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After a Long Absence 
- Jason Braun 
 
Even the bugs couldn’t sleep 
in that bed 
when he finally made it home 
from overseas. 
Ten years ago he tried fooling 
the doctors but they knew 
his tricks were in demand 
as much as his way with Arabic. 
She didn’t 
see her husband, but a green 
parka full of machinations shaped 
like a man and haloed 
in a line of dead rabbit’s fur. 
Less than the silence 
an empty bed makes is the pause 
of held breath before a man 
taps out a message 
in Morse code on the edge 
of a bathtub as the water 
loses its warmth, its translucence. 



When the Farms Passed  
- Jim Gustafson 
 
the soil cried dark tears 
equipment wept 
to the bay of jackals 
 
spreaders dispersed the night 
turning fields dark 
even to the moon 
 
houses went grey 
lightning turned them to flames 
and ashes to dust the earth 
 
nations moved on 
narrowed roads turned inside out 
to melt in rain fall 
 
plows unhitched the beast to till 
the land alone turning on and off 
the scratching claws 
 
barns were ripped of siding 
owl's hoot turned too gravel voiced 
to find a mate with whom to nap 
 
maps became numbers from names 
tombstones turned etching generations 
into old road markers 
 
school bus days 
turned to exhaust 
in danger-dress crowds 
 
crops grew larger with sprays 
tumbled into wagons 
hauled away 
 
the last breath of soil 
gasped for unspoiled air 
where the barn's owl waited to sing 



 

Give and Take 
- Adam Restinow 
 
  On Saturday morning, a shaft of sunlight haloing her hair, Agnes said, “Well, I 
bought myself a gun.” She was sitting in Gerry’s kitchen, savoring the taste and aroma of 
fresh ground coffee with extra sugar and wondering if there were more croissants. Gerry, 
who endeared herself to many by usually listening more than she talked, continued to dry 
the breakfast dishes. Precisely arranging her plates then flatware, she hummed Send in 
the Clowns, a song consistent with her opinion of Agnes. 
  Gerry tolerated Agnes the way one tolerates heat and humidity because of the lack 
of air conditioning. Had she friends or even relatives to absorb her free time, Gerry would 
have locked her door against Agnes. She disliked the woman, had since high school, but 
coped with her for lack of anyone better. Agnes, insensitive to animosity and oblivious to 
manners good or bad, had perfected the fine art of manipulation. 
  Agnes continued, “Took me a while to get a permit, and it’s small, a .22, but it’s 
better than nothin’. Gangs selling drugs on every corner, can’t afford to move, and the 
police arrive after there’s blood on the ground. Gotta be prepared, Gerry, gotta be 
prepared.” She pushed the hem of her flowered dress over her chubby knees and touched 
her hair. Yesterday she had had it cut and colored in Evelyn’s Hair Salon, the shop below 
her second floor apartment; she had tipped the girl an extra two dollars for doing such a 
good job on her roots. 
  Gerry sat, sipped her coffee, black, and drummed her thin, knobby fingers. “John 
wouldn’t have allowed it.” 
  “John’s dead. Times have changed. Need to protect me and my home.” Among 
the things Agnes protected were a freezer full of Hagen Daz ice cream bars and a case of 
Johnny Walker Red.  
  “Paul, he’s one of the guards at the bank,” Gerry pointed for emphasis and to 
establish her source’s credentials, “told me he only carries a gun ‘cause it’s part of his 
job. Says guns are too dangerous for the likes of you and me. He always keeps his in a 
locked box high in his bedroom closet. Since his wife died he knows he can’t trust 
himself on nights when he’s been at Farley’s longer than usual. Keeps the ammunition in 
another box in the basement. Paul talks to us tellers when it’s a slow day. I think he likes 
me ‘cause he stands by my cage the longest.” 
  Undeterred by reason, Agnes rapped her cup on the table, spilling just a few drops 
of coffee but enough to make Gerry wince. “Well, I hear the nurses talkin’ while I push 
patients from one exam to another. God, is that a racket! No wonder my premiums are so 
high. Anyway, you wouldn’t believe what they carry in their purses.” 
  “That doesn’t make it right.” 
  “Not a matter of right or wrong; we live in dangerous times. The only thing being 
up here on the third floor does is save you from the scum too old or too fat to climb this 
far.”  
  “All I’m saying is that a gun is a poor substitute for common sense.” 
  “Maybe, maybe not. Speakin’ of common sense, I suppose you’ve noticed how 
your neighbor Mr. Tugarski acts when he’s around the super’s daughter. Saw them in the 
lobby yesterday. He was lookin’ at her like a collie wantin’ to be petted. And of course 
she returned the favor by flutterin’ her fake eyelashes and stickin’ out her boobs. What is 



 

he? Thirty? And is she old enough to vote? I’ll bet you can hear them through your 
bedroom wall. Probably don’t care that everyone knows what they’re doin’. Just another 
sign of the moral decay Reverend Blanchford warned the congregation about. Gotta hand 
it to us Baptists, we know a thing or two about secret sinning.” 
  Gerry sighed and thought life must be difficult when you’re afraid of the dark.  
  A week later she breakfasted in Agnes’s apartment; Agnes always served instant 
coffee and Sara Lee pound cake. Participating in these weekly your-place, my-place 
events was as much socializing with Agnes as Gerry could endure and Agnes could 
navigate. A plate of cold spaghetti on the counter and rumpled clothes by the kitchen 
door violated Gerry’s sense of propriety. Still the same old Agnes, Gerry thought. A pig 
wallowing in mud was a happy pig. 
  They had met as high school seniors when Agnes’s locker, a swamp filled with 
mysterious things, was next to Gerry’s. Forthright, liberated Agnes delighted in providing 
Gerry with sex magazines and detailed instructions about condoms and other toys. But, 
unlike Gerry, Agnes also had enough flesh in all the right places, so she could talk to and 
tease the boys – they didn’t mumble like they did when talking to Gerry. But there was 
something about her eyes when she was angry; they looked at you sideways. 
  Gerry, not then and not now a beauty, was called Geraldine, the name she insisted 
her teachers use, and was part of the drama crowd. A product of parents who expected 
girls to work during and after high school, live at home, and marry wisely, she considered 
becoming a secretary, although several teachers suggested she try junior college. None of 
the faculty ever considered Agnes collegiate material. 
  Upon graduation Christmas and birthday cards linked them until that night nine 
years ago when Agnes’s husband never made it around a curve on his way home from 
Little Ann’s Tap. Gerry attended the funeral and went to the grave site – burying the dead 
being for her a necessary corporal work of mercy. At the luncheon afterwards Agnes 
sobbed, “Oh, Gerry, what am I gonna do? I can’t afford to stay where I’m at. Why’d John 
do this to me?” 
  Pity clouded judgment. “Well, there’s a small place right below me. The rent’s 
reasonable because you’re above a beauty shop. But, please, please, don’t move there 
because of me. Ask your friends for recommendations.”  
  Friendless Agnes moved to Gerry’s building two weeks later, and the tie endured 
because of proximity, not personality. Again and again Agnes expounded on the folly of 
marrying a musician, “Jazz trumpets aren’t worth shit at the grocery store;” the 
embarrassment of being childless, “No kids, he said, too much hassle;” or the 
insidiousness of the government conspiracy to deprive her of her widow’s Social Security 
benefits, “Bastards!” Gerry became adept at nodding. 
  Now Agnes belched. “Ate too fast.” She wiped the table with a damp paper towel, 
which she then wadded and tossed toward the kitchen sink. It landed on the floor. “Oh, 
well, even Michael Jordan missed.” Sitting, she continued. “Hey, didja get your invitation 
to the class reunion? Can you believe it, forty years?! Wadda you goin’ to wear?” 
  “I’m not sure I’m going, Agnes. There’s no one I particularly want to see. And 
look at me, just another old woman.” 
  “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. Everyone there’ll be old. And there might even be an 
interestin’ widower or two; you know, you’re never too old for sex. Speakin’ of sex, I 
wonder if anyone in our class was gay. Had my hunches about some of the guys just by 



 

the way they dressed, could never tell about the girls. ‘Course these days being queer is 
practically a goddam badge of honor.” 
  As if a mouse was nibbling at her values, Gerry squirmed. “Working at the bank 
you meet all kinds, but their money is just as good as the next guy’s. But I’d just as soon 
forget high school. There were a few good moments, but I wasn’t like you – one of the 
popular girls.  No one asked me to the prom.” 
  Agnes reached across the table and touched Gerry’s hand. “So what if I was 
popular? What did it get me?” And although Agnes would never admit it to Gerry, she 
knew quite well what her popularity got her – power. Popularity meant dating the hot 
boys, dictating what clothes were “in,” and being able to laugh at girls such as Gerry who 
were not popular; that was especially satisfying. 
  “Well, it got you more friends than I had. Some of the girls I was in plays with 
were OK, but I didn’t have anyone special. As I said, no one asked me to the prom. Hell, 
no guy even asked to sign my yearbook.” 
  “Oh, come on,” Agnes said and pulled Gerry’s hand toward her. “There musta 
been some guy you liked. We all wanted a good lay.” 
  Gerry prided herself on maintaining nobility and invincibility. Agnes’s grip 
violated that shield, her breath smelled of whiskey, and yet Gerry did not pull away. She 
remembered the boy she had desired. 
  Hugh was tall but uncoordinated, muscular but meek, handsome but naïve. 
Rejected by the sports teams, Hugh plodded through the academic day, eyes cast down on 
the text. He sat in front of her during second semester English and would occasionally 
turn and ask for an explanation of a poem. Finally, half way through the semester, he sat 
across from her in the cafeteria and said, “You understand all this literature crap better 
than me. Could we study together sometime?” 
  Trying to be as cool as possible, Gerry responded, “Hey, always glad to help out. 
When and where?” 
  “How about the library after school?” 
  After four weeks of daily tutoring, Gerry’s fantasy world was born, endowed by 
its creator with supernatural blessings. They would attend the same college. He would 
major in architectural engineering, she in drama with an emphasis on directing. They 
would have a small but elegant wedding, then honeymoon in Greece. Three brilliant 
children and two fulfilling careers later, they would live in Boston and have a getaway 
home in Little Rock. When not making passionate love, they would discuss Shakespeare, 
the Bible, and the joys of parenting appreciative children. 
  In the fifth week Hugh missed a session, in the sixth he missed two, and in the 
seventh he failed to appear. In class he no longer turned to her. Hurt, angry, Gerry 
reacted, catching him in the doorway before class. “Where have you been? What’s 
wrong?” 
  “Nothing’s wrong. I just don’t need your help anymore. But thanks for taking the 
time. See you around.” 
  Death, especially the death of a first love, can be tragic. Upon graduation, 
imprisoned in a bank, Gerry transitioned from mediocrity to depression to resignation. 
Satisfactions became crisp, pleated blouses, below-average weight, and a subscription to 
a downtown theater; these somewhat compensated for shallow conversations with similar 
beings and daily, maddening tedium. Gerry became so beneath notice as to be almost 



 

nonexistent, a no one of consequence. 
  Gerry pulled her hand from Agnes’s grasp and stroked her chin. “There was one 
guy I liked. Hugh. Thought I loved him, and then he faded away. Remember him? A little 
over six feet, curly hair, kinda quiet.” 
  “Nope. No one I knew.” 
  “Sure you did, Agnes. I was so proud of my conquest I introduced you to him; 
used to see you talking to him in the hall between PE and music.” 
  Agnes paused and shook her head. “I talked to a lot of guys, did more than talk 
with some. But this Hugh doesn’t ring a bell. Anyway, what do high school seniors know 
about love? Gotta get some experience under your belt before you can love someone.” 
  “You’re not exactly an expert on the subject, Agnes. But I guess it was the best 
past I could’ve had.” 
  While Agnes considered Gerry a fool for never having found someone to take 
care of her, she also accepted her Reverend’s philosophy that some people were born to 
suffer. “You know, maybe this Hugh will be at the reunion. That should be reason 
enough to go. Whadda you say?” 
 
  At 11:30 PM they parked in front of their building. Moonlight combined with the 
neon glare from Evelyn’s salon sign gave each woman an ashy pallor. At the end of the 
block, a small, thin man slowly approached, tapping a white cane. Agnes, the car’s 
owner, sat in the passenger seat, drunk as a skunk as her dead husband would have 
observed. Gerry, relatively sober because, unlike Agnes, no one at the reunion bought her 
drinks, gripped the steering wheel and kept her foot on the brake even though the engine 
was off.  
  Agnes grinned. “Told ya it’d be fun. God, I looked great compared to most of 
those old farts. Didja see Joan Kloyman? She usta act like her shit didn’t stink. Looked 
and smelled like a sardine.” Gerry inhaled and exhaled slowly. 
  “Hearin’ those old songs sure brought back memories of hangin’ out at Luke’s 
Diner and cruisin’ up and down Vanwith Drive lookin’ for guys. Talk about good times. 
So, who did you talk to, Gerry?” 
  “Oh, no one you’d remember; just some of the people from drama. One of the 
men managed to get into a Broadway chorus line. Probably one of the gays you were 
suspicious of.” Agnes was unaware of Gerry’s sarcasm. “You seemed to know everyone, 
Agnes. You even knew Hugh.” 
  “Yeah, how about that? Once he introduced himself, I remembered who he was. 
So that’s the guy you were hot for?” 
  Gerry hissed. “Yes. He stopped at my table and said hello. Turns out he went to 
college, became a social worker, married, had a daughter. His wife recently died of 
cancer. But the best part, Agnes, the really best part was his apology for the way he 
treated me.” 
  “I gotta pee; let’s go in.” 
  “It’s funny how you couldn’t remember Hugh. He certainly remembered you. 
Told me you practically tackled him in the halls, told him I wasn’t his type, kept daring 
him to take you out. So finally he did. I know he was just another story to tell the girls, 
but it changed him. He grew up too fast.” 
  “Speakin’ of fast, Hugh sure wasn’t fast in the back seat of his car. Talk about 



 

slow and clumsy. Had to show him how to unhook my bra. Didn’t even know how to 
kiss. But some things he did know about. How could you love such a jerk?” 
  Gerry grabbed the keys, unfastened her seat belt, exited, and then stood on the 
sidewalk, panting. Furious, she kicked Agnes’s door. “Whore! Goddam whore!” She 
kicked harder. “Hugh and me, we might have been!” 
  Agnes yelled, “Hey, stop it, Gerry! You’re dentin’ my car!” Since she hadn’t 
bothered with a seatbelt, Agnes was able to get out of the car and push her body between 
it and Gerry. Gerry’s next kick caught Agnes in the shin. “Shit, Gerry, that hurt! Calm 
down, willya, just calm down.” 
  At this moment Ralph was six feet from the pair. He was pleased with his 
disguise. As a supposed blind man he aroused sympathy, and people, especially women, 
dropped their guard even at night. All he wanted was a few bucks for seven or eight 
nickel bags, enough to see him through the night. The two old women were perfect 
targets: the fat one looked like a ratty bag lady and the thin one reminded him of his fifth-
grade teacher who ridiculed him in front of the class. Odd, he thought, they don’t even 
know I’m standin’ here. What a couple of retards. He moved closer. 
  Gerry held her purse over her head, Agnes raised her purse in front of her face, 
and Ralph struck. With one hand he grabbed the strap of Gerry’s purse, and with the 
other pushed her towards Agnes. But Gerry’s anger with Agnes gave her strength to keep 
her grip. As she fell forward her body twisted, hit the car, fell to the sidewalk, and pulled 
Ralph down with her. 
  “Leggo, you old bitch! Leggo before I hurt you!” 
  “Help,” Gerry screamed. “Fire,” she yelled; she remembered Paul telling her to 
yell fire if she was ever in trouble. People will react to that faster than anything else he 
had told her. “Fire!” 
  Ralph didn’t understand what was happening; there wasn’t any fire, and he 
couldn’t get the purse. Confused, he did nothing. Then a bullet entered his thigh. 
  Agnes was correct when she told Gerry it wasn’t much of a gun, but it was 
enough to put a small amount of lead into Ralph’s femoral artery, enough to start 
extensive internal bleeding, enough to cause excruciating pain. And Ralph screamed. He 
clutched his leg, and he screamed. “Help me! Ma, I’m hurt! Oh, Ma!” 
  Gerry stood and stared at Agnes, eyes unblinking, pistol arm straight, a wisp of 
smoke coming from the barrel. “Agnes, I’m OK. Nothing more to worry about. I’ll call 
the police. Just take it easy.” 
  “Fuckin’ gangbanger! Think you can come into my neighborhood and hurt my 
friend Gerry. Who do you think you are? Your mother ain’t gonna help you now!” Ralph 
lay still. Screaming became moaning. 
  Gerry stooped, picked up her purse, and dug for her cell phone. “Agnes, I’m 
calling the police. They’ll take care of this. Why don’t you sit in the car?” 
  “Just like all men; all you do is take, take, take. Well, it ain’t gonna happen 
again." Agnes shot Ralph in his other leg. 
  “Agnes, stop! You’ll kill him! Why are you doing this?” But then Gerry saw the 
glint in Agnes’s eyes and the spittle streaming down her chin and the malignancy in her 
body, and she thought about what she Gerry had been given, and she knew why. 



To the Old Rose Lover 
- Patricia Bass 
 
When Redouté created the painting 
Rosa Centifolia, did he envision 
the human eye in rapture 
over the ivory bloom 
blushing palest pink, 
plump as a ballet tutu posed against 
the pattern of mint-green leaves 
and a spray of pearl buds? 
Did he deplore his one omission, 
that which he could not show, 
an essence compelling the lover 
to lean closer, breathing deep 
Rosa’s fragrance? 
 
Commonly called the Cabbage Rose, 
its slender canes allow the flower 
to dance with every breeze 
bowing as if in modesty;  
after a brief display, its blossoms 
wither, losing petals, only returning 
the following year; 
plagued by disease, the foliage needs 
countless applications of treatment. 
Does Redouté’s painting fulfill 
the Old Rose lover’s secret desire: 
the object captured in its prime, 
flaunting the promise 
never to change?  



With Match 
- Amy Huffman 
 
strike moment, I spark. Catch, flame, fly. 
Consuming my surroundings, I sputter, cough, choke 
on the repercussions of my success. Flicker, fall 
out. Puff, I slink away in one last breath 
of smoked regret. 







Among Many Absolutes 
- Carol Kanter 
 
He hunkers on a doorstep 
to rest or think, to read or pray ─ 
impossible to tell by looking at his back 
but count him oblivious of everything outside ─ 
 
whoever may be passing by 
what carved medallions dress his chosen seat 
how daylight sieves through latticework 
to fresco the smooth plaster of his eggshell shirt   
with silent patterns that slow-shift eastward 
 
as Surya ─ or some other Absolute ─ 
rides the sky, his chariot pulled 
by seven horses ─ or a horse with seven heads ─ 
one for each color of the rainbow 



Dad at 90 
- Don Cadwallader 
 
Being cordless but low-tech, 
He won’t talk on the phone anymore. 
 
He says it’s lost somewhere, 
Perhaps on the kitchen counter 
 
Near the smear of mustard 
Or by the slice of bologna – 
 
Though I know it’s right there 
In his pants pocket or his walker’s box 
 
Where Zelda the forest cat sleeps 
Dreaming of another life. 
 
I picture him rolling slowly 
Out to his third-floor balcony 
 
To unfurl the American flag 
In the warm Santa Ana wind 
 
While the 210 Freeway rumbles and 
Mumbles above Old Pasadena. 
 
Sirens and helicopters chatter together 
While he waits for the green emerald 
 
Parakeets to arrive from the foothills 
To preen and chatter in tall swaying pines. 
 
He listens absently to a ringtone; 
Then, moving his hand across his pants pocket, 
 
He lifts Zelda to check 
The empty box. 





Season to Season 

-  Sara Etgen-Baker 
 
  "“I said to my soul, be still and wait without hope, for hope would be hope for the wrong 
thing; wait without love, for love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith, but the 
faith and the love are all in the waiting. Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought: 
So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing.” -  T.S. Eliot 
 
  When the alarm sounded, I wanted to continue sleeping. Instead, I slid from beneath 
warm sheets and away from the comfort of my husband’s body, peeked through the blinds and 
noticed flakes of white lace dusting the tree-lined trails adjacent to our home. Though the 
mercury hovered just below freezing, I knew today was perfect for a solitary run. Quietly I 
donned my winter running clothes and headed downstairs. 
  Daylight had not yet turned slumberous, dark blue clouds to a morning gray, and ─ for a 
moment ─ I hesitated at my front door not wanting to disturb the peaceful silence. When I 
stepped outside, my warm breath mingled with the crisp, cold air which stung my cheeks. As I 
began to run, my stiff legs begged me to turn around; I ignored their cries, knowing they would 
soon stop complaining. Only my footfalls broke the silence as the gentle snow crunched beneath 
my feet. 
  As I ran through the woods, no animals crossed my path; their tracks in the snow 
indicated they had been here before me. The nippy air frosted my breath, and soon my breathing 
mixed with my footfalls creating a rhythm. I ran effortlessly past fallen trees along the creek side 
with no thought of time or distance. I wasn’t aware of speed ─ just movement. 
  I ran past an icy pond cloaked by barren, frost-covered trees trembling like skeletons in 
the brisk wind. Snow began falling, making me feel as if I were running in a snow globe. Soon 
winter’s tranquility and purity enveloped me; time and distance became meaningless, and I 
imagined that the woods looked as it did 100 years ago. For a brief moment I thought I saw 
Henry David Thoreau in the distance, standing outside his cabin near Walden Pond. Yet, in the 
distance there was absolutely nothing except for what was in front of me ─ miles of solitude. 
  For years I’ve run alone on these trails in the woods ─ a quiet, almost sacred, place every 
bit as wondrous as Walden Pond. The only sounds I regularly hear are birds chirping, small 
animals collecting nuts, and my feet gently landing on leaves, pine straws, or snow. I 
occasionally hear the pitter-patter of rain drops hitting leaves and falling onto the underbrush and 
forest floor. Sometimes a light rain cools my perspiring body and soothes my spirit. Frequently, I 
immerse myself in my thoughts and dreams and feel invigorated. Other times, the solitude 
nourishes the seeds of stories germinating in my head. 
  Here in the woods, though, solitude ─ silent and powerful as light itself ─ forces 
introspection. I linger in the solitude, emptying and quieting my mind; then, I let go of the world 
and my ego and journey inward. Here I sometimes hear my inner voice whispering to me; I 
occasionally meet myself face-to-face and find the being within, the true self, which has been 
waiting patiently to be released. Solitude has flung open the door of wisdom, amplifying self-
awareness as a metamorphosis of my spirit occurs. 
  At some point I continued running ─ grateful for the solitude and the balance I feel. 
Finally I turned back, followed my footprints, and returned from whence I came. Reluctantly, I 
approached the end of my run ─ not wanting it to be over. From season to season I’ve run alone 
upon these quiet trails in the nearby woods, but never once have I felt lonely. Strange. Why? 



  Some would equate this solitude with loneliness, and there are similarities. Yet below the 
surface, they are quite different. Solitude is refreshing while loneliness is punitive and harsh. 
Solitude is rich and full while loneliness is empty and hollow. Solitude is the glory of being 
alone in awareness while loneliness is the pain of being alone in isolation. Solitude is desirable 
while loneliness is not. Solitude restores body, mind, and spirit while loneliness depletes them. 
  Have I ever felt lonely while running? No. How could I feel lonely when my inner spirit 
is there to comfort me? Have I ever felt alone while running? No, I’ve never felt alone ─ just 
unaware. Have I ever been alone while running? Yes, I’ve been alone while running, and being 
alone is exactly what I needed to be. 



Human After All 
 - Hila Katz 
 
  After the fire ruined her face and body, Aisling didn’t want to live among people. She 
moved upstate to a cottage unoccupied for years, set down a narrow drive and surrounded by 
forests and fields. The first floor was divided between a kitchen and a sitting room with a 
fireplace opposite the front door; the second floor contained a bureau and bed. During the day 
Aisling worked with her computer or poked around the derelict garden out back. Sometimes she 
took long naps from which she woke faintly surprised. In the evenings she made a point of 
lighting the logs in the fireplace. Though they made her stomach clench, she ate dinner in front 
of the flames and watched them lick and consume. 
  It took a week for her to get used to the absence of city sounds. Instead of cars grinding 
and voices shouting up and down the street, there was a thick silence disturbed unpredictably by 
cries, chirps and lonely calls. Her keyboard sounded loud and percussive in the quiet; water came 
from the kitchen faucet in a roar. She felt she was in another world. The silence formed a 
membrane folded around the cottage, and the cottage and garden conspired to keep her tucked 
away. The two windows on the first floor were coarse with dust and dirt, as good as curtains for 
frustrating curious eyes. Weeds spilled over from the garden, and the woods flanked the cottage 
walls and kept sentry at the front door. At her roll-top desk or on the ratty armchair before the 
fire, Aisling ate, read, dozed, and wrote instruction manuals and technical articles for pay. She 
told herself that, in time, the seclusion would seem completely natural. 
  Real people were impossible to be with. As if she needed a reminder, she ran into two of 
them on a walk through the woods several weeks after moving in. She wasn’t wearing her veil, 
which she kept for errands in a nearby town, and thought she would have the woods to herself. 
As she strolled on a dirt path among the trees, her hands skimmed leaves deep green in the shade 
or bright green-gold where the sun touched them; her heart was lighter than it had been in 
months. Nearby a stream whispered to her, and she was listening to it so intently that she almost 
missed the voices drawing closer from up ahead. Within seconds an elderly man and a young 
boy appeared with fishing poles slung against their shoulders. 
  The boy saw her first, screamed and hid his face against the man’s side. He placed a hand 
on the boy’s head and stared at Aisling with a mixture of horror and pity. 
  Aisling turned around and jogged home, her throat tight. Memories swelled up – pity, 
misery and revulsion from the few people close to her, her niece crying at the sight of her face, 
the taunts from neighborhood teens and some adults; “Lava Woman” and “Third Degree” from 
the boy who pulled down her veil and snapped a photo with his phone. Surgeries, infection, skin 
grafts that failed, flesh that didn’t feel anything or blazed with pain. When she reached the 
cottage, she climbed the stairs to the second floor and curled up on the bed, her fingers fisting 
into the deep green coverlet. Her mind roared faintly, like an inferno heard from miles away. An 
hour passed; her breathing steadied, her mind went quiet and numb. She sat up, tugged off her 
boots, and forced herself to go through with the rest of her day. There was a lawnmower manual 
to finish writing and vegetables to chop for a stew. She needed to send her weekly e-mail to the 
handful of family and friends who still kept in touch, to assure them she was alive and functional 
enough to use a keyboard or voice recognition software when her fingers were too stiff. When 
night came she lit the logs in the fireplace. 
  Aisling stayed indoors for two days. On the third day, when she stepped outside to bring 
in more firewood, she paused just past the front step. Several tall thorny weeds that had crowded 



around her door were gone. On the step lay a dandelion, yellow and crumpled, as if the wind had 
played with it for a while before tossing it her way. Aisling picked it up and rolled the stem 
between her thumb and forefinger. She made her way around the cottage to the garden. No one 
was there. The corner closest to the woods looked as if it had been weeded a little, though she 
wasn’t sure. 
  These tweaks to her property wouldn’t have amounted to much had she never noticed 
anything like them again. Instead Aisling spotted new changes every few days: more garden 
weeds gone, some fresh loamy soil in spots that had offered only cracked earth. Random 
dandelions appeared on her front step, sometimes two or three at a time, more than could be 
explained by a stray breeze. She placed them in a glass jar on the sill above her kitchen faucet. 
Against the dirty window their yellowness seemed unhealthy, a color stemming from illness and 
pollution. Aisling ran a rag under the faucet and scrubbed at the windowpane until her arm 
ached. 
  At three the following morning she woke and drifted downstairs to fill a glass with tap 
water. She drank it by the dark kitchen window. She didn’t expect to see anything or anyone, but 
she still wondered about the small acts of kindness around her cottage. Maybe there was a 
friendly elf in the woods. It wouldn’t feel any disgust towards her or perpetrate any cruelties. It 
would be sensitive to her and try to help as best it could, giving her dandelions as tokens of good 
will and staying out of sight so as not to make her self-conscious. 
  After her woodpile was tidied and a wheelbarrow she had left overturned was righted, the 
impression of a benevolent presence strengthened. She began to write notes on index cards and 
leave them on the front step before going to bed. Who are you? the first note said. And four 
nights later it was a Thank you after another small patch of weeds vanished from the garden. On 
a round of errands in town, Aisling bought seeds and gardening tools, a shovel, hoe and spade, 
and she liked the sight of them propped up inside her cottage by the front door. I can do 
something with the garden now, she wrote. I’ll start soon. And feeling foolish but also a little 
happy, she left the note where the others had been. 
  She received no replies. The notes were never on the front step by the time she checked at 
eight in the morning; it was possible the wind blew them away just as it sent dandelions to her 
door. Aisling was too nervous to find out for sure. She never pinned the index cards down with a 
rock. On two nights she set up a video camera aimed at the front step but never hit record. What 
if the camera showed her no one at all? She suspected sometimes that she was fooling herself. 
She might be caught up in a daydream, the pathetic but potent longings of a woman still 
unaccustomed to living alone. Maybe she was completing those minor chores herself, in fits of 
absent-mindedness. 
  When she heard a knock at the door at seven-thirty one morning, just as she was cleaning 
her breakfast plate, Aisling turned off the faucet and stood still, listening. Another knock came, 
and she set the plate down with hands that had started to shake. She dried her hands on her skirt 
and took a few abrupt steps to the door. “Just a minute,” she called, and her voice came out in a 
croak. She cleared her throat. “Just a minute.” She leaned her forehead against the door and held 
her breath, trying to listen for any noise outside. But she heard nothing, only felt someone or 
something there. She shouldn’t have announced that she was at home. But whoever was out there 
knew already, so what was the point of pretending? She gripped the doorknob, then released it 
and tugged on her gloves and veil first. 
  When she yanked open the door, the boy standing before her front step flinched. He was 
staring off to the side, and Aisling in her shock had several moments to study him. It was the 



young boy she’d run into in the woods, who’d screamed when he saw her. He was nine or ten 
years old if she had to guess, with a long pale face and brown hair matted with sweat. An index 
card, probably the one she’d left outside the night before, poked out of the front pocket of his 
jeans. 
  His head turned fractionally. Then his shoulders relaxed, and he turned to face her fully. 
His hands were clenched, but he stared resolutely at her, at the veil and through the veil, then 
down the length of her, then away again, his cheeks red. 
  Aisling sensed that she had to be the first one to speak. “What are you doing here?” she 
said. 
  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to bother you.” 
  “You aren’t.” She leaned against the doorjamb, and saw his gaze slide by her into the 
cottage. “Is anyone with you?” she asked. 
  “Uh… no.” His voice was high and nervous. “I know a shortcut to get here from my 
grandparents’ house. I can get here in ten minutes flat.” He looked up at her face, his eyes tracing 
the patterns on her veil. “Grandpa and I followed you here. You know, when we bumped into 
you.” 
  Aisling reached back and shut the door. She stepped towards the boy, and he stumbled 
back. She stopped, laced her fingers together, and spoke over the pounding of her heart. “You 
should go home,” she said, feeling nauseous suddenly. The boy’s fear of her, the disgust he could 
barely control, was like a brand on her skin. A wild thought crossed her mind – to do something 
wicked to him, disfigure him – but it passed quickly and left her even more nauseous. 
  He cleared his throat. “I just… I wanted to say sorry for screaming. I felt really bad.”  
  His face was pained and earnest. She looked down and saw his hands, grubby, as if he’d 
been messing around in the dirt. “Apology accepted,” she said, “on one condition. Tell me if 
you’ve been here before. Not with your grandpa but by yourself.” 
  The boy licked his lips and glanced at the woods, wondering if he could make a run for it. 
“Yeah,” he said at last. 
  “Why?” she said. Then she spotted a thread of fresh blood between the thumb and index 
finger of his left hand. “You’re hurt.” 
  He stared at his fingers. “I couldn’t find the gardening gloves today. Grandma must have 
put them somewhere else.” 
  “Wait here,” she said, and slipped back into the house. She fully expected that when she 
returned with the antibacterial wipes and Band-Aid he would be gone. Maybe she was imagining 
this conversation, too. But he was still waiting by the door. He mumbled his thanks and cleaned 
his hands; there were smaller cuts on his palms. 
  “Where do you live?” 
  He hesitated. “I don’t want to get in trouble.” 
  “You won’t.” 
  “Just across the woods.” He looked at her again. “I wasn’t doing anything bad. I wasn’t 
playing tricks on you.” 
  “Wash those out again when you get home.” She didn’t know why it was so hard for her 
to ask the next question; maybe she was afraid of what she’d hear. “I still don’t understand why 
you’re here. Why did you go to so much trouble? You’ve been here most mornings, right?” 
  “I need to go,” he said, as he wound the Band-Aid around his index finger. “I can sneak 
back into my room easy, but it has to be early enough or else they’ll know.” He shrugged. 
“Grandpa feels bad, too. He’s probably going to come around and say hello some time. He hasn’t 



done it yet because he thinks you’d be embarrassed.” 
  Aisling was sure it had more to do with not wanting to look at her again. “How about 
you?” she said. 
  “The first time I came here it was just to say sorry. I meant to. But I was afraid to knock. 
You know, because I don’t know you,” he hurried to say. “I thought maybe it’d be nice to help 
out in the meantime. Your garden’s a mess.” He bit his lip. “But today I told myself I’d do it, I’d 
knock. I heard you washing up so I knew you were awake. I’m sorry I bothered you.” He stepped 
away from her. “I need to go.” 
  Was this it, then? Would he never come again? She looked around the yard, thinking of 
the disappearing weeds, the righted wheelbarrow, the notes she had left at the door. Had he read 
them all? Had he kept each one? There was still so much she didn’t know, and already he was 
edging away from her. 
  “I’ll go with you,” she said. 
  His eyes widened. “You… you don’t have to. I got here by myself.” Then he muttered, 
“I’m not a baby.” 
  “It isn’t safe,” she said. “No one knows where you are.” 
  “You know,” he said, and for the first time he cracked a little grin. 
  She huffed a laugh. “Let’s go.” 
  The trees closed in around them. The morning was cool, and patches of fog were parting 
with reluctance from the branches. A couple of minutes into the walk, the kid wriggled into a 
clot of shrubs. Aisling followed, holding her veil in place to keep it from catching on something 
and tearing off. 
  They were now on another path, more neglected, with tree roots and broad-leafed plants 
crowding against them. Aisling stumbled a couple of times, the toe of her shoe jerking against a 
root. 
  “You ok?” the kid asked. 
  “Yes, thanks.” She was uncomfortable with his concern. “You’re visiting your 
grandparents for the summer?” she said. 
  “No. I live with them.” 
  They were silent for the next few minutes. 
  “My parents died,” he said, not turning around to look at her. 
  “I’m sorry,” she murmured. 
  This time he did stop, and she almost bumped into him. 
  “Car crash,” he said, glancing back at her. He started walking again. She could barely 
hear his next question as they crunched over some loose stones. “How did you get hurt?” 
  “House fire,” she said. She had lived on the top floor of a four-story walk-up, a narrow 
Victorian home that had been converted into a set of apartments, one on each floor. She didn’t 
tell him that a bunch of middle school kids, drunk on their parents’ pilfered whiskey, had set it 
on fire by accident. 
  She heard him take a deep breath. Then he said, “My mom was burned, too.” He looked 
at her over his shoulder, then turned away quickly. “When she died.” 
  “I’m sorry,” Aisling said again, but this time her words barely had a sound. 
  The woods started to thin, the path broadened. 
  “I didn’t get to see her after,” he said quietly. “They wouldn’t let me.” 
  They reached the edge of the woods. Up ahead was a house painted the color of 
goldenrod, with a dark gabled roof and a vegetable garden in the backyard. 



  “My house,” he said. He didn’t look at her. “Do you think I could bring Grandpa some 
time?” 
  “Bring Grandpa?” 
  “To your place.” 
  Did he really mean to visit? The thought of him knocking on her door, his grandfather 
with him, gave her a thrill of fear and delight. She could picture it, the three of them awkward in 
her cottage, staring at the floor and walls, the conversation strained. She would be wearing her 
veil to spare them. At least she would be hospitable, offer them tea. Maybe she would bake 
something when she got home. Or work on her garden some more, make her place look less 
derelict. It would look better to her, too, even if no one did come. 
  “I don’t see why not, but it’s up to him.” There, she’d given him an out. If he never came 
again, he could always tell himself that his grandpa didn’t let him. “You can’t come alone. 
Promise me.” 
  “You don’t have to treat me like a baby.” 
  “Promise.” 
  “Fine.” He blew out an exasperated breath. 
  “I’m Aisling, by the way,” she said. 
  His eyes brightened, and he smiled. “Kevin.” He stuck out his hand. 
  She stared at his hand, before catching it in a light grip. He tensed – no doubt 
remembering what was hidden under her gloves – and his smile slipped. They kept their 
handshake up for three seconds – Aisling counted, maybe he did, too – before letting go. Then he 
hurried away across the yard, ducking between the raised vegetable beds, until he reached a 
window at the side of the house. He hauled himself over, out of sight. 
  Aisling remained at the edge of the yard until the patio door slid open and the grandfather 
stepped out. He didn’t notice her; he was holding a blue mug and looking up at the sky. Just as 
well. He’d be startled if he saw her now, even with her veil. Aisling helped herself to another 
look at his house, before retreating into the woods, out of sight. 
 







Fleeting Moments in Twilight 
- Patrick Sinclair 
 
eight minutes 
  from where I 
need to be 
The time passes in chunks, 
  not bits 
  not drops, 
but large, cumbersome 
  swaths 
  I’ll be late today 
I am 
oh so frequently 
I’ll quietly slip in, 
  a courtesan tiptoeing 
in and out in darkness, 
  hoping not to 
wake the unsatisfied 
Lover 
Hoping that, 
with enough care  
turning the door knob 
won’t rouse the  
sunlight 
that awaits 



High Summer 
- Anne Whitehouse 
 
A dragonfly darts around a water lily 
 
Whine of insects 
Meadow grass, thigh-high 
 
So hot the pine boards sweat 
In the airless loft of the barn 
 
What relief to sink into 
Cold Cobb Brook ─ 
 
My hair fanning around me. 





 

Paradigm Shift 
- Joe Glaser 
 
I really want 
that light blue 
speckly tweedy 
wooly nubby itchy 
single breasted 
2 button 
stylish 
sport coat 
....oh so badly. 
 
I need it 
to look good 
casually sharp 
for the party 
where I will 
slow dance 
the fish 
with a 
warm radiant 
pretty girl 
....sigh sigh sigh. 
 
I can already feel 
her against me 
eyes closed 
slow music 
enveloping 
young bodies 
nestled naturally 
sliding smoothly into 
a double backward dip 
....twang twang twang twang. 
 
I can even hear the 
45 record 
scratch to an end 
while we cling 
suspended 
beat throbbing 
in our brains 
....and loins. 
 
Bravely 15 
I sell my stamp collection for $35 
and open life's new book. 



Presence 
- Richard Schnap 
 
I once knew a man 
Who disappeared into himself 
Leaving a scrawled self-portrait 
 
Traced within the shadow 
Cast by the sunset 
On his bathroom mirror 
 
He also left a note 
In invisible ink 
That he signed “Anonymous” 
 
And sometimes in the night 
I feel he’s still here 
Lost within me 





Parallel Play 
- Joan Mazza 
 
At opposite ends of the boat, we’re rocked 
by waves and the wake of other 
fishermen. My husband, after tying flies 
for months, talks about his lines 
and leaders, wigglers and bunny divers, 
arranges his fly box, adjusts his creel. 
 
When seas allow, I hold my tray 
of embroidery skeins on my knees, 
a rainbow of color in floss and ribbon 
for flowers and foliage in fishbone 
and fly stitches. I add dragonflies, 
satin bees, landscape of life on linen, 
straight stitches for grass, taut 
in a wooden hoop, raise my gaze 
to sea grape and mangrove shore. 
 
When he hooks one, he shouts, startles 
me out of the blue lines I follow with care. 
I can’t watch him, his gaff and disgorger, 
the staring eyes. When gills go pink 
I lose my breath, force my stare 
to the horizon, boundary 
separating sea and sky. 
 
My heart threads out to his 
across air turning blue 
in fading light. His heart reels out 
to snapper and bonefish and he curses 
a Great Blue Heron wading 
where he wants to go. 
 
Previously published in Writer’s Bloc, Spring 2003 





Return of the Perfect Object 
- Richard King Perkins II 
 

That object retrieved from the sea 
which might be love ─ 
 
quite out of place in the arid world, 
so that if we didn’t know better, 
we might call it pearl, or doubloon, 
or even trilobite ─ 
but we know it cannot be these things, 
so we call it love, set it on the  
cabin table and further label it ours. 
 
Seen against the maculate horizon, 
its appearance changes with each 
subtle flirtation of water ─  
and our conviction wavers as well, 
so we rename our treasure, 
calling it jealousy or ego, 
and we further clutch it between us, 
deciding if it is mine or yours. 
 
Ominous arrival, 
a silent arm of tide curls over 
the sailing craft, reclaiming the object 
we once thought of as love, 
now worn as bracelet of the waves ─ 
nothing more than salvage or haul 
for weekend tourists 
on a chartered yacht cruise 
out of Miami Beach. 
 
Looking for another existence 
and the remainder of the world, 
we found something flourishing 
at the bottom 
of a bejeweled, thieving ocean ─  
 
the fossil-lives of recognizable others 
kept in the immutable state 
which we would likely call perfect. 
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