self-
conscious about Azoz and Macgregor. So the same way I didn’t want to be racist or 
sexist, I didn’t want to be prejudiced, thinking Tyler was some kind of wrong for talking 
to small, invisible pals. I never called him out. What was I going to get by fighting about 
a couple of leprechauns that told Tyler what to do? I didn’t even have the nuts to razz 
him the way he razzed me about granola bars. 

Then after a couple of days, we didn’t talk about it that much anymore, and 
eventually the idea that Tyler had these guys, or knew these guys, or whatever, just 
leveled out. I didn’t think about it, the same way I didn’t think about my childhood 
neighbor who’d been born with a tiny extra thumb, or like a girlfriend I had for a while 
who was a special kind of narcoleptic and had to set her alarm for 5:00 in the morning 
then take a pill to help her be able to get up at 7:00. Or like me who likes to rub my ear 
to go to sleep. 
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12. 
“Chill, Tyler,” I said. Drunk, in the dark at the camp spot, I remembered from a 

training about how to get along with co-workers that saying the other person’s name 
makes them feel secure. Nine-out-of-ten Tyler’d been at the same training, but he was 
too scared of a wolf that was really a coyote to be thinking about that. “Tyler?” I said. I 
was squatting on the ground, maybe twenty feet from where he was holding his handgun 
out threatening to shoot darkness to smithereens. I could feel Essie’s hand on my back; 
she was squatting down behind me. “Don’t listen to Azoz, Tyler,” I said. 

The gun ended up aimed a few feet above us when Tyler swung around to look at 
me. I still feel like I deserve a few points for not screaming or crying right then before 
the coyote-wolves started up again and Tyler pointed his gun back out into the night.  

That was when Essie just stood up like she was Wonder Woman or something. So 
I stood up too, realized I still had her toilet paper in my fist and put it in my pocket. 
Then Tyler said, “Wolf!” again, and even though I was still scared, he sounded pretty 
stupid. 

“Better sing me one of those cowboy songs.” Essie whispered to me, all breathy, 
like she was totally prepared to act sexy in this situation and I better be able to help her 
pull this deal off. It was balls to the wall, and I tried so hard to think of lyrics, but all I 
could get was this song the music teacher taught us in the first grade, a counting song. 
Swear to God, that’s what came to me. Four moo cows lowing in the breeze, three big 
elk bugling in the trees, two wise old night owls callin’ come home soon. At the time it 
seemed better than nothing, and my mouth was dry as dirt, but I whispered back to 
Essie, “And one little coyote howling at the moon!” But she put her hand over my mouth 
and made a wide face to ask me what the fuck was I thinking? A dare can only go so far. 

“MacGragor thinks those are coyotes, doesn’t he? I think those are coyotes, too, 
Tyler,” Essie said. I didn’t remember how much I’d told her about Tyler’s deal with the 
little men. 

“Can you see him?”  Tyler tilted his chin toward us and the campfire. His face said 
his mind was everywhere. “Can you see MacGregor?” 

“Does it seem like I don’t know what I am talking about, Tyler?” Essie was going 
full confrontational. But Tyler’s body shifted a little, like maybe he cared about what she 
was saying. 

“Don’t be listening to Azoz.” Essie changed her voice, made it smooth and low. 
Tyler kept looking back and forth, down the barrel of his gun then at Essie and me.  

Then he lowered the gun again, all the way, and started talking with Azoz and 
MacGregor full-on, back and forth. We couldn’t hear what he was saying. Then some 
coyote started up again, and it sounded closer to us, and up went the gun. The routine 
was getting a little predictable, a little tedious. 

“Tyler!” Essie yelled at him, and I squeezed her arm, hard like a pinch. I didn’t 
want to hurt her, but now she was acting crazy too and what if we all ended up shot? 
Essie yanked her arm away from me. 

“Maybe you think I’m not too smart because I’m a woman,” Essie said to Tyler. 
“Maybe you think I am too much of a city girl, and I don’t know anything about 
camping. Maybe you’re jealous of Kirk here for having a girlfriend as fun and pretty as 
me.” 
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I couldn’t get why she was saying all that stuff; later she told me she was just 
trying to keep Tyler distracted with anything she could think of. Tyler kept nodding like 
he was listening to her, even as he kept the gun ready to shoot his stupid wolf.  

“Probably you don’t think that I think your pals Azoz and MacGregor really exist.” 
The night turned so quiet after Essie said that. When the coyotes weren’t talking and the 
gun wasn’t going off, it was complete silence. 

“Probably you don’t think that Kirk left your cat in a culvert,” Tyler said to Essie. 
“Right under Highland Drive.” 

She denies it, but Essie shot me a kill look before she jumped. Literally she 
jumped, like a lioness or something, at Tyler. In one incredible move, she was on him. 
The gun came cartwheeling across the ground. I couldn’t see exactly where it landed so I 
spread myself and lay down like the brave soldiers do on grenades in movies. 
Meanwhile, Essie and Tyler were tussling hard until, like some kind of adrenaline-
stoked Sumo boss, Essie pushed him down. Then Tyler rolled up on all fours. Then he 
sat in the dirt with his head in his hands. 

“What the hell, Tyler?” Essie asked, and he mumbled some half-assed thing about 
facing his fears. 

“Give it,” Essie said to me. I was still on my belly, straining my neck to look up at 
her in the dark. “I’ve never held a gun before,” she said, “This will be a new one.” 

“Unbelievable,” Tyler said. 
 

13. 
That day in the truck when Tyler talked about his mother putting her hands on 

her heart, it reminded me of a thing my mom used to do.  
Sometimes she would get going, usually in the kitchen, yapping at me while I was 

psyched to have any minute not looking at the book trying to figure out algebra II or The 
Great Gatsby or whatever. She talked about how stupid Bill Clinton was, or our shitty 
neighborhood, or my grandma that drove her crazy ruining whiskey with milk. She’d be 
rattling on, getting worked up, my mom in her after-work uniform, Levis and a Broncos 

sweatshirt⎯sometimes raging at John Elway. Then, when she’d worked herself up, 
she’d all of a sudden stop and pinch her lips together. She’d stay like that a while, then 
let go of her mouth and breathe out super slow. “The Holy Spirit kept me from uttering 
those words,” she’d whisper. The Holy Spirit. For real. A ghost I know she didn’t believe 
in. We never went to church, not even on Christmas.  
 

14. 
Tyler still had his head in his hands, so he didn’t see when Essie motioned for me 

to put the gun in my pocket. She never even held it. 
“You’re listening to me now, you hear?” Essie was talking to Tyler. She pointed 

the pistol at him, except it was really just her hands put together to make a gun, like 
when you’re a kid, first fingers together pad to pad. 

Tyler did what she said. He shrugged at her when he stood up though, and she 
said, “This isn’t a game, Tyler.” She did that thing that cops do in shows where they hold 
the pistol and move it a little to tell the person they’ve got at gunpoint where to go. “I 
want you to step out there, Tyler,” she said. She motioned out toward the unknown, 
away from our cars and the chairs and the campfire, out toward where the coyotes were 
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goofing around. When he didn’t do it, she said, “Right now, Tyler. I need you to do it 
right now.” 

On the drive home the next day, bumping along following Tyler out from the 
campsite, Essie said she was finished with the resolution, that during the scene the night 
before, she’d done enough first-time things to count for about a million years. She’d 
tilted my rearview mirror her way and was putting on that lipstick, first on the top lip 
from the middle out to each side, then the bottom all the way left to right. I put my arm 
around her shoulders the best I could because I was driving, and I hugged her that way 
and kissed the top of her head, which smelled different, like outside and ash. 

The night before, Essie’d told Tyler, “It’s a coyote, not a wolf. Coyotes don’t hurt 
big guys like you. Take a step out there.” She pushed her gun- fingers into his back, and 
like some kind of robot, he stepped forward. “And another, Tyler.” Tyler stepped. Even 
with my heart still drilling a hole through my chest with every pump and his pistol in my 
pocket, I felt a little bad for Tyler. He was scared, and Essie was seriously bossing him 
around. 

Then Essie said, “Say coyote, Tyler.” He was facing away from us, into the night. I 
felt scared of Essie then, all that badass tude coming right out the end of her pretend 
pistol, her pointed fingers, but I totally loved her, too. I mean, totally. But I was 
uncomfortable standing there watching. Finally, I got the TP from my pocket, tossed it 
into the fire, and got a squirt from the hand-san, which was sitting on the bumper of my 
car. 

Eventually, Essie talked Tyler forward about ten steps. Every time a coyote 
howled she made Tyler say, “coyote,” until he started beating her to the punch and 
saying it before she told him to. 

Then the coyotes howled more, a bunch of them, and she started howling along, 
and she said, “C’mon, Kirk, howl!” and all three of us were doing it like little kids.  

Before she let him come back to the campfire, she also made Tyler stay out there 
and yell up at the stars, saying that Azoz and Macgregor were not real. At first he wasn’t 
going to do it. “But I’ve known them all my life,” Tyler said. 

“No,” said Essie, “Not really. You really haven’t.” 
 
 

The Last Leaves 
ayaz daryl nielsen 

 
the last leaves 

on her favorite tree 
planted decades ago 

 
turning grey and 
gently letting go 
within a gentle 

beckoning breeze 
as she, too, 

chooses 
to let go 
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My Father Tends to the Fire 
Joseph D. Milosch 

Winter 1958 

 
 

On the inn table, his coffee cup steams. 
Beside it, a few flakes of tobacco slides 
from his pipe. Next to it, the window 
holds a slice of frost, and outside, 
the winter wind blows light flurries 
northwest across the lake. 
 
I’m a boy watching the wind 
and snow imitate skaters dancing. 
In their wake, they leave spiral- 
shaped nines. My father returns 
from another trip to the fireplace. 
He brought me a gift, the perfume 
of burning wood. 
 
Perhaps I’m inventing this, 
not him, his coffee, or his pipe 
but his gift — the mysterious giving of self. 
Maybe we met somewhere centuries 
before my birth in another icy landscape. 
Then we met again and looked 
at each other as he named me. 
 
As it rides the eddies and waves of breath, 
a name is unable to hold anything in place 
and knocks on the door crying, “Let me in,” 
like the wind brushing pine needles 
against storm windows. 
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landscape photography of sunrises and sunsets and truly believes that Kansas has some 
of the best sunsets to photograph in the world! He has many of his photographs for sale 
on his website at marty-kugler.pixels.com/. 
 
Lee Landau writes with raw honesty and tenderness about interactions in a unique, 
personal landscape: her relationships with family, their dysfunctional backstories, and 
the many phases of grief that tumble through her poems and life. She addresses an 
internal audience of the departed, the dead and dying, and highlights unexpected losses. 
 
Eleanor Lerman is the author of numerous award-winning collections of poetry, short 
stories and novels. She is a National Book Award finalist, a recipient of the Lenore 
Marshall Poetry Prize from the Academy of American Poets, winner of the Campbell 
Award for the 2016 best book of Science Fiction and was awarded a Guggenheim 
Fellowship as well as fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts for poetry 
and the New York Foundation for the Arts for fiction. Her most recent novel, Watkins 
Glen (Mayapple Press) was published in June 2021. www.eleanorlerman.com 
 
Sheryl Loeffler (sherylloeffler.com) is an American/Canadian writer and musician. 
Her poetry and creative nonfiction have been published in literary magazines and 
anthologies in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Austria, and Japan. In 
May 2014, her book, A Land in the Storytelling Sea, born in and about Malta, was 
published by FARAXA Publishing, Rabat, Malta. In 2015, she was elected to 
membership in the League of Canadian Poets. In 2017, she was resident for two months 
at The Writers’ Colony at Dairy Hollow, Eureka Springs, Arkansas, USA. In 2019, she 
was nominated for a Pushcart Prize. 
 
Jacquelyn Markham, author of two chapbooks and a personal mythology, has 
published nationally and internationally, including Archive: South Carolina Poetry, 
Adrienne Rich: A Tribute Anthology, Anthology of Appalachian Writers, Lullwater 
Review, Hawaii Pacific Review, and The High Window. Her chapbook, Rainbow 
Warrior, is forthcoming from Finishing Line Press (2023). Markham’s awards include 
three Georgia Council for the Arts grants, a Kentucky Women’s Foundation Award, and 
a South Carolina Arts Grant. Awarded the Adele Mellen Prize for distinguished 
contribution to scholarship for The Complete Poetry of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, she 
holds an M.A. and a Ph.D. in Creative Writing from Florida State University. 
 
Joseph D. Milosch’s Homeplate Was the Heart & Other Stories was nominated for 
the American Book Award and the Eric Hoffer, best Small Press Publication, award. He 
has multiple nominations for the Pushcart, and his books of poetry are The Lost 
Pilgrimage Poems and Landscape of a Woman and a Hummingbird. For the last 40 
years, he worked as a trail locator for the Cleveland National Forest and as a heavy 
construction inspector in the private sector. His poetry draws on those experiences; as 
well, as his experiences growing up in the farmland, north of Detroit, Michigan and his 
army experiences during the Vietnam War. 
 
G.M. Monks lives in Pennsylvania. Her work has appeared in Birdland Journal, The 
Hunger, Vine Leaves Literary Journal, The Ravens Perch, Kansas City Voices, 
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Alehouse, and elsewhere. Awards with publication include: finalist in the 2020 
Breakwater Review Fiction Contest, and runner-up in the 2016 Big Wonderful Press 
Funny Poem contest. She was a finalist in the Arts and Letters 2020 Unclassifiables 
Fiction Contest, and she received an honorable mention in the 2016 New Millennium 
Writings Award competition. Her debut novel, titled Iola O, was nominated for the 
2020 PEN/Hemingway Award for New Fiction. 
 
Cecil Morris, after 37 years of teaching high school English, has turned his attention to 
writing what he taught others to read and (maybe) enjoy. He has poems appearing in 
2River View, Cobalt Review, Ekphrastic Review, Midwest Quarterly, Poem, and 
Talking River Review. He enjoys ice cream too much and cruciferous vegetables too 
little for his own good. 
 
ayaz daryl nielsen, veteran and hospice nurse, lives in Longmont, Colorado. Editor of 
bear creek haiku (35+ years/175+ issues) with poetry published worldwide, he is online 
at: https://bearcreekhaiku.blogspot.com/. Among other deeply appreciated honors, he 
is especially delighted by the depth and heart of poets worldwide whose poems have a 
home in bear creek haiku’s print and online presence. 
 
Dan O’Connell is a four-time award winning poet, and multiple finalist and honorable 
mention. His poems have appeared over eighty times, including in Mississippi Review, 
Homestead Review, America Magazine, Assisi, Prometheus Dreaming, and Ghost 
Town Literary Magazine. A former Philosophy professor, Dan is an eviction defense 
attorney. He is the author of two full-length collections of poetry, Different Coasts, and 
Theory of Salvation, and the chapbook State of the Union. Find Dan O. at 
www.danoconnellpoetry.com 
 
Lorraine Panciera has exhibited her photographs and art in San Francisco and 
Connecticut, for which she has won prizes and critical acclaim. 
 
Marge Piercy has published 20 poetry collections, most recently, On the Way Out, 
Turn Off the Light [Knopf, September 30, 2020]; 17 novels, including Sex Wars. PM 
Press reissued Vida and Dance the Eagle to Sleep; they brought out The Cost of Lunch, 
etc [short stories], and My Body, My Life [essays, poems]. She has read at over 500 
venues here and abroad. 
 
Kenneth Pobo is the author of twenty-one chapbooks and nine full-length collections. 
Recent books include Bend of Quiet (Blue Light Press), Loplop in a Red City (Circling 
Rivers), and Lilac And Sawdust (Meadowlark Press). His work has appeared in North 
Dakota Quarterly, Nimrod, Mudfish, Hawaii Review, and elsewhere. 
 
Dave Powell is an amateur photographer and avid hiker who enjoys taking photos and 
sharing them with friends. Living in the Pacific Northwest provides Dave with ample 
opportunity for beautiful hikes with amazing landscapes, although he gravitates toward 
natural water features. Having hiked for years lugging around a large 35 mm camera 
and multiple lenses, he now prefers the flexibility and convenience of his phone’s 
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camera, although he will admit to still carrying around an ND filter for capturing water 
motion. 
 
Stephanie Pritchard received her MFA from the Vermont College of Fine Arts in 
creative writing with a concentration in poetry. She teaches in the English and Creative 
Writing department at the State University of New York at Oswego and is the recipient 
of the Provost's Award for Teaching Excellence. Her poems have appeared in Stone 
Canoe, The River, Better Than Starbucks, The Awakenings Review, Book of Matches, 
MASKS, and other places. When she's not teaching or writing, Stephanie leads high-
intensity interval training classes at the Oswego YMCA and tries to convince her toddler 
to put on pants. 
 
Ann Privateer is a poet, artist, and photographer. Some of her recent work has 
appeared in Third Wednesday and Entering to name a few. 
 
Tom Raithel grew up in Milwaukee, Wisconsin and has worked as a journalist 
throughout the Midwest. He currently lives with his wife, Theresa, in Cleveland, Ohio. 
He has had poems published in Southern Review, The Midwest Quarterly, The 
Comstock Review, Nimrod and Atlanta Review. Finishing Line Press has published his 
chapbook, Dark Leaves, Strange Light. 
 
Carlos Reyes is a noted poet, writer and translator. Recently published by Lost Horse 
Books (Pomegranate, Sister of the Heart, 2012). Earlier works include The Book of 
Shadows; New and Selected Poems (2009), At the Edge of the Western Wave (2004), 
and A Suitcase Full of Crows (1995), a Bluestem Prize winner and finalist for 1996 
Oregon Book Awards. His translations are Poemas de la Isla/Island Poems by Josefina 
de la Torre (Eastern Washington University Press, 2000) and Obra poética complete 
(Complete Poetic Works) by preeminent Ecuadorean poet Jorge Carrera Andrade. He is 
the publisher/editor of Trask House Books. Awards include a Heinrich Boll Fellowship 
(2007) to write on Achill Island, Ireland and the Ethel Fortner Award from St Andrews 
College (2008). Recently the poet-in-residence in the Joshua Tree National Park, Reyes 
lives in Portland but travels often to Ireland, frequently visiting Spain and Ecuador. 
 
Stan Sanvel Rubin’s poems have appeared in many US journals including Agni, 
Poetry Northwest, Georgia Review, and One, as well as in Ireland, Canada, and China, 
and are included in the recent anthologies, Abrazos: Dove Tales 10th anniversary, and 
Moving Images: Poems on Film. Four full-length books include There. Here. (Lost 
Horse Press) and Hidden Sequel, winner of the Barrow Street Book Prize). He’s the 
retired founding director of the Rainier Writing Workshop low residency MFA at Pacific 
Lutheran University and lives on the north Olympic Peninsula of Washington state. 
 
Fran Schumer is a journalist and author. Her poetry has been published in The New 
Verse News, Hole In The Head Review, Contrary, Cerasus, Prospectus, the Poetry 
Review and Dodging the Rain. In 2021, she won a poetry fellowship from the Martha’s 
Vineyard Institute of Creative Writing. She has written fiction and non-fiction for The 
North American Review, The New York Times, New York Magazine and other national 



193 
 

publications. She graduated from Harvard with a degree in Social Studies but wishes she 
had spent more time reading Keats. 
 
Hillary Smith-Maddern is a proud cat mom and collector of dilapidated plants. Her 
favorite things include cats, coffee, cobblestone streets, and the crisp, blank pages of a 
writing notebook. She resides in Holyoke, Massachusetts. When she’s not writing, you 
can find her teaching, hiking a mountain, or seeking out her latest adventure. 
 
Charles Source is a globetrotter, meditator and bon vivant who has spent the last 
decade in Asia. His penchant for traveling and exploring new cultural terrain partially 
informs his fiction. Previous work has been published The FictionWeek Literary 
Review. 
 
James T. Stemmle is an old man, currently living retirement in West Virginia with his 
wife. He writes poetry during morning meditations on a bench in his backyard, where it 
is so quiet, depending on atmospheric conditions, he can sometimes hear interstate 
traffic four miles distant. He had a Federal Government career mostly with EPA, earned 
a doctorate from Catholic U in Chemistry, and was born in Louisville, Kentucky. He is 
eager to share some of his accumulating poetry, currently enough to fill seven one-inch 
binders and part of the eighth. 
 
Mara Thygeson’s “Sixties Romance Junkie,” is a stand-alone excerpt from her novel-
in-progress, The Big Bang Theory of Marriage. Mara has published fiction in The 
MacGuffin and Pacifica, several restaurant and book reviews, and she has had several 
gallery exhibits of her plein-air watercolors. Thygeson was a finalist in the Heekin 
Foundation Grant for her novel-in-progress. After happily retiring as a high school art 
teacher, Mara writes fiction, paints, and dances. Being in an interracial marriage for 
forty-six years and having four sons of color, has given her a lively and empathetic view 
of life. 
 
Vincent J. Tomeo is a poet, archivist, historian, and community activist. Nominated 
twice for the Pushcart prize, Vincent has been published in the New York Times, 
Comstock Review, Mid-America Poetry Review, Edgz, Spires, Tiger’s Eye, Byline, 
Mudfish, The Blind Man’s Rainbow, The Neo-Victorian/Cochlea, The Latin Staff 
Review, The Evening Street Review, and Grandmother Earth (VII thru XI). To date, 
Vincent has 960 published poems/essays; winner of 106 awards; given 138 public 
readings. He is the author of my Cemetery Friends: A Garden of Encounters at Mount 
Saint Mary in Queens, New York. 
 
Sheridan Turton is an illustrator from the U.S. and Taiwan. Sheridan has loved to 
draw and write her own stories since she was a child. She has illustrated picture books, 
calendars, editorial illustrations, product packaging designs, and Website and album 
covers. In her free time, she draws scenes of Taiwan and spends time with her family 
and pets. You can find her work on her website at https://sheridanturton.com/. 
 
Brad Vickers is a poet, visual artist, and musician. He leads his own blues and roots 
band, The Vestapolitans, with 7 CD albums to date. His website, www.BradVickers.com, 
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has more information on his musical career. Brad has published poetry in many small 
journals including Avocet, Clark Street Review, Colere, Nomad’s Choir, and 
forthcoming in Poetry East and Willow Review. He looks forward to publishing two 
chapbooks in 2022 under the ManHatTone imprint. He lives in New York City and in 
Lambertville, New Jersey. Any “free” time is spent making visual art. 
 
In the topside world, Marilyn Whitehorse is currently teaching academic writing at 
Kapiolani Community College in Honolulu, Hawaii. In the river that flows beneath, she 
is a writer, photographer and collage artist. She has had work in Trivia: Voices of 
Feminism; Helix; Aji, among others. This past winter one of her collages was nominated 
to represent the Best of the Web. 
 
Andrena Zawinski’s poetry has received accolades for lyricism, form, spirituality, and 
social concern. It has appeared in Artemis, Blue Collar Review, Progressive Magazine, 
The Dallas Review, Aeolian Harp, Rattle, Verse Daily, and elsewhere. Her latest 
collection is Landings. She has two previous award winning books: Something About 
and Traveling in Reflected Light and a fourth collection, Born Under the Influence, 
forthcoming in 2022. 
 
Lynn Zhang is a junior in high school who writes poetry in their free time. They started 
writing poetry when they were in elementary school and have been recreationally 
writing poetry for years. Lynn says that poetry is a way to express thoughts 
indescribable in any other form of writing. 
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