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Afterlife
- Robert S. King
─ after Dylan Thomas
If my last words are a question,
does the answer even matter?
Hope may be a liar of dying thunder.
Then am I just another transparent soul
disappearing into the emptiness of night
where I cast forever an unfinished shadow?
Still, the end of rage takes time,
so let me fight the hours to summon you back,
again hold your love so long ago cast out
from my crowd of self-pursuit. In my fight
to fade slowly, you dream in my dream;
you swaddle me in a shroud of light
that I can no longer put out,
that cannot go with me into night.
Every breath now pushes against the sails
on a voyage without compass or helm.
The chapters of truth turn their pages
back and forth, the order of truth
no more important than the path of wind,
the path of wind less important
than the song it sings.
In the last land I see,
if there is no wind, no earth, no stars,
no mind to wrap itself around a void,
then let absence be the deepest
presence of all. Let its black waters fill
the hole with truth, or with nothing
if that is the truth.

Armored
- Joe Glaser
don't care
never have
never will
all the way back
to the beginning
of time
– the big bang
he longed for
fame and glory and recognition
but it never quite came
so he said he didn't care
as he matured
– in his own expanding universe
and said he would settle
– instead
for eternal love and devotion
but that never quite came either
over and over he said he didn't care
and settled on lesser expectations
– still grandiose though
and they also never quite came
in time
not caring
penetrated his every pore
and some said
it hung like an aura
– the soursweet aroma of distant skunk
both attracting and repelling
a warning to other longers
that he didn't care at all
never had
never could
never would
always will

Time to Be Me
- Art Bloom

Here I go:
- Robert Laughlin
Here I go:
my study rocks with guffaws. Relations look
at me indulgently. After
all, they know,
no tears in the writing, no tears in the book.
That principle goes for laughter.

Light
- Hall Jameson
Olivia had worked at the lighting store for six years, longer than any other employee.
Business was surprisingly good in the winter, when other businesses in northern Maine
struggled. Light boxes for Seasonal Affective Disorder were a particularly hot item; people
craved light when darkness came too early and dawn not soon enough.
Olivia herself owned a light box but found that the feeling of well-being lasted only a few
minutes. Then she would resort to Plan B: hit the fridge. Eat everything in sight. That buzz lasted
a little longer, and she put on weight like a warm winter parka.
Gaining weight was a personal project of sorts, and she was damn good at it. In the
course of the two years since she'd lost her husband and daughter, Mark and Jemma, to a drunk
driver, she'd gone from a trim 135 pounds to a sturdy 283, adding another person to her frame.
Of course what she added in bulk, she subtracted in spirit. But that was the plan: curl up inside
the well-buffered shell of her body and hide from the world.
Speaking of the project, she was out of several staples: Ben & Jerry’s, cream cheese, and
grape soda. The A&P was a block away and the day warm, but she chose to drive anyway. She
used to ride her bike, but it was in the garage, tangled with her daughter’s pink Huffy, tires flat,
frame mangled from the accident like some morbid, post-modern sculpture.
The A&P was quiet this morning as she perused the flavors of ice cream that lined the
glass cases.
"My favorite is Cherry Garcia. What's yours?" A musical voice posed. Olivia turned and
saw an impish brunette with a splash of freckles across her nose, about nine years old, peering
into the case with eager eyes.
"Oh…um…I like that kind, too. And Chunky Monkey."
The girl wrinkled her nose. "Banana ice cream. Ick!"
Olivia laughed. A startling sound. "It's good. Have you ever actually tried it?"
"I don't think you have, Poppy." Olivia caught her breath. A man stood behind them. He
was not a plain man, nor was he flashy like her friend Bolo, rather he was lean, light, with
auburn hair cropped short, and the same green eyes as the girl.
"Hi, I'm Scott. I see you've met my daughter, Poppy. She has no trouble making new
friends," he laughed.
"I'm Olivia." She smoothed her tunic self-consciously over her belly.
"I'm pigging out before I have to go back to the hospital in Bangor. I need to get my
strength up for the next round of chemo," Poppy said casually, as if she was still talking about
ice cream. Scott cleared his throat and pretended to look over the frozen juice in the next case.
"Do you live here?" Poppy asked.
"No, I live just down the street, and I work at the lighting store next door."
Poppy laughed. The sound rang out like a bell. "I know you don't live here, silly! Nobody
lives in a grocery store! Even though it would be fun to have all this stuff to eat. I wouldn't live
in the frozen section, though. I'd be over by the pineapples and coconuts, pretending that I live
on a bee-ootiful tropical island. I'd live there with Paris Hilton. That's my dog. She's an Afghan
Hound. She has a silky blond coat," she sighed happily. "Hey, Dad, can we go to Olivia's store
and buy a new light for my hospital room? My room is so boring."
"It's Sunday, honey. Olivia's store is probably closed." Olivia nodded.
"Oh. Well, maybe we can come back later? I'd like one with one of those lamps with the

stained glass shades. They're so pretty. Like the one mom had, that I broke." A dark look passed
over the girl's face.
"Well, it was nice to meet you, Olivia. We better finish up and be on our way," Scott
said, putting his hands on Poppy's shoulders.
"Nice to meet you, too," Olivia said. She suddenly didn't want to see them go. "Please
stop by the shop any time for that lamp. We have a lot of lights with pretty shades."
"You should come and visit me in the hospital, Olivia. Just ask for Poppy. Everyone
knows me," Poppy said proudly.
"It's true," Scott agreed.
"I will do that," she said. "Take care, guys. Feel better soon, Poppy."
"Dad, can we buy all the lobsters in the tank by the deli and set them free?" Poppy asked
as the pair walked past the deli.
"Not today, sweetie. Maybe next time," he turned and gave Olivia a wave.
"Could you add some layers to the back and clean up my bangs so they frame my face a
little better? Make it look thinner."
"Oh, my God. What has happened? Did you meet a man?" Bolo said, hands on his hips.
"You did! Who is he? Don't shake your head at me, sister. Spill it!" he demanded, guiding her
head back into the sink and spraying her hair with warm water. Bolo had been her best friend
since they were kids. She considered him a brother and sister all rolled up into one zesty
personality.
"Actually, I met the most amazing little girl last weekend. She's sick. Leukemia."
"Oh, no! Poor thing!"
"I know! It breaks my heart. Her father called me yesterday at the store. We talked quite a
while. He says they have a good shot with the chemo, but an even better shot if they find a bone
marrow donor. I'm thinking of getting tested to see if I'm a match. He's going to stop by the store
later on today to pick up a lamp for her hospital room. He lives over in Pembroke and owns a
bike shop. He's a really nice man," she breathed. "What?"
"Nothing!" Bolo cried. "I think it's great that you met these people. It will maybe give
you a little perspective."
"Give me a little perspective? What the hell does that mean?"
"It doesn't mean anything," he said quickly. "I don't want to fight with you. Forget I said
it. Tell me more about this dashing man and his adorable daughter."
"I didn't say he was dashing," she laughed. "Who uses that word anymore? It's so
antiquated."
"I use that word, and you didn't have to say anything. Dashing is written across your
forehead, plus, you're all shiny and sparkly. And I'd like to point out that the word antiquated is
antiquated. So there!"
"Okay, you win. Can you stop talking for five seconds and fix me up? I need to open the
store before next Christmas."
"You are sassy today. I haven't seen you so spunky since…in a long time. He must be
some man."
"Shut up, Bolo!"
"Okay, I'm shutting up. Would you like me to arrange your bangs so they cover the word
Dashing, or leave it out there for the world to see?"

Scott would be arriving any minute. Olivia opened a bag of chips, one of her best
buddies, but then threw it into the trash. "Man, I need to stop eating junk."
”I’m right there with you. I'm a junk-food-junkie too." Scott stood at the counter.
"Oh! Hi, Scott," she said, running a nervous hand through her new haircut. "I didn't hear
you come in. How are you doing? How's Poppy?"
"She's tired and a little green, but she’s a trooper. That chemo is nasty stuff. I hope it's
beating the crap out of the cancer. I wish I could go through this for my little girl," he sighed and
gave Olivia a weary smile.
"Hey, I've picked out something I think Poppy might like." She placed a lamp with a
hand-painted ceramic base on the counter. Its glass shade was a mix of periwinkle, jade, lilac,
and gold ─ the colors of a garden. Olivia clicked the light on, and the shade’s colors glowed like
jewels.
"Oh, she's going to love it, Olivia! She needs a little something to brighten her day, no
pun intended." He laughed, and Olivia saw a hint of the kind, warm man he would be if things
were normal. “Thank you! Now, I just have to figure out how to sneak Paris Hilton into the
hospital."
"That's Poppy's dog, right?"
"Yeah, she's out in the car. Paris belonged to Sarah, my wife. Poppy and that dog are
inseparable. My daughter misses her." Olivia didn't know if he was referring to his wife or the
dog. Both, surely. "I know she seemed really cheery and bright when you met her, but inside
she's a scared little girl. This damn disease…" He sighed shakily.
I'm so sorry," was all that Olivia could think to say. I am so lame, she thought.
"Anyway. I’m determined to sneak Paris Hilton into her room, even though it's a big nono. Poppy's very susceptible to infection right now. The chemo weakens her defenses, but I've
got to take care of her spirits, too. She's being so brave. My plan is to sneak the dog in during the
night. I gave her a bath today. I'm going to put a mask and gown on her, the whole deal. There's
an orderly at the hospital who's going to let me in through a back entrance."
"Sounds sneaky. Poppy will love it."
"You know, she's asked about you many times. You really made an impression with your
exquisite taste in ice cream. You wouldn't be up for a little adventure would you? I could really
use the help."
"Oh…sure…" Olivia stammered. And that was how she found herself as a passenger
driving towards Bangor with a man named Scott and an Afghan named Paris Hilton, who had
better hair than the celebrity she was named after.
"My gosh. The things my friend Bolo could do with this dog's beautiful mane," Olivia
mused, as they fitted the Afghan with a gown which Scott had lifted from a hospital supply
closet. They worked in the dark parking lot. The gentle dog sat wagging her tail as Scott tried to
fix a mask around her muzzle.
Scott's orderly friend, Jack, met them at a back entrance. They took a service elevator up
to Poppy's floor. Jack scanned the hallway and waved them in.
"Good luck," he whispered. "Don't push it any longer than thirty minutes. The charge
nurse comes on at midnight, and she's about five-hundred-years-old and hates everyone."
Poppy sat up in bed when she saw them. Like Paris Hilton, she wore a mask and gown.
The RN in the room shook her head at the dog and said, "Keep the masks on! You've got thirty
minutes, then you've got to get that dog out of here," she ordered.

"Scout’s honor," Scott said, holding up two fingers. "Hey there, angel," he said to his
daughter. "How are you doing?"
"Hey, Daddy," Poppy shuffled over, towing an IV pole, and hugged her father. When she
saw Paris Hilton behind him, she flung her arms around the dog's neck and started to cry. "You
brought Paris Hilton. I've missed you so much, Paris." She spotted Olivia. "And Olivia came
too!" Olivia knelt and caught Poppy.
"Be right back, guys. I left something in the car. You okay with the vicious dog for a sec,
Olivia?"
"Yeah, we're fine," Olivia said, still holding Poppy.
"You're soft," Poppy said. "I'm glad you came. My mom was a good hugger, too. Do you
like to ride bikes? My dad owns a bike shop, you know?"
"I used to ride quite a bit. My daughter Jemma loved it. She did a report on mountain
goats for school and found out that there are some living on top of Mount Evans in Colorado.
She wanted to ride her bike to the top of that mountain to see the goats. She talked about it all the
time…" Olivia trailed off.
"I love to ride bikes, too. Maybe, when I get out of the hospital, I can go for a ride with
you and Jemma. We can go all over the place! Maybe even to Colorado! Would Jemma like that?
I would!"
"She would have, sweetie, but Jemma is…she died. There was a bad accident, years
ago…" Olivia stammered, wishing she hadn't mentioned her daughter.
Poppy didn't miss a beat. "I'm sorry about Jemma, Olivia. You were a good mom, I can
tell. She was lucky to have you. You know, I like mountain goats, too. I saw a special once about
them. They can walk straight up a wall and jump from peak to peak. I'd like to go to Mount
Evans and see them. I'll get a new bike from my Dad's shop, just for the trip."
"We were going to do it. When she got older. Of course, I was in better shape back then,"
Olivia cleared her throat. Poppy took her hand.
"You should still do it. I bet that mountain's so high that you'd be right up next to heaven.
You could talk to Jemma from up there."
"I'm too old and fat now, honey. I don't think I could do it."
"Yes, you can. If I'm strong enough to get better, then you're strong enough to ride a bike
to Colorado." For the first time, Olivia heard an edge to the girl's voice. There was a click, and a
soft, colorful light fell over the room.
“Daddy's brought a lamp!" Poppy said happily, throwing an arm over her dog's back.
Paris Hilton tried to lick her face, but the mask got in the way.
Olivia walked to the window and closed her eyes. Colorado and the mountain goats, she
hadn't thought about that in a long time.
"Olivia picked it out."
"I love it! It's beautiful!" Poppy marveled. "It makes it look like a fairyland in here,
instead of a crappy hospital room. Do you like it, Paris?"
The dog yipped in response. Scott shushed them nervously. "I think we better call it a
night, sweetheart. You need your rest, plus I need to get Olivia back home. I'll be back bright and
early, though, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." She whispered something in his ear and then turned to Olivia. "Don't be
sad, Olivia. I think you should go see the mountain goats," she said. "You're not too fat, either. I
like the way you look. You're pretty and strong. And really nice."
Both Scott and Olivia were quiet on the drive home, but it was a comfortable silence.

Paris Hilton was fast asleep in the back, freed from her scrubs. When they reached Pembroke,
Scott pulled up to the curb on Main Street.
"I know it's been a long night, Olivia, but do you mind if we make a quick stop. I have
something for you."
"For me?" They were parked in front of the bike shop.
"Yep. Be right back," moments later, he emerged wheeling a new mountain bike. "Before
you say anything, this was Poppy's idea. She said you should have a bike, specifically a Rock
Hopper, so you could reach those mountain goats, who, in her words, are also 'Rock Hoppers'."
Olivia started to object, but Scott stopped her.
"You can't refuse the bike. Poppy's orders. It's a ‘thank you’ gift from both of us. You've
been a lifesaver, really. Thank you, Olivia."
"He gave you a bike. And now you're feeding his dog. This is getting serious," Bolo said,
as he massaged her bare feet. "And you look like you've lost a little weight."
"You can tell that from my feet?"
"No, I can see it in your face, either that or I gave you the most amazing haircut the other
day."
"First of all, Paris is Poppy's dog, and I'm just helping them out. He has to make that long
drive to the hospital every day, so I offered to feed the dog. No big deal. It gives him one less
thing to worry about," she paused. "What color are you painting my toes? Bright purple? Bolo!"
"Yeah, bright purple, for the new you. So, how much weight have you lost?"
"I don't know. Ten pounds? It's barely noticeable. I've just been so busy lately. I haven't
had time to work on the project."
"Ah, the Invisible Humongous Woman? That project? That project sucks! Time to start a
new one. The Breathtaking Woman with the Purple Toenails," he said, as he applied the last
swipe of polish to her big toe with a flourish. "You can't hide with these babies! They look
awesome!"
Olivia wiggled her toes and frowned, but, secretly, she agreed ─ they looked awesome.
"You know, yesterday I gave blood to see if I'm a bone marrow match for Poppy. It's a long shot,
but who knows? Maybe that's why I met them. Everything happens for a reason."
"Yeah, I believe that, too." He shivered. "I hate needles. Did it hurt?"
"No, it wasn't bad. In the past, they had to drill into to your hip bones, but now they just
draw blood and run some tests. If you match, then they dig into your bones, but I figure it's a hell
of a lot less pain than what that poor little girl is suffering through," she sighed. "She's amazing,
Bolo. I just love her! You want to meet her dog, Paris Hilton? I've got her in the car. Wait until
you see this dog's amazing tresses. You'll go nuts."
Poppy squealed and clapped when Olivia and Bolo walked into her hospital room that
night with Paris Hilton in tow. The dog's toenails were hot pink and Bolo had woven colorful
ribbons through the braids in her blond mane. He and Poppy hit it off. As they chatted, Olivia
noticed that a little more of Poppy's hair had fallen out since her last visit, and dark circles
underscored her eyes.
"She smells so good," Poppy said, as she buried her face in the dog's neck. "Like
strawberries. Can you paint my nails that color?"
"Sure, honey. Wait until you see what else I brought for you." Bolo tipped a canvas tote,
and bottles of nail polish, jars of makeup, blush, barrettes, wigs, and scarves in every color fell

onto the bed.
Poppy chose a blond wig, the color of Paris Hilton's coat. Bolo tied a pink polka-dotted
scarf over her head, and applied lip gloss and soft blush to her cheeks. He shaped her nails and
painted them bright pink. Olivia thought Poppy was going to explode with delight.
Scott arrived, armed with treats from the cafeteria. "I didn't realize there was a movie star
staying in this room. I was looking for my daughter, Poppy. Have you seen her?"
"It's me, Daddy," Poppy giggled.
"You're so beautiful," he smiled.
"You're next, handsome," Bolo said, holding up a stick of red lipstick.
Olivia stared out the window with glossy eyes, the crumpled letter on the table next to
her. A horn beeped twice outside.
"Come on, Paris. Your dad is here."
"Why the long face?" Scott said, as he nudged Paris into the back of the Subaru.
"I got my test results, and I'm not a match to Poppy. I think they've made a mistake. I'm
going to retest. Just to make sure." Olivia stood next to the car and placed her hands on her hips.
"Oh, Olivia. The chance of you being a match for Poppy was slim. I really appreciate you
trying though. That was really sweet." Standing in the street, Scott nodded in appreciation.
"No, I know they made a mistake, Scott. I know we were brought together for this
purpose…so I could save Poppy."
Scott looked ill. "Nobody can save Poppy, Olivia. Not all these doctors. Not me. And not
you. Poppy is going to die," he stopped, his lips in a thin line.
"She is not going to die!" Olivia cried. "How can you say that? You're her father! You
can't give up. She needs you to believe in her"
"My God, Olivia! I haven’t stopped believing in my daughter, and I'm not giving up. How
could you say that? I'm just trying to accept. And I'm trying to help Poppy accept…and
prepare…for the inevitable." His voice broke.
"For the inevitable? What the hell does that mean? I'll tell you what that means: her father
has given up! How can you do this?" she snapped. "How can you do this to your daughter?" She
knew she had no right to attack him, but she couldn't make herself stop.
"Oh, Olivia. We can't save her, can't you see that? All we can do is make sure her last few
days are filled with as much joy as we can muster." His voice shook. "And you've done that.
You've made my little girl so happy these past few weeks. And me, too. This is the most
horrendous thing anyone can go through. I have no idea what I'm doing. I know you've lost your
own daughter, and it brings up a lot of stuff for you. But you need to come to terms with the fact
that Poppy doesn't have much longer with us."
Olivia backed away, shaking her head. She couldn't think.
"Olivia, please ─ “Scott moved around the car towards her.
"Get out of here!" She yelled, slamming her fist down on the car’s roof. "I'm not giving
up, Scott! I'm not! I won't do that to Poppy." She retreated to her house and slammed the door,
sobbing.
Eventually, the gray shadow of the Subaru crawled down the street, away from her house,
and her eyes fell on the Rock Hopper, propped against the wall of her living room.
Even though this was her third day on the road, things weren't getting any easier, and
she'd only made it a short ways down Route 1. It had been two years since she'd been on a bike,

and she was 150 pounds heavier. She couldn't breathe, her legs ached, and her ass was sore from
that tiny seat.
After her fight with Scott, she had sent Bolo an e-mail, stuffed a few things into a
backpack, and hit the road. She was going to see her daughter at the top of Mount Evans. Olivia
dropped a letter to Poppy in the mailbox in front of her hotel, and went into the lobby. Several
people milled about the front desk, taking care of business.
"I passed you on your bike on the way here. Are you riding for a cause?" A young man
asked as they waited in line to check in. Olivia stared at him dumbly, and thought, No, I'm riding
away from something, as fast as I can go.
But instead she said, "I’m riding for Poppy, an amazing little girl fighting leukemia. If
she finds a bone marrow donor, she'll have a chance at beating the disease. So I'm riding my bike
to Colorado for her, to Mount Evans to see the mountain goats," she paused. "And, I'm riding in
memory of my daughter."
"Colorado! Wow! That's too cool, lady."
"What a wonderful thing to do!" The woman at the front desk said.
"Good luck to you," an older couple chimed, as she left the lobby to go to her room.
And that was how her ride started.
That night, the news showed footage of a fat lady riding her bike down the shoulder of
Route 1. It took her a moment to realize that the fat lady was her. After that, word of her trek
spread, and people lined her route. They rode stretches on their bikes with her. They gave her
food and bottled water. They held up signs and cheered.
So she kept riding.
It was good to hear Poppy's voice. "I got your letters, Olivia. We've been tracking you on
the Website. Everyone is talking about you here," she gushed. "About how you're riding your
bike for Jemma and me. I knew you’d do it, Olivia! I knew it! What's Nebraska like?"
"It's flat. Tracking me? Website? What Website?"
"Dad and I set up a Website for you. Your bike has a GPS. I saw you on TV last night, on
CNN. Wow! You've lost a bunch of weight! You're still pretty, though."
"Thanks, sweetie. You sound great. How are you feeling? How’s your dad?"
"I feel good. Really good. I'm so glad you finally called. Hang on a sec. Dad wants to talk
to you."
"Hi, Olivia," his familiar voice said, and Olivia closed her eyes. They hadn't spoken since
that horrible day. He sounded different ─ fresh.
"Scott, I'm so sorry ─,” she started.
”I'm sorry too, Olivia. I know how much you love Poppy. And, guess what? The most
amazing thing has happened. Because of you."
Olivia sat up straight. "What?"
"We found a donor. Last week. Or rather, he found us because he saw you on the news.
We've already started the replacement therapy, and Poppy is responding wonderfully. We've still
got a long road ahead of us, but now we just might have a chance of winning. You did it, Olivia.
You did it."
"I've got a new picture of Paris for you. Hang on. I'll send it." Olivia laughed as a picture
of Paris Hilton popped up on the small screen of her phone, her hair piled on top of her head and
tied with a bow, a curl of bangs between her eyes.

"I see Bolo has been by recently. Hold on a sec. I want to send you a pic, too." Olivia
held up her phone. A mountain goat peered down at her from the boulder above. It sprang lightly
from the rock, landing on a neighboring ledge. She snapped the picture.
"Wow! Did you see that, Jemma?" Olivia shouted happily to the sky.
Thirteen weeks had passed, and she'd dropped at least fifty pounds. Mount Evans was
beautiful. She could feel her daughter and her husband here with her. She felt inspired. She felt
healed.
She felt light.

Sienna
- Elaine Seehafer
In the rippled light
of sunset in Sienna
we shared the last
plate of raspberries
of the season –
our two spoons lingered
at the junction, teasing
probing their way
through the territory
of dense glistening dew
as the soliloquy of souls
mingled as two.
The tiny market square
listened as the sound
of fireflies chirped into
the dense lit fog of night –
my spoon crossed in yours
almost casually assuming
we were a pair transfixed
in the beauty of the
eternity of the stars –
statues of the night
silenced in the depth
of union.

Sleep Drifting
- Joanne Faries
snow hills shift in blustery wind
dreams swirl, yank neighbors
from my northern childhood
into Texas landscape
but no one owns a snow shovel
I wander my past in the present
my mother calls my name. Ten again, I
pump uphill, fighting Jersey shore dunes
Sand shimmers under tires
until my spinning wheels
lose traction, no forward momentum
like this dream with no conclusions

If it was always the middle of the night
- Harry Calhoun
Worries would be compounded by an uncertain
sense of guidance, us fumbling numb and darkly
around the bottom of the bed like a cripple,
blind and guided by fingertips and the halting
lurch of legs. In the middle night past
midnight, depth and perceptions are always fuzzy
and it’s hard to tell how far away
sleep is. Or isn’t. If we always operated
under these conditions, we would always
live befuddled, in constant need
of the next drink, the cigarette,
the grope and fumble to find
the free release of tears.

In Here on Out There
- Jack Hodil
I am in a prison
in search of nothing.
In here,
no one is guilty
or innocent,
and they can all
guard themselves.
In here,
they all have their space
and their own walls,
and everyone is always
treated the same.
But out there,
everyone wanders,
with no limits or protection,
in random regions,
where they can all be judged.
Out there,
there are no walls,
or designated spaces,
and nothing will treat anything
but itself.
In here,
the bound are fixed,
but out there,
the free are lost.

Directions from frost.com
- Jeff Bernstein
In a bookstore just beyond Harvard Square,
my mother and father lingered
in the poetry section, rereading
together “The Road Not Taken”
while traffic crept by on sleet-stained
pavement through the winter gloom.
They began to cry, realizing
they could not retrace their steps
to the fork, follow the other path:
those suburban decades
in purple-doored stucco Tudor
near the top of Heartbreak Hill
would just have to do. Did they
know somehow that one season
later his voice would be a whisper,
then a breeze that rustled highest
leaves on shady avenues
while residents walked dogs?

Faux Gras
- Colin James
Dinner had been delicious; he’d eaten at Satriano’s in the Little Italy district near Canal
Street. Jake had tried most of the restaurants in the area, but their veal and pork meatballs were to
die for. The district had the ambience of old world Europe, something cleverly crafted for the
tourist trade. While it once covered four city blocks, it now consisted of one end of Mott Street,
rubbing shoulders with its unlikely neighbor, Chinatown. Kung Pao chicken and fried noodles
versus ziti and chicken parm – a cold war relationship of culinary conflict. An uncomfortable
symbiosis of two separate cultures forced to coexist in the arm pit of Manhattan, although perfect
for an errant gourmet such as himself. All those restaurants in one easily accessible location
made for a target as well as for a calorie-rich environment.
He burped, tasted scaloppini, and licked his lips in remembrance. A splash of gravy hung
conspicuously like a military decoration, or lifetime achievement award, from his open-necked
shirt. Not cutting quite the figure he had earlier in the evening, he was now perspiring heavily –
sweat rolling down his body, as he lurched towards the subway station. Tonight had been another
unmitigated success, his prowess was unequaled.
Fuck! Three flights of stairs, the ticket counter and the embarrassment of not being able
to get through the turnstile. The unnecessary attention that would be drawn to him, as city
workers were obliged to open easy-access gates. Then the wait, the stares before the arrival of
the train and the twenty-two stops back to Brooklyn Heights. He larded himself into the subway,
clinging tightly to the railing. He heard the curses of passersby who attempted to squeeze around
him on the stairwell – the looks, the laughs, the comments. He heard and saw them all. Just
because he was fat didn’t mean he was deaf or blind.
He hadn’t always been 360 pounds of heaving flesh. In his youth he’d been a football
star, playing blocking tackle for his high school team, the Spartans. His size had come in handy –
his contemporaries considering him butch and masculine. Kids would slap him on the back, tell
him he’d done a great job – girls had shouted his name from the sidelines.
Nowadays, not so much.
It wasn’t till the car accident, followed by the steroids and months of recuperation that the
weight had started to creep on. Sure he’d fought back with everything from Atkins to abstinence,
but now what was the point?
Screw it and screw them!
He was what he was. Like it or lump it. Gaining weight had actually been a welcome
release as he no longer had to keep up the pretense of dieting. Even if he lost twenty or thirty
pounds, who would truly notice the difference? Yes, of course he would know, and, yes, this
would help with what dieticians loved to call will power and self-esteem, but who would really
care, what was the fucking point? Gone were the salads and apples in the canteen, with his everwatchful, reproachful colleagues, and hello to the welcoming embrace of his refrigeratoremptying holocaust when hidden from prying eyes.
He saw their stares, the way they looked at him when they thought that he wasn’t. The
gestures, the nods, the knowing looks – he caught it all. He even heard what they were thinking.
Just because he was fat didn’t mean that he didn’t have to eat. Like them his body needed
nourishment on a daily basis. It wasn’t as though he could just break down the layers of oozing
fat, metabolize his gut and consume himself. The worst were those hypocrites who were already
large and yet spoke to him as though he was the one with the problem. Didn’t they ever look in

the mirror at home? Didn’t they wonder when their genitals and knees had been replaced by redrashed skin, doubling stomachs and overloaded thighs?
Tonight had been a rush – he’d managed to pull it off yet again. Another new restaurant
had swallowed the bait. That was the beauty of the Big Apple ─ there were so many different
places to choose from.
He felt the tug and suck of wind as the train exited the tunnel, coming to a spark-throwing
stop at the platform. The doors opened, and he watched the mad scramble as passengers fought
their way out of the carriage. The train going downtown was always full; however, there was
always more room on the uptown train. He liked the bench seats by the door as he could easily
shuffle onto these, spreading his state-sized arse over two or three cushions.
The doors shut, the train moved, the carriages entered the tunnel. The pitch blackness
acted like a mirror on the glass, the stark lighting of the interior reflecting his image. It wasn’t
pretty. Staring back at him was a thirty-five year old ball of mush. A man who should have been
in his prime and yet who was nearly breaking the 400-pound barrier. He had it all: backache,
knee strain, constipation, hemorrhoids. He was a walking medical wonder and encyclopedia of
human malfunction. He took the pills but ignored the doctor’s advice. Life was pretty shitty as it
was, but to imagine it without food was unthinkable.
Gone were the days of cheap chocolate, gallon cartons of ice-cream and jars of peanut
butter spread thickly over Oreo cookies. No longer the boxes of cereal washed down with gallons
of milk. His gargantuan appetite had taken him to greater heights. If he was going to eat, he was
going to eat the best. If he was creating fat, then he was determined to generate Royal Jelly
Once he’d taken his addiction to the local pushers and hoods that lived in his
neighborhood to get his daily fix, attempting to scratch the never-ending itch. The pimps and
pushers were well known. The Southern bearded gentleman flaunting his fantastic Kentucky
gold, who resided on the corner of every other block. Or the King on the opposite side of the
street who tempted young children with his indoor playground and his free samples of flame
broiled ecstasy. The worst was the clown. His golden arches spread all over the city, like
yawning bosoms, pumping out the warm, slick smell of fry oil and burger grease.
His in particular was a high crime neighborhood. Product could be had at any hour, of
any day, complete with easy drive-through access. He’d watched as cop cars had pulled up
outside heavy push zones, had seen protectors and servers with illicit merchandise in their
hands. Didn’t they understand that the people of New York needed their protection? Was there
no caped-crusader to champion their cause and fight these hamburglars of death? He saw it
happen every day from his mother’s bedroom window. The young addicts with their free
balloons and made-up faces. Hoards of miniature clowns running around, laughing,
unsuspecting, whilst the devil, dressed in red and yellow stripes sat cross legged in oversized
shoes, eyeing up the latest batch of doomed youth.
The first sample was always free – it was all those other moments of weakness where the
money would be made. A pound of flesh was not the price exacted, rather the result in the
quixotic world of fast-food syndication.
Sure, heroin was still pushed and X could still be found, but it was the insidious nature of
fast-food that had permeated all levels of society. Church days paid for by pizza joints. School
literacy sponsored by fries and chicken nuggets. Diabetes driven to school playgrounds in
Wienermobiles or in the black-and-white eat-more-chicken trucks.
There was no escape.

He understood, witnessed and bowed down to neon-indoctrination, worshiped at the altar
of calorific excess, celebrated the polytheism of grease. Who was he to deny his cravings? He
was sick, it was a disease, it was something he had inherited from his average-sized parents ─
people who had grown up with smaller plates, regular cup sizes, home cooked meals and the joy
of the fresh air. He wasn’t to blame – it was society ─ the pushers.
Somebody needed to do something.
Time had marched on, his anger turning to acceptance, disgust to complacency. If he was
going to eat, then he was going to eat the best. He had exhausted his savings on the delicacies of
caviar and aged steak. Drank his way through golden vintages, raped buffets, taking more from
them than they could ever have taken from him. But savings had run dry, credit cards morphed
into pieces of plastic. There wasn’t any more money. Social security and disability were forcing
him back to the pushers but, being the stubborn bastard that he was, he wasn’t ready to end his
crusade of cuisine.
No longer being able to work because of his size meant he had to give up his apartment
and move in with his mother. It wasn’t ideal, but she was getting on in years and glad of the
company, although the quality of the company was debatable – quantity never having been a
measure of quality. She’d turned the formal room into a bedroom, the stairs were just too much
to navigate, and placed the mattress on the ground so that he wouldn’t have to endure the
Himalayan climb. Luckily the shower was next door, and he could use that. The house had been
built back in the fifties and wasn’t designed for the size of the new millennium. Population
growth had taken on a whole new meaning, and Malthusian studies would have been corrupted
by the present increase in world population – albeit in size rather than in cipher.
He would stand with half his body in the shower and half out, first washing one side then
the other. He’d heard every crude joke about cleaning yourself after using the toilet, and he’d
often wondered what the mystery was? It was simple enough. You shit before you showered and
then undid the nozzle and pushed the hose between your cheeks. Why deal with paper? Good
God, hadn’t the French developed the bidet for this very purpose! Sure it was an exercise in
exertion but a necessary evil if one was going to live the lifestyle. He’d found that by powdering
his body after showering, the perspiration could be held back, like a Dutch dike holding back a
tsunami. He looked in the corner and stared at the unused scales which only registered weight up
to 200 pounds. He smiled wryly; he was in a different league. Now he was definitely playing
with the big boys.
The scam was simple. He called ahead to the restaurant. It always seemed to impress if he
made a reservation, something which implied intent. Then he made an entrance at the appointed
time, making sure to assume an air of natural authority and easy confidence. There was
something about a fat man in a well-fitting designer suit which screamed gourmet rather than
glutton. Small talk with the waiter – a shared knowledge of food adding to the trust, and then a
brief interlude with the sommelier for a discussion on Sonoma reds and a verbal comparison of
the new-world wines from Australia and South Africa. The glad smiles and shared knowledge
created a common ground, an intimacy, a feeling of brotherhood. No longer was there a fat man
sitting at table twelve, but a gentleman, a man of taste, an initiate of the culinary craft. Trust had
been established, bridges built, foundations laid. The food treaty had been signed, all that
remained now was to tear it up into little pieces and set it on fire.
There were several methods of attack, and he’d perfected them all. From the classic to the
mundane, he was a past-master, his methodology erudite in its execution. First he’d enjoy the

hors d’oeuvres, accompanied perhaps by a bottle or two of the wine-waiter’s recommendation
and then, towards the last mouthfuls of the main course, he’d pretend to choke.
An act worthy of an Oscar, he’d been an inspiration and shining light to all who had
taken the Heimlich course in the hope they’d never have to use it. He would begin with a gut
wrenching cough, followed by a fountain of gargled phlegm, his arms gesticulating wildly in the
air followed by meat-greased hands clutching at his throat. He’d watch his fellow diners staring
at him, trying to decide if they should dash from first dates, abandoning expensive dinners, and
come to his assistance. Sometimes it was a full minute before anybody reacted, but nearly always
within thirty seconds there was the arrival of some do-gooder to spin him around, no easy task,
and pump on his chest. It was almost an erotic experience with a stranger thrusting their crotch
into his back as they tried to gain purchase on his formidable chest. He would cough, not
immediately, and food would fly across the table to resounding restaurant applause. He’d hear
the murmurs of hushed concern and anticipate the arrival of the frightened restaurant manager or
head waiter.
“Was Monsieur ok, and did sir require an ambulance?” Naturally the meal was on them,
and they hoped all would be well. “Please come again and accept our apologies,” before slowly,
but politely, pushing him out of the door with grudging smiles of contrition and concern. As the
door closed, and he stood there in the cold night air, he’d watch the restaurant return to the oasis
of dining excellence it had been before his near-death experience. He would keep his shambling,
disheveled act up until the first street corner, and then break into a broad smile and laugh out
loud as he thought of how he’d duped them. The calamari had been terrific, the bottle of Chianti
above expectation and the half eaten veal scaloppini delicious. He’d been loath to go into choke
mode, as the beans-haricot had been exceptionally fine. But it was all part of the game, and the
following evening he would trundle his way to the next restaurant and complete the process. It
never failed, and he never paid.
It hadn’t come easy though, he’d broken his teeth on inept attempts at feigning forgotten
wallets, or eaten half his food and then complained that there was something wrong. A myriad
excuses – nervous protestations that the milk was off, the wine was bitter, the steak too gamey.
This had achieved limited satisfactory results that invariably ended with replenishment of
whatever the offending article was, and ultimately a payment.
The trick was to stay away from the cheap restaurants. He didn’t go where tourists ate as
the staff had seen it all before and were wary of freeloading half-steak eaters. The best thing was
to patronize the unaffordable restaurants, the eateries of the rich and famous, the exclusive
haunts in the theatre district. Here he was an apex hunter – the thrill of the hunt, the chase and
the kill. The exhilaration of being carried outside and placed in an ambulance, before being
driven to a local hospital where he would invariably escape via a taxi or the ubiquitous subway.
The city was his. Access to the dining table of the rich and famous open exclusively to him – his
palate massaged with the finest that his money didn’t buy.
Tonight would be no exception. Tonight it was Grimaldies, the new steak house on the
Upper East Side. A fusion of northern and southern French flavors with a hint of Mediterranean
thrown in – at least that’s what the write-up said.
Reservations recommended. Dress appropriately. Dinner from 5:30 to 10:30.
He checked himself in the mirror. His dark suit struggled to hide his girth, and the striped
tie wrapped around his thick neck vainly attempted to narrow his gut as it cascaded down his
shirtfront like a waterfall – crashing down the ripple of his stomachs, pointing like an arrow to

that which he hadn’t seen in a very long time.
His shoes shone, his cufflinks gleamed, and his tie pin was positioned perfectly. He
carried a boss of keys with a Mercedes logo, and his Lagerfeld pocket piece popped up from his
breast pocket. He was every inch the well-to-do, self-made man. Clearly a man of substance and
standing – someone who personified money. He was every waiter’s wet-dream, a show piece for
any restaurant, that any owner would be proud to have. He would undoubtedly be seated in
prominence as the owner embellished his premises with its well-heeled clientele. Pride as well as
greed was numbered in the seven deadly sins, and tonight one of the guilty would pay.
His mother had driven him to the station where he’d caught the subway uptown. Arriving
at the restaurant a couple of minutes late, he’d smiled to himself as he watched the hostess,
through the glass, checking her wristwatch, staring at the reservations in her book. He loved this
moment, he was in total control.
The little black dress in too-high heels greeted him warmly as he pushed his way through
the door. As if welcoming a long lost lover, the girl’s smile spread across her face, revealing
perfect teeth. The affected welcome, the ingratiating hug, the whiff of perfume, embellished the
moment as she took him by the hand and led him to his table. Like a reviewing five-star general
he passed through the column of pristine dinner-jacketed waiters before being seated for all to
see and admire. His moment in the sun – the white table cloth foiling his worth.
He glanced around the restaurant, undressing the women with his eyes. Dragging them
out of their Prada dresses and leaving them exposed in their lingerie and pearls. He could smell
their expensive perfume and feel the familiar twitch of arousal that accompanied the occasion.
Of course he was here for the food; however, the sexual energy released by the power he wielded
was intoxicating, and he enjoyed every second of it. The expensive foods, the fine wines, the
gorgeous dinner partners, the lavish surroundings and, of course, the fawning attention. Not bad
for a man without a penny to his name.
Let the games begin, let the buyer beware and let every man, woman, child fend for
themselves. It was on. The bell at the side of the ring belted out as the girl in the swim-suit
climbed through the ropes with her enlarged sign to proclaim the first round.
“Good evening, sir. Is this your first time at Grimaldies?” asked a serious-looking waiter.
“Yes it is. I’ve heard a lot of good things. Thought I would try you out for myself.” Jake
said.
The usual cards were played, the old jokes made. There were no specials, everything was
special. “Would Monsignor care for a drink or like to see the wine card.”
He opted for a stiff brandy and the wine card. No pressure, everything at his own pace,
after all he was the ringmaster. It was his show, and it would run to his time table. He wasn’t
going be rushed. Didn’t they know who he was? He glanced back at the front desk and fired off
his most expensive smile at the hostess. She coyly waved back. She knew money when she saw
it and was clearly a participant in a game all of her own. Why should he feel bad? It was dog eat
dog. Although he’d never tried that particular dish, in a city where was no first place for nice
guys, it was fuck or be fucked.
The candle light bounced around the room, and the waiter returned with the leather bound
listings. They had them all. California, Argentinian, South African, even champagne from
England. He’d read something in one of the connoisseur magazines in his doctor’s waiting room.
about the ground in the southwest of Britain being geologically linked with the Champagne
region of northern France. “I bet that pissed the frogs off,” he thought. English champagne it

was. “Yes, please, a bottle.”
“For starters? Oh the pate, and the frog legs and possibly some goat cheese. Yes, I know
it’s a lot, but I’d like to try a little of everything.”
“Perfect, Monsieur, we will have that directly. Would Monsieur care to order perhaps?
Not just yet?”
He had to play the time card. No point rushing what was shaping up to be, probably, one
of his best experiences to date. He wanted the foreplay. This wasn’t going to be a knee-trembler,
this was going to be gratuitous, name-screaming, back-scratching, sheet-braiding ecstasy. Bring
it on!
The dishes arrived.
As he powered his way through dish after dish, he noticed two waiters with their heads
together, staring in his direction. He looked up, and they quickly looked away. Probably nothing
as he was once again lunged into the succulence before him. The pristine table cloth was awash
in slivered cutlery and crystaled glass. An altar to excess, where the sacrificial lamb had been
marinated in red wine and doused in fine spice. Spittle rolled down his chin, his eyes ablaze with
the taste and texture of the food.
“Is everything to your liking, Monsieur?” asked the waiter.
He showed his teeth and grunted. “Bloody fantastic. My compliments to the chef.” The
waiter nodded and strode away, leaving his guest to the delights of his dish.
The time was nearly upon him, zero-hour was fast approaching, he’d reached the point in
the meal where his distraction had to be performed – where he simulated gastro-repugnance and
lavishly bowed out. Bringing down the culinary curtain to the applaused ovation of inner
satisfaction. He slurped at his glass one more time and dabbed his chin with his napkin.
The other diners looked up from their plates, horrified as the rasping choke of a man
struggling for breath bounced off polished glass and expensive drapes. A loud guttural gasp, he’d
found, was always a good way to begin, quickly followed by a heavy, sweating, panting, hunting
for air – as if each gasp were his last. He fumbled with his top button and struggled with his
jacket. His face was wide with faux fear, and he sought to lock eyes with somebody, anybody,
who might come to his assistance. Time was off the essence. The sooner they noticed his
distress, the sooner he’d be outside. It never failed. A few grunts and gasps followed by a little
corporal intervention, and he’d be walking off his free dinner in the cool night air.
A waiter stepped up to the table. Jake supplicated with his hands, gestured to his throat,
and beseeched him for help, but the waiter stood his ground. He didn’t understand. What was
going on? By now several English-second-language speakers should be manhandling him, trying
to save him from center-cut asphyxiation.
Another waiter came to the table and then another. Jake could see the flashing lights of
the ambulance reflected in the restaurant window and noticed the hostess replacing the hand set
of the telephone. Help was at hand, he was minutes from salvation, and yet nobody reached out
to help him.
He was struggling to maintain his act and his short sharp gasps were becoming more
labored. Nobody moved, and the waiters continued to stare. He pleaded with his eyes, but the
waiters ignored him. He saw one of the other guests get up from his seat, only to be urged to
reseat himself by one of the busboys.
Suddenly it dawned on Jake – they were onto him. He didn’t understand, he’d never
eaten here before, and it’d been some time since he’d eaten on the Upper East Side. Still there

was something afoot. Unable to keep up the act, he placed both hands on the table and looked up
at his accusers.
The head waiter pushed his way through the ring of disconcern and placed a leather
bound case in front of Jake. “Perhaps Monsieur would like to pay now? Perhaps Monsieur
remembers me? Before I worked at Grimaldies, I was a waiter in Little Italy. It is a great honor
to welcome such a distinguished and generous guest.”
Jake stared at the man, not recognizing him. He looked past the waiter and saw the police
officers standing at the restaurant door, talking to the hostess. The ambulance lights he’d seen on
the window were obviously from the patrol car that even now was waiting to escort him away.
The dance was up, the race was run, he understood perfectly what had happened. He’d pushed
his luck a little too far, and an employee from a former victim had recognized him. He reached
for the wine glass and looked his accuser in the eye.
“Could I possibly see a dessert menu?” he asked casually.
The head waiter physically flinched as if he’d been hit on the nose and gestured to the
police officers who started to walk towards the table.
Jake felt their hands reach beneath his arms, heard their heavy labored breathing as they
struggled to lift him up from his chair. He resigned himself to his fate. Jake could go without
dessert. It wouldn’t kill him to lose a few pounds. Now was as good a time as any to start on the
diet!

To Be Aware
- Edward Rodosek
An innocent bird chirps;
there is plenty of seed.
A deer grazes;
where grass is
there is his home
Happy are animals,
who enjoy life
as it is.
Happy here and now,
nothing else exists.
Regretfully I have
too much knowledge,
too much awareness
of what is to come.
Life's brief duration,
I worry too much.
I know time
is sweeping me
inevitably
towards old age,
preventing me
from giving my body and soul
to happiness.
Sometimes the thought
flashes through my mind –
why were we told
about our end?

the special ones
- JB Mulligan
They travel in packs, deserted dogs
barking at their reflection in the moon.
The song of lightning sounds in them
but what booms like mountain thunder
is the drum of the heart.
The truth has chosen them to be its vessel –
as if rainwater chose this well, that ditch.
Urgent to be good, they spill on the ground
a seedless virtue, staining the soil
while they drink from the empty cup, refreshed.
I cannot seem to find the cup
of their honest brethren, but sip
the vinegar of watching waste.
The connoisseurs are everywhere.

Bad Witch/Good Witch
- Anne Whitehouse
“that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude”
Wordsworth, “The Daffodils”
Like a cascade of silken water,
my hair falls over the pool
of the dressing table mirror.
I search my own face,
wondering what I’d hoped to find.
Into the green thicket of the past,
I slip inside a fairy tale.
How my grandmother
pointed to the dying light
twinkling in the trees,
showing me the fairies
I believed in because I wanted to.
The first witch was my mother,
sowing dissension, hiding deceit,
plotting ways to set her children
against each other.
It was more than a game,
it was a compulsion.
We four sisters and a brother
consumed her poisoned love.
Every year she grew thinner,
teetering on high heels,
flapping her wings like a crow,
her back curved like a question mark.
Her life force fed a fire of trash ─
igniting conflicts
passed down to children
like religious obligations.
I shriveled up and dug in,
a hard seed of resistance.
I never could relax my guard ─
when I tried, I came to grief ─
better not to be noticed,
best of all to leave.
I used to dream of the world
at the back of a mirror,
as if I could step into it, another Alice,
and the glass would part to take me in,

like dry water. There would be
an interior like a Dutch painting,
the light falling in one direction,
a woman sitting quietly, waiting.
She would look up and nod
when I passed, and let me go.

Bluebirds of Happiness
- Mary Wagner
If you’ve ever seen a bluebird fly past on a sunny day, you know the feeling of being
awestruck by a flash of color that couldn’t possibly have come from Nature. That electric neon
blue never fails to make the heart leap with joyful recognition, sealing the deal that spring has
arrived, answering my eternal question, “Will the bluebirds come back this year?”
They’ve nested in wooden birdhouses in my backyard for the past twenty-five years, and
the sight of them still stirs me. Males wearing coats of brilliant blue, females a dusky brown;
they perch on tree branches and rain gutters and the swing set, eyeing the lawn beneath them,
swooping down onto the short grass for one tasty bug morsel after another, then lightly flitting
back up to savor the meal. They are grace and color and precision in motion.
Dandelions, of course, need no introduction. A gorgeous, deep, buttery yellow, they turn
my front lawn into a carpet of cheerful, golden blooms virtually overnight. The warm, fuzzy
feeling of seeing that many flowers in one place lasts about three days, maybe four. Then the
cute flowers turn into leggy, ugly stems with seed-head fluff spewing everywhere. These
offspring flourish, making the lawn a ragged salad patch for rest of the summer and fall. The first
snow puts them mercifully out of sight.
Over the years this dandelion profusion has been working its way into the back yard. I’d
like to nuke them into oblivion. Or, at the very least, hire some firm with a truck full of
chemicals and a well-designed ad in the Yellow Pages to sprinkle my morsel of land with toxic
fairy dust to eradicate the weeds and to then replace them with lush grass to tickle my bare feet.
It’s been a fantasy of mine for years. In fact, pretty much every spring as the snow starts to
recede, and the faintest hint of green begins to shade the landscape, I survey my domain and say,
“Yup, gotta call a lawn service one of these days.”
But then hesitation sets in; a still, small voice whispers, “But what about the bluebirds?”
Do I really want to see them cheerfully scarfing down a smorgasbord of tasty bugs basted in
weed retardants? And then I know I’ll wait and see. Again. And if they show up, I’ll put off the
chemical solution for one more year and enjoy the bluebird show.
I wasn’t always a birdwatcher. Growing up in Chicago, I remember that birds pretty
much consisted of the occasional duck paddling in a park pond and the thousands of pigeons
strutting their stuff on the sidewalks of the Loop downtown, dodging foot traffic and taxicabs, a
faint lavender sheen gleaming off their staid grey and white topcoats. But after marriage and,
later, a move to the country, fields and trees and wild life were in abundance.
We followed a pretty traditional division of labor back then ─ he left in the morning to go
to the office, and I stayed home with the baby and the dog, changing diapers and making dinner.
There wasn’t much conversation you got out of a toddler under the age of two or a dog of any
age. And so what was outside my kitchen window caught my eye.
And, oh, what a glorious profusion of things were waiting to be discovered! I found a
small telescope somewhere among our belongings and stood at the window over the kitchen sink
like Captain Ahab astride the forecastle of the Pequod. I bought a Roger Tory Peterson guide to
the birds “east of the Rockies” and started to identify the countryside residents. Red-tailed
hawks, turkey vultures, cardinals, chickadees, goldfinches, nuthatches ─ the variety was infinite,
the amusement factor high. I didn’t need a bird guide to identify the red fox vixen who moved
into a nearby woodchuck den with her four fluffy kits tumbling around her in the sunlight. I just
felt a tug of maternal sympathy as she stoically sat, stiff as a ramrod, while the kits tumbled and

played around her and nipped at her tail. Eventually I got a pair of good binoculars for Christmas
and parked them on the kitchen counter between the microwave and the dish rack. They still
don’t get to collect much dust.
Sometime after we moved into the country house, my father-in-law bemoaned the fact
that, when he was a young man, bluebirds had been common, but that he hadn’t seen one now
for years. I wondered whether I could fix that. An article in the local newspaper about the efforts
of various nature groups to provide bluebird nesting habitats steered me to a place to buy a
couple of suitable nest boxes. I never knew birds could be so picky!!
Then, while killing time in a doctor’s waiting room, I skimmed a nature magazine and
spied a short photo feature about someone who had reasoned that if you could decoy a duck, you
should be able to decoy a bluebird. He’d cut a rudimentary bird shape from some plywood,
painted it the right colors, and then snapped a picture of a male bluebird sitting atop the fake. It
was one of those “Eureka” moments, and I asked my father-in-law, whose retirement vocation
was working with wood, to chisel me a three-dimensional decoy or two.
I can still hear his response, equal parts laughter, scoffing and incredulity. Still, he
delivered. I dutifully painted one with my best imitation of Nature ─ creamy white underside,
rosy red chest, the topcoat the brightest blue I could find. As soon as the paint was dry, I set the
decoy atop the birdhouse closest to the house with an unobstructed view from the window over
the kitchen sink. To be honest, that’s where most of my bird watching takes place. My rule of
thumb: if I can’t see it while I’m washing dishes, it’s just not there.
Five minutes, tops. That’s how long it took for a gorgeous male to check out the new
digs, discover that his rival was just a piece of furniture, and decide to move the family in. Some
serious nest building followed, a tidy swirl of dried grasses mixed with the occasional long
strand of hair from a horse’s tail. My father-in-law was truly impressed.
The nest box had a side door which I could pull open and then peek inside. From
everything I’d read, I’d learned that a pair of nesting bluebirds was unlikely to be spooked by the
occasional visit from a human, and watching the pair’s progress as parents was fascinating. Day
by day, one tiny blue egg followed another, then another, until the count was up to five, and Ms.
Bluebird started to settle in for the long haul. Sometimes when I opened the door, she blasted out
of the hole in front; other times she just looked over her shoulder at me, unflinching, one busy,
preoccupied suburban mom to another.
One pair of bluebirds or another has been raising their chicks in that same nest box now
for a quarter century. Well, not exactly the “same” box, the original fell apart a few years ago.
When I went looking for a replacement, I found that boxes with side doors went for about thirtyfive friggin’ dollars each!! I paid it, though not without grumbling.
Being able to look into the nest is more than half the fun! There’s the anticipation of
waiting to see when the actual “building” will start. Then guessing how many eggs will show up
this time. Then chicks themselves ─ freshly hatched, eyes closed, impossibly tiny bundles of
dark fluff and spiky little wing feathers with pale yellow beaks. They grow by leaps and bounds
from day to day, until they’re speckled and plump and bright-eyed, jostling and jam-packed so
tightly into the crowded box that they resemble a car full of clowns in a circus.
There have been dramas along the way. English sparrows, notorious for displacing
bluebirds in violent fashion, came to the yard in abundance for several years, drawn by the
horses and the grain in their feed. They booted the nesting bluebirds out of their nest one year,
but not before killing the babies. I was heartbroken.
Yet another year saw a freak, late-spring, six-inch snowfall just after the female had

started to sit on her clutch of eggs. She bolted from the nest. I made quite a sight that morning, in
a pair of snow boots and a long pink chenille housecoat, sprinkling a handful of mealworms from
the bait section of the corner gas station on top of the nest box to lure her back. It took her a long
time to return.
I had my local ornithologist’s phone number committed to memory by this time, and I
called him for advice. The eggs were most likely frozen at this point, the embryos dead, he said
regretfully. There was nothing that could be done other than let the female return to the nest and
brood them until she realized that none would hatch. Couldn’t I just rip the nest out and let them
start over? I asked. No, he replied. Let nature take its course.
The next few weeks were torture. My heart broke for this little bird, who was doing such
a diligent job of keeping her clutch of eggs warm, tragically unaware of the fact that they could
never hatch. I called my ornithologist weekly, pleading for special dispensation to step in and
rescue her from this empty exercise of maternal duty. The answer I invariably got was “No.”
Then, one sunshiny day, there seemed to be more activity in the nest than usual. I
dutifully slogged out there, cutting a path through the tall grass to the box, which stood about
eye-level on a metal pole. I popped the door open and looked inside, pessimistically expecting to
see a melancholy tableau of motherhood denied. Mom wasn’t in the nest, but five tiny nuggets of
fluff raised their heads at the intrusion, eyes sealed shut but curiosity still strong.
Against all odds, she’d done it!! I mentally saluted the universal tenacity of motherhood
in the face of impossible odds.
I wonder how long bluebirds live, and how many generations of the same family have
made a home in that same nest box. Bluebirds are known to be territorial, and generally require a
distance of about 300 feet from the next nesting pair to be comfortable. How do they divvy up
the occupancy rights to this prime piece of real estate? After migrating south for the winter, do
the kids come back to the old neighborhood just to visit where they grew up? Who gets to live in
the old house once the folks have passed on or moved away?
Every fall, just before migration time, I’ll see the pack of this year’s crop of nestlings
with youthful speckles and bellies so huge from gorging on a bumper crop of summer insects
that it seems unlikely that they could fly for a block, much less fly south for a few hundred miles.
They mill around together, four or five of them, hanging out on the swing set or the back porch,
checking out the bird feeder full of sunflower seeds, sampling the hulled seeds out of curiosity,
just to see what was drawing in every other bird in the neighborhood.
They are a captivating, feathery link to the past, a fond link to my late father-in-law, a
perfect joy in the present, and a source of hope and optimism that, at some time, it will be spring
again. And for at least one more year, I can pretty well predict that while I may again think of
calling a lawn service to finally kill off my dandelions next March of April, the smart money will
still be on the birds.

Botanical Garden
- Donal Mahoney
When she arrives
in sunlight,
orchid ribbons flowing
in her hair,
an orchid dress rising,
she finds the rest of us
are standing there,
simply unaware
that only she can hear
the applause
of a thousand orchids
break the air.

Dah
- Robert Weston
Bent
beside the broken coals,
she sucks a stubby
gum-clenched pipe,
out since sunset.
Thick garters
strap the gauzy stockings
just below
the feed sack hem,
flowering over
seven petticoats.
Unlettering
spectacles, far down
her boneless nose,
peer through
the pulsing glow
of the kerosene,
as she recites
the catalog
of heaven’s wonders.
Forgetful queen
of all tobacco tins
jammed with random
pins and buttons,
she does not hear
the trees
rake
the thin shingles.
Smoke seeps
from the ceiling,
and another scent,
compound of age and weariness,
auras her skin,
worn down to suppleness
by the pull
of generations
on those flagging teats.

This Black
waits
for only one
emancipation.

The Abyss
- Josh Hess
Vicious rains fall to the Earth in
patterns like quilts upon the wall
of a store just around the corner.
She’s leaned against the brick
in a way that kicks you from
your feet, yet you fall ever-so-smoothly.
I stand on my toes to overlook the
crowded streets, the commotion,
the rush of all these people;
I spot you.
I'm making my way toward you;
pushing, shoving, dodging through
these robotic humans with their
minds focused on the next taxi.
I saw a man through a window, playing a piano,
and a homeless guy on the
sidewalk with a hat half-full of money.
But when I made it through the crowd,
you were gone.
I paused. People stumbled past me, shoulder bumped
me, looked at me, yelled at me.
I stopped in mid-December, frozen in an era with my
mind in the clouds, lying in a bed ─ so far up in the sky.
Into the abyss you ran, with my heart in your hand.
Come back again, come back again;
Don't ever leave, my lady
'cause I'm dying to see just exactly what you see.
And maybe we can hold hands – listen to your favorite bands;
just sit by the shore and watch the sun – the entire ocean explore;
spill out into my bedroom floor. Pour, more and more and more
until we can't breathe like before.
Just once again, open your heart and adore;
I'll love you to the very core.
I awaken from a dream.

Trompe L’oeil
- James Reiss
That stairway hugging the bluff, that narrow beach,
those mini-whitecaps – all come back. The lake,
a giant azure mirror of the sky,
met the horizon with no ship or sail
between us and the solitary blue.
What I can’t recall are the words you said
or images of driftwood on the sand.
If we wore bathing suits, did we have towels?
No swimmers splashed, no lifeguards tanned in chairs.
We were alone, I’m certain, but if gulls
or ducks revolved and swooped down raucously,
if one fish bobbled belly-up near shore
like bait to snare them, I can’t say for sure.
In fact, the lakeside panorama was
so ghostly, so remote, that I can’t say
if you were really with me there that day
or I imagined you, a water sprite.

Off Season
- William O. Haynes
Sitting alone at a sidewalk table,
We sip cabernet in the cool breeze,
Beneath a green Perrier umbrella.
Red and amber leaves swirl
Beneath skies gray with winter clouds.
The air smells faintly of fish
From the stony beach.
The off-season in this coastal village
And only townies and a few
Lagging tourists like ourselves remain.
It is the last stop,
On the final day
Of our vacation
And we are fugitives,
Masked by tartan scarves,
Eluding a persistent tour guide.
Warmed by wool jackets
With collars turned up,
Our breath drifts like smoke
As the umbrella flaps,
And we order
Another glass of wine
To toast a new beginning.
Our tour bus pauses
On the cobblestones
By the cafe,
But we sit motionless as deer,
As it slowly rumbles
Out of town.

Old Neighborhood Dusk Shuffle
- Kevin Ridgeway
Passing the faded and graffiti painted
neighborhood watch signs
at the corners of a barrio,
the neighborhood I grew up in
the only white boy for several blocks
the day is dimming into night
here in this cul-de-sac that
was once a large swath of ranch land
where my great-grandfather
rode in his sputtering
and bruised delivery truck
into the black and white rising sun
to the main veins of Los Angeles
delivering blocks of ice
He’s dead now,
and after my great-grandmother died
my mother and I stole his old tombstone
and put it in our backyard garden
growing in an abandoned outdoor
sauna filled with thousands
of pounds of potting soil
that was constructed
all those years ago
I run into George on my night walk
─ George was my great-grandfather’s best friend
George told me I had the beard and hair of an
“unemployable mountain man”
but I had a nice-looking girl,
he saw her watering our lawn
I told him it was good to see him,
and he told me,
“Oh, I live here.
I’ll die here.
You know that.”

I made a beeline for the bush
and shrub seclusion on my
crooked sidewalk
path to my shady bungalow,
and George moaned forth
“I’m here always.
You know that.”
Over George’s slumped phantom shoulder
his arm sockets forever gnarled
by the rigors of octogenarian living
was a spirit vision of my great-grandfather
with two foamy haired Irish-American
bloat muscle armfuls of ice blocks,
winking at me with a supernatural sparkle
in the decaying orange baths of
the growing darkness while the
ghetto birds fly across the edges of
our rooftops with extraterrestrial spotlights.

Traveling South by Train through Northern Florida in the 1950s
- Nancy Scott
Swamp gas defines the character of bald cypress, black gum,
tangled Spanish moss suckled by decay, and
flesh-eating plants.
In a clearing the white egret poses in the sun.
Shackled zebra-men pound iron spikes in the opposite track,
securing our return
to the rhythm of wheat fields, morning glory.
First published in Exit 13, 2002

Cerulean Sky
- Tonya Mitchell
The day she meets him is sweltering, a shimmering, choking heat that wilts the soul. She
steps out of her car and crosses the parking lot to the bank where a line of people awaits an
ATM. She considers going inside where it’s cooler, but when the short guy at the keypad pockets
his cash and leaves, the line moves up, and it doesn’t seem so long. Sweat beads, forms rivers in
the creases of her body. A woeful glance in the direction of her car where air conditioning, cool
and forgiving, is just a key-turn away. And there he is.
Average height, thin but not too thin. Dressed in tailored, navy slacks, a shirt and tie.
Mid- to late twenties perhaps. There is an athleticism to his walk, a graceful cadence she’d like
to watch, but she drops her eyes instead. He gets in line behind her, and a few seconds later she
looks back, and he is staring at her. He smiles. She looks away, but not before she notes his eyes.
A startling azure. Cerulean sky.
Worries: how does her hair look from the back? How fat does she look? How long before
perspiration darkens the back of her blouse?
The woman at the machine punches numbers while her son ─ a fussy, impatient threeyear-old ─ pulls at her arm. Suddenly the boy breaks free and dashes for the parking lot. A
liberated toddler en route to vehicular catastrophe. At the last moment, when the boy is a step
from the curb and an on-coming SUV, the guy with the cerulean eyes captures him and returns
him to his mother. The woman thanks him, thanks him again, and then scurries away, scolding
her child. Disaster has been averted, order restored. On his way back in line, he smiles at her
again and something passes between them, a seductive undercurrent. Sensation: buoyancy, a silly
little effervescence bubbling up inside her, like champagne.
Her turn at the ATM. She feels his eyes on her back, assessing. She withdraws $300 for
no reason in particular. Later she will say she did it because she wasn’t thinking clearly but now
─ feeling his gaze on her and remembering the way their eyes held ─ she feels exhilarated. A
few more screens and beeps and her transaction is complete. She turns, shoulders her purse and
feels his eyes on her as she steps away.
At her car she considers stalling, dropping her keys or taking extra time to open her door.
See if he’ll check her out again. Reality: gorgeous guys like him aren’t interested in chubby girls
like her. She throws the car into reverse and almost runs him over. He comes around to her side
of the car, and she powers down the window. “Sorry about that,” she says.
He leans down so his face is even with hers, smiles, and offers his hand. “My fault. I’m
Michael.”
For a moment she sits there stupidly, a deer in headlights. She waits for the blow. For him
to say something such as “You dropped your receipt” or “Can you tell me where the nearest post
office is?” Heat pours through the window so fast the air conditioning can’t keep pace with it,
blow-dryer air that is frizzing her hair and causing sweat stains. At last she takes his hand. “I’m
Jennifer.”
“Ah, a name descended from Guinevere.”
That he would know this, say it, sends a thrill through her, and she feels that champagnefor-insides feeling again.
He says, “Listen, I don’t normally do this but, are you single? You know, seeing
anybody?”
“No,” she says.

“Would you like to go out sometime?”
Would she like to go out? Is he kidding? “Sure, that would be nice. When?”
He says, laughing, “Well, how about tonight?”
Jennifer sits on her couch. Family members stare sappily at her from matted frames,
thrilled for her. She places the nearest photo face down, the one of her parents taken on a cruise
in the Bahamas. The urge to eat ice cream ─ lots of it ─ flickers but she resists. Instead, she wills
herself to think of something, anything, that doesn’t involve trans-fats and corpulent parents in
bathing suits. Jennifer closes her eyes, leans her head back, and burps loudly into the room.
When she replays the meeting at the car, she is excited all over again. She pictures how dinner
will go, what Michael will say. “What do you do?” he’ll ask.
The question calls to mind her dream, the one she’s had over and over the past few
months. She’s stranded on a deserted island with a dozen strangers, the only survivors of a plane
crash. On the first day their leader, a retired army general, has them all stand in a line on the
beach. One by one he asks them what they do, what their skills are, so he can determine what
role each of them will play. There is a builder, a doctor, a botanist, an engineer and so on.
As her turn nears, Jennifer becomes anxious. Her only consolation is the octogenarian
standing next to her, a woman she is sure will be more useless than Jennifer. When the leader
asks the old lady what she can do, she tells him she is a famous poet. The survivors whoop with
joy. There is hugging. At first Jennifer does not understand. What good is a poet on a deserted
island? Then it comes to her, the knowledge washing over her like the waves on the shore: when
someone important goes missing, the world won’t stop looking. Even if you’re eighty with
yellow teeth and sagging skin. Finally it’s Jennifer’s turn.
“What can you do?” the general asks.
“I process insurance forms.”
The man frowns at her and moves on down the line.
The second time she has the dream she says, “I’m great at paperwork and…I can unjam a
fax machine.” By the third dream, Jennifer is desperate. “I can recite all of Vivian Leigh’s lines
in Gone with the Wind. Olivia DeHaviland’s, too.” Each time she struggles to find something she
can do, something meaningful. Each time her responses are pathetically worse.
They survive despite the rigors of island life, which consist mostly of violent storms and
periods of famine. Although their diet is mostly fuselage and kumquats, Jennifer puts on weight.
Pound after pound after pound. She bloats, expands, becomes amorphous. In contrast, her fellow
survivors dwindle down to sinewy, lithe, little things. The conclusion is always the same: she
sleeps in her double-wide hut hungry and alone, awaiting a rescue that never comes.
Jennifer drifts out of the dream and takes in the white walls, worn armchair and dying
plant on her windowsill, all of which seem, at this moment, pathetic representations of her life.
Plain, dull, wanting. And yet…he had noticed her, Michael. He had smiled. Truism: nothing
ventured, nothing gained. For the first time in Jennifer’s life, it’s more than a dieting pun.
Jennifer arrives exactly ten minutes late, a maneuver she hopes will give the impression
she has a busy, fulfilled life. Good looking people dine at tiny round tables on the sidewalk
outside the restaurant. Votives flicker, silver tinks against china. The delicious aroma of butter
and garlic floats around her, taunting and flirting.
She enters a dark interior where she is greeted by a hostess who looks as if she hasn’t
eaten for at least a decade, maybe two.

“Do you have a reservation?” the hostess says. Her eyes walk over Jennifer, spend a little
too much time on her mid-section, and then move back to her face.
“I’m not sure,” Jennifer says. “I’m meeting someone.”
“Umm-hmm,” the hostess says; she doesn’t quite believe this is true. She consults the
seating diagram as if there might be instructions: Where to Place the Fat People. She says,
turning, “Oh, yes, there’s a gentleman waiting.”
Jennifer follows her eyes. Michael is sitting with one arm draped over the back of his
chair watching the exchange. He grins and gives a little wave; then she is following the hostess,
their perfumes colliding and struggling for dominance on the way to the table.
Michael rises, dismisses the hostess with a curt nod. He grins at Jennifer and does a slow
appraisal, eyes moving over her hair, her dress, back to her face again. “You look great.”
Jennifer’s cheeks are in flames. Her heart may stop. Michael pulls out her chair, and she
sits. Around them, soap opera types with good teeth and perfect complexions talk quietly. Irony:
this morning, just this morning, she was at work wondering whether she should do Burger King
or KFC extra-crispy for dinner.
If possible, Michael is even better looking. While the lighting is a bit too dim to do
justice to his eyes, she notices the clean square lines of his jaw, the softness of his lips, the lock
of dark hair falling recklessly onto his forehead. She wants to brush it back into place with her
fingertips. She wants to run her fingers through it.
“I’m so glad you could make it on such short notice,” Michael says. “Would you like
something to drink?”
Choices: if she orders lemonade, and he gets a scotch, she will look like a prude. If she
gets a gin and tonic, and he asks for iced tea, she will look like an alcoholic.
“Do you like wine?” he asks. “We could have a bottle if you like. A red.”
A waiter appears, hands them menus, then suggests a Pinot Noir that satisfies Michael.
The man scurries away, and he is all hers again.
“Have you been here before?” Michael arcs his hand with an encompassing gesture. “The
seafood is very good, and the pasta’s excellent.”
Jennifer opens her menu and stares at Michael over the top of it. Riddle: where did he
come from? She decides on the scallops and closes the menu. The waiter appears and opens the
bottle with a showy flourish, a magician in a hurry. Michael swills the Pinot, raises the glass to
eye level, contemplates its depths, sniffs and takes a sip. Jennifer might swoon. Memory: her last
date, a guy named Rick, who, after three beers, attempted to impress her by burping the alphabet
backwards.
Michael is raising his glass, and she takes hers. A clink. “To Guinevere,” he says. “To
fortuitous meetings at bank machines.”
Their eyes meet over the sip, and she looks away and back again. No one has ever toasted
her. Ever.
Realization #1: She loves him.
Realization #2: She loves him, even if he is a terrorist.
They laugh over the incident with the toddler at the bank machine. How she thought the
boy was road kill for sure, how he knew just what the little guy was going to do. He loves kids,
wants his own someday. He’s an uncle already, can she believe it? He’s one of six children ─
two brothers, three sisters. A large Italian family. He went to State U, studied engineering and is
employed by a firm in the Prudential building where he’s been for a year.
Jennifer fills herself up with him, the wine lending its own seductive warmth. Food

arrives, more wine is poured.
Michael says, “Have you ever been to Europe? No? You should seriously consider Italy,
France and Portugal.” He tucks into his swordfish and asks her about herself.
Jennifer tells him she works at the hospital, that she admits patients. She makes her job
sound wonderful, as if discovering the cure for cancer can’t hold a candle to making copies of
people’s insurance cards. Truth: her job sucks. On a scale of one to ten, it’s a minus two.
The meal progresses. Jennifer tells Michael of her father, the accountant, her mother, the
homemaker, her sister, the waitress. Details ─ her father’s unemployment, her mother’s obesity,
her sister’s divorce ─ are left out.
Jennifer watches Michael bring a forkful of swordfish to his mouth, watches him chew,
watches his lips move as he tells her more of his family. None of it registers. Right now Michael
and she are on vacation in Italy/France/Portugal. They are holding hands, walking the beach at
sunset, they are ordering room service, champagne and caviar. No, wait. Not caviar. She hates
caviar. Now she is meeting his parents. They have wonderful Italian accents. She is making a
spectacular impression. They want to be her in-laws.
“Jennifer?”
Her daydream evaporates, and she realizes Michael has been speaking to her. She has no
idea what he’s just said.
“Dessert?” There’s an irritation in his voice, a flatness.
She looks down at her plate. To her horror, she can see her reflection in it. “Oh, no,”
Jennifer says. “I couldn’t possibly.” Rule: never finish all your food on a date, especially a first
date. “I’ll just go to the ladies room.”
Michael watches her remove her purse from the back of her chair like he is a different
person. A muscle twitches in his jaw. His blue eyes impale her. Jennifer is mortified and drops
her eyes. Michael’s hands are dark against the white linen tablecloth. His nails are dirty,
something she hadn’t noticed before, and this tiny flaw, this small little defect, makes her like
him all the more. Then Michael shifts his weight, smiles, and the tension in the air is gone.
In the bathroom she breaks into tears on the toilet. She almost blew it. Blew it. There he
was, asking her about dessert, and she’s nowhere to be found. Jennifer composes herself,
emerges from the stall. She does her best to repair her face which now looks like she has a rash
or the chicken pox, take your pick. Warning: pay attention. Don’t screw this up.
When Jennifer returns to the table, Michael is paying the check. Another awkward
moment while he drops fifties onto a tray. She doesn’t know whether to sit or remain standing.
She sits. She searches for signs that she has not blown her chances irrevocably.
Michael moves his wallet to his back pocket and says, “Do you like foreign films?
There’s a theater within walking distance, the Equinox. A film’s playing in about a half hour. It’s
in French, with subtitles. I know it’s probably not your thing ─ “
I’d love to go,” Jennifer says. “Really.”
Michael leans in and grins, then says sotto voce, “Okay, but I have to warn you. We’ll
practically have the place to ourselves. You’re not afraid to be alone with me, are you?”
Images: she is butter; warm and melting. He is chocolate; dark, sensual, smooth.
They walk the few blocks leisurely. The sun sits low, casting sidewalks and store fronts
in sherbet hues: yellows, oranges, pinks. The heat has abated somewhat, is less of an assault.
Michael tells her of his eldest sister who has breast cancer and is undergoing chemo. Jennifer is
surprised he’s telling her this, such personal information, but then maybe it’s a sign that he feels

he can trust her, that there is a longevity to their coupleness. She tries to concentrate but finds
herself only half listening. Mantra: I will lose weight. I will diet and exercise. I will lose weight.
I will diet and exercise.
They enter the theater lobby, so dark and cold it’s cave-like. When Jennifer’s eyes adjust,
she admires the rich crimson carpets, the high, ornate ceiling. Michael buys two tickets and
orders a large popcorn and soft drink from a disinterested blonde smacking gum at the
concession stand. When they enter the theater Jennifer sees only half a dozen people dispersed
around the room.
They settle into their seats, she dropping her purse on the floor between them, he sipping
contentedly on his drink. The room darkens. Previews flash, and Michael’s knee comes to rest
against hers. The main feature starts, and Michael’s hand brushes against her wrist when he
reaches for the popcorn in her lap. She thinks of caresses, of stolen kisses in the dark. Panic: she
has no breath freshener. Right now scallop scum is amassing like soldiers in her mouth. The
bucket of popcorn crashes to the floor.
“Oops,” Michael says. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Jennifer says and bends to get the bucket.
“No, no,” he says. “I’ll get it.” Michael finds the bucket, puts in on the empty seat next to
him, slides his arm around Jennifer.
She pretends to watch the screen, pretends she can still read the subtitles. A warm,
champagne-bubble flush spreads through her, and she’s thankful the theater is dark, that he can’t
see how nervous ─ how not very good at this ─ she is.
Michael removes his arm a few minutes later and takes a cell phone from his jacket
pocket. ”My sister had more chemo today, and I want to call her and see how she’s doing. Do
you mind?”
“Not at all.” Sympathy: poor sister. Poor Michael.
Michael works his way back down the aisle and disappears. Jennifer chews her lip and
forms a plan. After the movie she’ll suggest they go back to her place where she’ll be equal parts
alluring and hard to get. Relief: thank God she shaved her legs and hid her dirty laundry. Minutes
pass. Jennifer wonders how the call’s going, if the sister’s okay, if she remembered to hide the
photos of her family under her bed. Math: if she loses a pound a week, she’ll be down to her
perfect size in seventy weeks, more than a year away. If she loses a pound a day, she’ll be
looking good in ten weeks.
More time passes. Jennifer’s not looking at the screen anymore because her eyes are
wearing a groove from Michael’s seat to the exit. Questions: should she go out and ask Michael
if everything is okay? Will that look too nosy? Prying? Jennifer decides to wait. She counts the
seats in the front row. Twenty-four. She calculates the calories consumed at dinner. 750. When
she can’t wallow in the not-knowing anymore, when it’s been a half hour since Michael left, she
enters the lobby. Except for the ticket guy and the concession chick, no one.
Jennifer asks the girl, “Have you seen a guy in a suit? Talking on a cell phone? Tall, dark
hair?”
The blonde blows an enormous bubble, which pops and leaves pink sticky on her upper
lip. “Nope.”
“I saw him,” the ticket guy says. “He left about a half hour ago. He was in a hell of a
hurry.”
“You guys get in a fight or something?" the girl asks.
Anxieties: Michael doesn’t have her number, he doesn’t know her last name. Michael

won’t be able to contact her. Jennifer exits the theater, walks slowly back toward the restaurant.
She creates possibilities, plays out scenarios. The sister isn’t doing so well after the chemo.
Maybe she’s learned it’s worse, terminal even, and Michael wants to be with her. He doesn’t
have time to tell Jennifer he’s got to leave, or he’s in such a panic over his sister, he forgets to
tell her goodbye.
At the parking garage, Jennifer reaches inside her purse for her keys and pulls out her
wallet instead. No, this wallet isn’t hers. Hers is gone. She opens the wallet, spots the photo of
the young girl on the driver’s license. No cash inside. Empty slits where credit cards used to live.
Impression: darkness descending, a cloud passing over the sun.
Jennifer stares at the phone in her hand. The clock on her nightstand reads 9:21 AM in
cheery, bright green numerals. She tosses the phone on the bed, shuffles to the kitchen in the
XXL T-shirt she slept in. On the way, she catches sight of her hair in the mirror. A bird’s nest of
tangles, like a bomb has gone off on her crown. Last night’s eye makeup has slipped and
smudged, giving her a creepy Marilyn Manson look. She pulls mayonnaise and bread from the
fridge and makes a sandwich, eats until fullness embraces her like a hug. She makes another,
feels better.
Back in the bedroom, the clock reads 9:27. She sits down on the bed, pokes at the flesh
on her thighs. Her face crumbles when she spots last night’s outfit on the floor. A dress now
infected with false charm, reeking with smooth deception. Promise: she will burn it. She punches
buttons on the phone, waits for wires to connect.
“Hello?” a girl’s voice says.
”Is this Carrie Sparks?”
“Yeah.”
“This is Jennifer McFadden. I’m calling because I, um…found your wallet.”
A snort from the other end of the line, then Carrie says, “I’ve been expecting your call.”
“I…what?”
“Let me guess. You had a really great date last night with a guy we’ll call Michael, but he
disappeared on you suddenly. The next thing you know you’ve got my wallet in your purse
instead of yours.”
Prayer: oh God oh God oh God.
“If you haven’t called your credit card companies, do it now,” Carrie continues. “But it’s
probably already too late. His little girlie-girl has probably already been on another friggin’
spree.”
Jennifer blurts, “His girlie-girl?”
“Yeah, the hot little number of his who takes your credit cards for a little retail therapy
minutes after he dashes on you. They’ve got a file on this guy as thick as a phone book, you
know. They’ve been doing this for months, he and his girlfriend. City to city. The cops have got
a sketch of them, can you believe it? A friggin’ sketch. They’ll want you to look at his mug,
verify he’s the one.”
Collapse: she is cold so cold sliding sliding…
There’s silence on the line. Carrie is waiting for Jennifer to say something, and when she
doesn’t, Carrie says, “Look, I know what you’re going through. I went through the same thing a
week ago. I couldn’t believe any of it. After all, he was pretty suave, you know? The way he was
dressed, the place he took me for dinner. Of course, I started piecing things together after, like he
never told me his last name, like he met me at the bank where I’d just cashed my entire pay

check. Naturally, he acts like he can’t wait to have dinner with me ─ otherwise I might spend the
wad of money I’d just withdrawn, you know? Jerk.”
Flashback: Ah, a name descended from Guinevere.
“He told me he was an architect,” Carrie rattles on. “What a load of crap! He’s a con
man, that’s what he is. You know what the police said about the wallets he leaves behind from
the other girls? They’re his calling cards. Can you believe it? Friggin’ psycho.”
Flashback: To fortuitous meetings at bank machines.
Carrie says, “Do you know where he took me after dinner? A jazz club. I hate jazz. But
I’m thinking, ‘Okay, this guy’s hot. I’ll go with it.’ So what does he do? He spills his vodka tonic
and switches wallets right under my nose. Some girl named Heidi.”
Flashback: You’re not afraid to be alone with me, are you?
“Know what his girlfriend bought with my Visa? A TV. Flat screen. Girl, I hope the
place he took you was nice because it was on me.”
Jennifer disconnects.
Over the next week Jennifer quits her job, she gives herself a bad haircut, she stocks her
freezer with six gallons of ice cream, the most it will hold. She paints her apartment in colors
named after food: Custard Cream for the kitchen, Perky Pistachio for the living room, Gregarious
Grape for the bedroom. She sleeps most of the day, paints through the night. She doesn’t return
her mother’s phone calls. For the first time in a decade Jennifer eats without compunction. She
gains weight. She gains some more. Fact: she loves each day more than the last.
On Saturday morning a stranger’s voice on the answering machine wakes her. “Uh, my
name is Kelly,” the voice says. “I’m looking for ─
Jennifer picks up. “Hello?”
“Is Jennifer McFadden there?”
“You found her wallet, didn’t you?”
“Yeah. Is Jennifer there?”
“No.” Clarity: Jennifer doesn’t live here anymore.
She stumbles through the plane wreckage, plumes of smoke obscuring the pounding surf
a short distance away. The leader is calling them to gather at the beach. They assemble, clothes
hanging off them in trailing shreds. One by one, he asks them, “What can you do? What are your
skills?” One by one they respond. When the leader gets to Jennifer, she isn’t worried. This time
she knows how it’ll go.
“You’ll see,” she says. “You’ll see what I can do.”
They settle into a routine. Bodies shrink before Jennifer’s eyes. The women become
scarcely more than swimming bones, the men piles of muscle held together by loose, sunreddened skin. In contrast, Jennifer grows. She becomes enormous, a giant, unwieldy mass. She
sees their guarded glances, the firm set of their mouths when they pass by her as they often do,
for she has grown too large to move much. Eventually, she cannot gather her own food. They
bring her what little fuselage and kumquats remain, deposit them at the door of her hut, move
silently away.
She awakens one morning and knows this is the day. She bathes in the surf, tidies her
hair, languishes inside the coolness of her hut. At noon, they assemble at the fire. She is waiting
for them, stretched out on her back. They arrange themselves around her as the fire is stoked, the
skewer secured. A sound, a dry clacking, and she turns. It is the old woman, the poet, licking her

lips in anticipation. A dry tongue moving over little yellow teeth. Their utensils wink in the sun,
trios of cutlery ─ knife, fork, spoon ─ poised at the ready.
.
She looks up at the sky, a perfect cerulean blue, and something ─ some vague memory ─
stirs. What is it? But there is no time to think. Her moment has arrived.

The Choice
- Anthony R Pezzula
Wells.

Eight should not be an age to have a defining moment, but that’s what happened to Bart

Bart, now twenty-eight, writes programs to control how computers operate. A loner by
choice, he likes interacting with computers ─ they don't talk back and, when they give him
problems, he deals with them with a few lines of code. He can work alone, which is what he
prefers, and have minimal contact with co-workers or supervisors.
From an apartment complex on the outskirts of town, Bart takes the bus to and from
work, always getting the same bus at the same time each way. Such regularity gives him comfort
in an otherwise uncomfortable world. He knows, or suspects, others pity his lonely existence, but
he has no self-pity, he’s okay with himself and how he lives. Or so he thought.
One morning on the ride to work, Bart noticed a Grand Opening sign on a previously
empty store front. Underneath that sign was another that read Bailey’s Boutique. He saw a young
woman opening the shop’s door and couldn't help staring at her as the bus made its way down
the street. The Bailey name, and the girl’s face, it couldn't be a coincidence. Something in him
stirred; he wanted to think it was curiosity but couldn't put his finger on it. He almost
unconsciously decided he needed to investigate.
On the ride home Bart broke with habit ─ he got off before his normal stop. He watched
the bus leave without him, fidgeting as it did so, nervously looking around before longingly
staring at the bus’s exhaust, resisting the temptation to chase it. He walked a half a block up the
street to the Boutique, stopping to stare at the sign. He overcame his reluctance and opened the
shop’s door, flinching at the attention-getting bell that jingled with the door’s movement.
“Good afternoon,” said the woman he saw that morning who turned from the clothes she
was loading onto a shelf. It was like looking at Sean himself, there could be no doubt there was a
relation.
“Uh…good afternoon,” Bart stammered.
”Can I help you with anything?” she offered.
“No, just looking,” Bart replied, gazing at her.
“Um, okay then. Feel free to look around; we have lots of nice things for any ladies in
your life. Let me know if you need any help.”
“Are you related to the Bailey’s on Phillip Street?” Bart blurted, almost too loudly.
“Why, yes,” she replied smiling, “do you know them?”
“I used to live on Elm Street,” he said.
“Really?” She said, her face brightening. “It’s nice to see someone from the old
neighborhood. What’s your name?”
“Bart.”
She hesitated. “Bart? Bart Wells?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, my God,” she said as she dropped some blouses onto a counter.
“I should go,” Bart said as he turned to leave.
“No, wait, I'm sorry, that was so rude, please don't go, I need to ask you something.”
Bart had reached the door and had his hand on the knob. He stopped and slowly dropped
his hand. Hesitantly he turned toward her and saw sincerity on this female version of Sean’s face.
“What?”

“Tell me about that day. I was so young, only five. Sorry, where are my manners, my
name is Bridget.”
“I remember you, Bridget,” Bart said averting eye contact.
“Sorry for my reaction, Bart,” she said reassuringly, “but your name was not spoken of
kindly in my house since that day, and I was a little shocked.”
“That’s okay, I understand.” Bart still leaned toward the door. Finally he faced her fully
and said, “What do you want to know?”
“What was his last day like, was he happy? Did he suffer?” Bridget’s face pleaded for
information.
“Sean was always happy,” Bart said wistfully, “but I suspect you know that.” She
nodded. “We were sledding that day, a cold winter day that kids don't mind when they're having
fun. We had been out all day going down Devil’s Hill in the park, know it?”
“Sure, everyone in the neighborhood knows about Devil’s Hill.”
“We took turns on my Flexible Flyer,” Bart continued, “but toward the end of the day we
decided to do some tandem runs after all the other kids left. One of us would start with the sled
from the top of the hill while the other waited part way down. The one with the sled would run,
throw it down and jump on just before reaching the other who would then jump on top.”
“Yeah, I remember sledding down that hill,” she said looking at him intently.
“We must have done about ten runs when it started to get dark,” Bart went on. “We
decided on one more run before going home for supper, and it was my turn to start the run. I
wanted to make it the best of the day, so I ran as fast as I could before throwing the sled down
just before reaching Sean. He jumped on top, and we were really flying. But we sacrificed
control for speed, and I could see we were headed for the tree line. At first we were laughing at
the thrill of the speed we reached.”
“I'll always remember Sean’s laugh,” Bridget said, smiling at the memory.
Bart ignored her comment, and went on as if talking to himself. “I tried to pull on the
handles, but they were pretty useless, so I began to shift my weight. But it was too late to change
our direction, and so we fell off the sled. I tumbled safely away, but Sean…” Bart’s voice trailed
off.
“I know,” she said, her eyes watering, “his head must have hit the tree directly.”
“I shook him to wake up, but he wouldn't. I grabbed the sled and ran home. I didn't know
what else to do. I was scared, but I thought he'd wake up and go home and everything would be
all right. When I got home I was going to tell my folks about what happened, but there was pizza
on the table, and before I knew it, I was sitting there eating a slice and sipping on a Coke.”
“Do you think he was still alive?” she asked this gently, touching his arm as she did so.
“I don't know,” Bart said giving her a brief glance before continuing quickly, as though
he needed to get it all out. “Our phone rang, and it was your Mom asking if Sean was at our
house. My Dad told her no, then asked me if I knew where he was. That’s when I told them what
happened. My Dad dropped the phone and said, ‘You left him there?’ The look on his face
devastated me.”
“I think I know the rest,” Bridget said. “My folks never forgave you.”
“I know. They didn't even want me at the wake; they asked us to leave.”
“But you were just a child,” she said, her face pulled to a frown and taking a step closer
to him, “how could they treat you like that?”
“I made a choice that day, maybe not premeditated, but still I didn't say anything right
away.” Bart said, “I've lived with that ever since. I don't blame them.”

“I'm sorry to bring all this up again Bart, but I have one more question.”
“What’s that?”
She paused for a second, waiting for him to look at her, then locking eyes with him.
“What were Sean’s last words?”
“Good run.”
“Huh?”
“When he jumped on my back that last time, he said, ‘Good run’ as we sped down the
hill.”
“And that was the last sound he made?” she said sadly.
“No, actually the last sound that came from him was laughter,” Bart said, smiling at the
memory.
“Thanks for that, Bart,” Bridget said warmly, again reaching out to touch his arm, “you
don't know how happy I am to know that.”
“Sure,” he said shifting his feet, head lowered. After an awkward pause he finally started
toward the door again saying, “I really have to be going.”
“Bart,” she said, “thanks for talking with me, I really appreciate it. I imagine it must have
been hard for you.”
“I…I really should be leaving, good luck with the shop,” he said hurrying out the door.
“Stop in again sometime,” he heard her say as the door was closing behind him. He
waved his hand toward her without looking back.
Bart decided to walk the rest of the way home to give himself time to clear his mind. He
hadn't thought of that day in years, pushing the events deep into his memory. As he walked he
turned around and saw Bridget through the shop window watching him. He was surprised to see
her smile and wave, and he lifted his hand halfway up to wave back, giving her a nod. Maybe she
meant what she said about coming back, he thought. Maybe, unlike her parents, she had room for
forgiveness. He smiled at that thought and stole another look back at Bridget who had resumed
her work. He continued his walk, a bounce in his step as he considered taking her up on her
invitation soon. He wondered if he had acted differently that day, made a different decision, if
he'd become the same person he was today. He didn't know, but he did know that for the first
time in a long time he felt something.

The Elm at Rhoederick Farm
- James H. Duncan
no clockwork will decide us
no vision can impair
the tree has reached the cloudbank
and crows sit on roots and stare up
as we speak through the leaves
by way of wind, by way of twisting
through the blindness with
the tips of our fingers
and finding the other shore, somehow,
as the crows scream away
revealing the gears of our sun
falling now piece by piece
between our childish delights
to the spot on the grass
where they’ll never find us again

In Praise of “Older Writers”
- Patricia Thomas
“Daily we are witness to, or even unwitting participants in, cruel imagery, jokes,
language, and attitudes directed at older people,” contends Dr. Robert Butler, president of the
International Longevity Center-USA and the person who coined the term “ageism” thirty-five
years ago. In my experience, it is still alive and well.
OK. I admit it. I’m a baby boomer. I just hit sixty, but I still don’t think of myself as
“old.” I know we have a youth-obsessed culture, but ageism never bothered me (maybe because I
was still “young”) but now I confront it daily. It is disturbing. Yesterday at church I commented
to a lovely lady in her 70’s that she looked beautiful, and she said, “Who me? No, I’m old.”
I recently attended a Writer’s Conference and encountered writers of all ages. Instead of
relishing the richness of the experiences of all these men and women of all ages and
backgrounds, I found a definite bias toward the younger writers. I give them their due. They are
young and beautiful, as only twenty- or thirty-something’s can be; but if I had to, I would put my
money on the sixty- or seventy-something’s’ writing. They have a depth of life experience that
the younger audience members cannot possibly have. Although I do admit that they can probably
write for young adults and adolescents better than people “of a certain age.” (I still don’t know
what urban fiction is, so I doubt I can write it.)
At one panel we heard young writers explaining to us that we need to blog and pay
attention to the “Holy Trinity:” Facebook, blogging, and Twitter. I don’t think that is bad advice,
but as I looked around the room, I saw that most of the faces in the room were older faces, white
hair, gray hair, lots of wrinkles, while the panel members were four adults in their 20’s. I felt
pleased to be a part of the audience ─ a range of ages, all intent on improving their art, their
writing, still living and learning.
Yet part of me was offended by the panel members saying, “You need to blog. Build a
fan base. Give your followers something they want or need.” Like what? I wanted to hug one
lady who raised her hand and asked “How do you Twitter? I mean, how do you even get there? I
have no idea what that means.” I’m sure she was not alone, but was the only one brave enough to
ask. “Be remarkable” was the catch phrase we heard over and over, as though one can do that
without much effort. Part of the issue was related to “knowing your audience,” Writing Rule #4,
or is it #5?
I don’t think the panel was addressing most of the writers in that room. A new
acquaintance in attendance, a thirty-year-old, said she already knew everything the panel said.
Judging from the facial expressions of the audience, I would say that was most likely not true for
the majority of those in that room. I saw puzzlement, embarrassment, and even shame.
“You need to blog. Update it often.” Blog about what? Maybe examples would have
helped the panel to connect with the audience. The overall attitude seemed to be another example
of ageism. The panel moderator was a lovely older woman who has jumped on the social media
bandwagon. Good for her. However, she did not seem empathetic to the writers in the room who
were her age or older. The gist of her moderating was, “These people (the young adults on the
panel) know what’s going on in the world of social media, and you need to get with it. Jump on
board, or you will be left behind.” The implication was that we, the older audience members,
were already “behind.”
The important questions were not answered: “What does one blog about daily that is
worth reading, which tells your audience something they do not know, that is worth their time?

What can you ‘create or do for them,’ your audience? “ I still don’t have any idea.
Maybe we, the older writers, don’t know about blogging and face booking, but we were
at that conference, showing up and willing to learn. I suppose it all boils down to respect. I’ll bet
if someone asked us the right questions, we would blow them out of the water. “What life
experience do you have that you consider ‘remarkable’? What have you learned in your life that
others might benefit from knowing?” I suspect that most everyone in that room knows about
some aspect of living that they could share in social media if they were given concrete advice.
I don’t mean to diss social media. It is amazing, and the potential continues to increase. I
have a Kindle, and I love it. But I do think that as human beings and writers, we need to be
sensitive to and honor the experiences of the young, old, and everywhere in between. Being
young does not make you better and being old does not make you irrelevant or not beautiful.
Take time to “friend” people of all ages, young and “old,” and respect the different voices in the
world, no matter what the medium. As a sixty-year-old, I have stories to tell that you can’t fit
onto Twitter ─ too many characters.

The One-Armed Boy
- Don Phillips
Back in the 1930’s when times were hard and harder, an important entertainment
in many western counties was the rodeo. It would usually take place at the county seat
and draw folks in from miles around. At one such rodeo, along with the bull riding,
bronco bucking, cattle roping and horse riding, there was a much anticipated event open
to all boys under the age of sixteen (gender equity had yet to become an issue). This
event was the calf-wrestling contest.
Once all the boys signed up for the event were let into the arena, a small group of
calves was then let loose with them. The idea was for a boy to grab onto a calf and
wrestle it to the ground. If he were successful and brought the calf down on its side and
held it there for a specified amount of time, he would be given that calf to take home.
This was no small reward, especially in those lean times, and there were far more boys
than calves.
Now a calf could easily weigh 200 pounds and was a tough, well-muscled animal
with absolutely no interest in being wrestled to the ground. In fact, terrified by the
cheering crowd and the pursuing boys, the calves would struggle mightily to remain
upright.
One of the boys waiting to compete in this event had only one arm. Several years
ago he lost an arm to a combine. When this boy came up to get his number, the judges
said that they were sorry but that it would be too dangerous for him to compete having
only the one arm as he did. The boy remonstrated that he worked his ranch just fine with
one arm and that it wasn’t fair to be treated as if he were disadvantaged when he didn’t
see himself as being so. It should be up to him to decide what was too dangerous, not the
judges, since he would be living the rest of his life with one arm and would always have
to make these decisions. The judges responded to his spirit and after some deliberation
decided he could compete.
The boys milled about in the arena, some making laughing remarks within the
one-armed boy’s hearing that such a boy could not bring a calf down. The one-armed boy
made no response. When the calves were released, there was a great commotion as they
ran bawling, bucking and mewling among the boys. Some boys grabbed onto a calf only
to be thrown off immediately. Others hung on for a few minutes but hadn’t the strength to
control the animal and were dragged about in the mud until they gave up. More than one
felt sharp hooves dig into their legs or back or had their body slammed into the walls of
the arena. Nonetheless, one-by-one the calves were wrestled down, and boys were
awarded the animals to the cheers of the crowd.
To the crowd’s amazement when a single calf was left, it was held by the onearmed boy. He had grabbed hold of the animal from the start and now with his feet was
fighting off the other boys trying to take the calf from him. When the other boys realized
they were being watched and judged by the audience, they left the arena to the one-armed
boy and the calf he clung to.
The one-arm boy had great strength in his arm but without the advantage of an
opposing arm could not throw the calf over to the ground. The calf sensed that once he
rid himself of this human burden there would be no other to take his place. The boy knew
that once he was thrown off, there would be no possibility of regaining his hold and that

all his effort would have been in vain.
For a few seconds they stood still, locked in a muddy embrace in the center of the
arena, each considering the possibilities, or so it seemed. Then the calf bawled mightily
and began to drag the boy through the mud and manure of the arena all the while
bucking, kicking and twisting his neck and shoulders, hoping to free himself. The boy
held on with equal determination and dug his heels into the earth as best he could to slow
the animal.
The audience having only now become aware of the true contest going on in front
of them fell silent. Many of them knew hardship and working against the odds and saw
what was happening as a metaphor for the obstacles they faced in their everyday lives;
though they never would have said such a thing. They gained a community of spirit from
watching the battle between the one-armed boy and the calf and one after another they
cried out, “Hold on! Hold on! Hold on!” until the entire audience, including the judges as
well as the boys who had competed against him, was chanting this call, perhaps as much
to themselves as to the one-armed boy.
The boy took heart from their chant and did indeed hold on all the tighter. The
calf, however, seemed to respond with equal vigor and now began to run to the walls of
the arena to slam the boy against them. Time and again the calf would bring the boy into
the walls with a sickening thud and then drag him against the surface, trying to scrape
him off his body. The boy was bleeding from the abrasions, mightily bruised from the
impacts and in pain from the kicking hooves but still he held on.
Now, seeing this contest continue, the audience began to worry for the boy and
wonder if they had done wrong in encouraging him when the odds were so against him.
So, first the women, many with mother-tears in their eyes, began to call out “Let go! Let
go! Let go!” And then the audience as a whole took up the call because now they saw a
hopeless cause, and they didn’t want to feel responsible for harm coming to the boy. The
boy heard this new call, and it added to his burden of pain and exhaustion but still he held
on.
The calf, learning that he couldn’t dislodge the boy by hitting him against the
walls, bent his head shoulders down and pressed the boy into the mud and manure and
began to push him forward to the center of the ring. The audience couldn’t bear this and
as one they called out louder, now practically in a panic, “Let go! Let go! Let go!” But of
course the boy would not
The calf soon stood exhausted in the middle of the arena. The boy had his arm
wrapped around his neck, his head pressed against his flank, his knees in the mud. Three
of the judges came toward them, two of them with father-like tears wetting their eyes.
The boy shouted at them to leave him be. He wasn’t giving up. He was going to win this
calf. But the judges ignored his protests and pried his arm off the calf (It took two them to
do so.) and held him and turned him around for the audience to honor with its cheers.
“We just couldn’t take it anymore,” the judges told the boy. “We just couldn’t take it.
You have won your calf more than any other.”

IV. Blessing: Prophet Emanuel
- Carol and Arnie Kanter

Oh, village Prophet, come to sanctify.
Tall, you walk unbent at ninety-two,
a vivid green and golden kente cloth lies
draping your left shoulder, your right one nude.
How lean and strong your form. How full your voice
in prayers that usher forth this night in tongues
no one precisely understands, but all rejoice
as though offstage an angel choir had sung.
You hold your audience. Their heads are bowed
in gratitude and praise for heaven’s grace.
Some close their eyes to join the winged crowd,
some peek to keep firm grasp upon this place.
Amidst a life quite hard, you proffer Love.
God gives all, but at times He needs a shove.

The Good Samaritan
- Mary J. Breen
I’ve got to tell you about this man I met on the subway today when I was heading
downtown to start my Christmas shopping. I’d just got myself settled when I saw this skinny guy
heading right towards me. He had a top hat and a thick black beard and one of those long black
jackets called morning coats for some reason. His top half looked like Abraham Lincoln, but
that’s as far as it went. Below he was just wearing ratty jeans and running shoes. Anyway, he
stopped right in front of me and bowed, lifting his hat and swinging it way out to the side. People
looked to see if maybe I was the Queen of England! When I realized he was planning to sit down
beside me, I thought I’d better hitch over to make room. Vern’s always saying I take up more
than my share, but this man, he just said, “Don’t worry your pretty head, madam. This portion is
more than sufficient.” Imagine!
Just then the lights flickered, and a voice came on to say there was a problem on the
tracks down at Bloor Street. People started groaning and cursing, but the man just smiled at me
and said he was in no hurry. I told him I wasn’t neither because shopping is like going to the
dentist ─ avoid it when you can. He agreed. Then I told him I knew from his accent that he was
from Down East just like my husband.
Before I knew it, we were talking away; and I was telling him all kinds of things, like
how His Nibs never likes the presents I buy him, and that I’m a bit of a scatterbrain, not to
mention a spendthrift, and I’m too fat, and all I’ve done with my life is make a million meals and
wash ten million dishes. Then he said, “My dear! Who’s been saying such terrible things to you?
You are a gem! A veritable jewel!” Well of course I didn’t know what to say to that!
Then he said, “Some people say leave ’em lay where Jesus flang ’em. Those people, they
just turn and cross to the other side, but not me. I connect.” Then he looked me right in the eye,
and said, “When I look at you, I see sadness.”
I really didn’t know what to say, and I felt tears prickling behind my eyes. I’m not sure
he noticed as he was busy reaching inside his coat for a flask and two tiny plastic cups. I
deserved a toast, he said, and so didn’t we just have a little drink right there on the darkened,
humming subway car. It’s probably against some Ontario law or another! Anyway, all I had to
offer was some chocolate, but they went real good together. So we sat there chatting away and
sipping rum.
He was like a priest or at least like an old friend ’cause I talked on and on. I told him
about Vern’s bad moods, and about our choirmaster who drives me nuts, and about all kinds of
other things, too. He never interrupted me once. He made me laugh, too, telling me about the
peculiar people he lives with, like the woman who claims the only safe food to eat is turnips and
the man who keeps seeing the face of George W. Bush in tree trunks and thinks he should have
got himself on Oprah before she quit her show. The strange thing was that I felt completely
happy just sitting there on a stalled subway train drinking rum with this stranger at ten in the
morning.
After fifteen or twenty minutes, the lights brightened, and the engines started up again,
and we got going. My friend ─ that’s what I have to call him ’cause I never even got his name ─
got off at the next stop. But before he did, he turned back, tipped his hat again, and said ─ I’ll
never forget ─ “Remember, madam, God wants us to be happy.”
I know he’s probably crazy, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. I was still thinking about
him when I got home, and, wouldn’t you know it, Vern got off early on the one day I was

running late. Right away he was all cross that I was wasting money leaving the porch light on.
I’ve tried but it’s no use explaining that I worry about him falling ’cause of his bifocals on these
rainy nights. Then when he found out supper wasn’t ready, he started on about how the house
was cold even though he likes me not to run the furnace too high during the day, and why was I
wearing this old blue sweater with a hole in the elbow instead of looking proper when he got
home. I should have told him my royal robes were in the wash, but all I said was, “Never mind
my clothes. I want to tell you about this man I met on the subway.”
I should have known. Of course Vern said, “What man? What man did you go and talk to
on the subway?”
So I told him how the train broke down for a little while, and how this man and I got
talking ─ I left out the rum part ─ and of course Vern said the man was crazy and I was even
crazier for taking such a risk with a complete stranger. I asked him what could possibly happen
to me in the middle of a crowded subway car in the middle of the morning, but he just kept
saying, “You can’t be too careful.” I didn’t bother to argue, but he’s wrong on that one. I wanted
to tell Vern what the man had said, but Vern cut me off, saying only an idiot would listen to an
idiot.
Next thing he was complaining about the smell of the fish I was cooking. So I said, “But,
Vern, we’re having salmon pie! You love salmon pie ─ don’t you? Years ago you said salmon
pie reminded you of flipper pie from back home.”
But you know what he said? He said, “I don’t remember saying that, and I’ve always
been surprised that someone from Ontario would make fish pie.” Then he started telling me he
likes other pies just fine: apple, blueberry, rhubarb, cherry, lemon ─ I told him I understood pie!
─ but he never much liked flipper pie, and didn’t want to be reminded of life in Newfoundland
quite so often! I was floored.
Normally I don’t crave hearing what Vern thinks about anything, but I had to ask him
about my meat loaf and my butter tarts, so I said, “Don’t you like them neither? Have I been
making them for nothing, too?” He said, no, he liked a good butter tart, though he didn’t actually
come out and say he liked mine.
Now supper’s done, and the dishes are done, and I’m still all riled up. I keep thinking
about my new friend and, for once, I really don’t care what Vern says. It’s sorta like when I had
my first taste of this dessert called cream-brulay. It’s French so that’s probably not how you spell
it, but my niece learned how to make it from a magazine, and after just one bite, I knew I had to
have a second one and a third, and I wasn’t ever going to go a month without cream-brulay ─
unless I find the strength to give it up for Lent. Once you get a glimpse of greener pastures,
there’s no being happy with thistles and stones.

The Trench
- Meg Tuite
“Your first time in the trench?”
I looked at Rudy and nodded. He handed me one of the TV remotes.
“You’re going to need this. Just watch what I do and when you’re ready, don’t hesitate!
Just aim and let ‘er rip!”
We were sitting in a darkened room. Shadows played off of Rudy’s gaunt, weathered face
and ghostly hands. He was in a hospital bed, metal bars up on either side so he wouldn’t roll out
during the night.
“Over on your left,” Rudy lifted his remote, “get ready, there’s three of them. Keep your
head low and your eyes open. I’m right behind you.”
I lifted my remote and aimed it toward the left corner of the room where Rudy had
pointed. I pushed some buttons and added some sound as I’d done as a child when shooting one
of my toy guns.
“Excellent,” Rudy said. “You really have a knack for this. You’re going to make it, son.
You’ll be okay.”
I thanked him and put a straw to his parched lips. “It’s hot out here, tonight. Take a sip
out of my canteen,” I said.
“Thanks, partner,” Rudy said. He was unable to pull liquid from the straw, so I filled the
straw, held my finger to it and let it drain slowly into his mouth.
“This is going to be a long night,” Rudy said. “I can feel it. Let’s ease back a little and let
it take its course.” His eyes closed, and he nodded off.
I adjusted his pillows under his arms and legs and studied this long, emaciated figure
through the moonlight that filtered in through the blinds in stripes of gold. I watched his mouth
move as he continued conversations which had been going on for decades. I sat in my chair and
waited. I awoke to the sound of muffled artillery coming from the bed.
“Son, I covered for you while you were out, but this is no game here. You’ve got to keep
with it, no matter how hard it gets.”
”I understand,” I said. “Sorry about that.” I picked up my remote, pointed it around the
room and began shooting again.
“That’s more like it,” Rudy said. “Don’t ever let them think they’ve got the upper hand. I
know. I’ve seen many a comrade go down because he wasn’t alert. We’ve got to watch each
other’s back.”
“I promise you, Rudy. I’ll always have your back.” A tear slid down my face.
“What’s your name again, son?” Rudy asked.
“Mark,” I said. My name was Mark.
“Well, Mark,” Rudy’s eyes were luminous in his sunken face. “It’s all about trust here.

We have to know exactly who we’re sitting with before the fireworks start bombarding.”
I agreed as I dripped some more water, drop by drop, down his throat. I slipped a sublingual 5mg morphine tablet under his barren tongue.
“I trust you, Mark. You have what it takes.” Rudy’s eyelids started shuddering closed.
“I’m just going to get some shut-eye. It’s going to be a long, damn night, son. Keep a look-out
for me, will you little buddy?”
I nodded but Rudy was already far, far away. I put some lip balm over his cracked lips.
His face was as cold and hard as marble; his angular features shuddered and twitched in the
darkness. I settled back in my chair and waited for the next ambush.

to the whores along the gran via
- John Grochalski
to the whores along the gran via
the black ones huddled in the doorway
of a closed perfume store
laughing and eating mcdonalds
thank you for being there
to help me usher in the glory of madrid
to the one who stood in the rain
outside the plaza del callao
yes, you, the brunette with the spandex skirt
who huddled into herself
as the protest kids came by
after leaving another rally
i simply cannot explain your significance
in this poem
to the one who oscar said
was probably an American
who yelled at us in spanish
as we dragged our tired asses
down the sparkling street
swearing up and down that she was a canadian
join the club, baby
but i swear i saw you one time
just outside of l.a.
to the one waiting at the plaza espana metro stop
hiding from the policia
as they dressed down skateboarders
still out at this time of night
you were no ghost to me, sweetheart
i saw your vision
but i wish that i knew your soul
to the whores along the gran via
the default mistresses of the spanish night
to the ones that i mentioned
and to the ones that i did not see
keep safe, my angels.

We Are Now Approaching Your Name Sir
- John McKernan
This glider
Is insured against all accidents
You will notice
How your name resembles several cities
On the lost continent of Atlantis
To the left is a string of years
Smeared with light
Their shadows glued to them
Calendars crazed with desire
Waiting to pop out of the pine trees
Your casket & a paper grocery bag
Are ready to go to war
For your sentences & the dust
Which is you On the window
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