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A Vase of Tulips
- George Shaw
what manner of mother
left these screaming chicks
mouths agape?
gliding
out there
on free thermals
her cutters tucked away
in a downy pocket
what color would they be
if you could shut them up?
not this brazier of burnt sienna
and what song
if she ever came back!
but she’s long gone
our lady of the flowers
who left them
on our doorstep
ran back to her kids
in her phoenix gt

Against the Graveyard’s Greater Wall
- Robert S. King
Against it the wind piles up and dies.
It is star high; worm deep.
Hawks explode against it;
roots bleed against its sharp edges.
Leaves clatter halfway up a ladder,
then flutter down
into the dead eye of the storm.
All roads merge against it
and wrinkle up into dead ends,
all miles ever travelled,
all the old footprints
twisted into the same old story.
Only an inner rain almost turns it clear,
this great wall,
this mirror.

It's About I Mean, You Know, Like, Um, Language!
- Beverly Offen
Everyone I know seems to have taken up the sport of disdaining those who scatter "you
know” randomly into a conversation. It's pretty easy to join that crowd, and I have shuddered
along with the most sensitive of the complainers. Still, I've noticed that I'm sometimes guilty of,
you know, that current conversational default. It's hard to be a purist without also becoming an
anachronism.
I've also discovered that I have my own variant of "you know." The phrase "I mean"
often intrudes itself into in my verbalizings, unbidden and usually unnoticed by me. And truth be
told, I scatter it into conversation with the same lack of forethought and intent as those who
unconsciously fall back on "you know." I've even caught my language-sensitive husband
saying, "I went to Trader Joe's for the wine this afternoon, and, I mean, they had this great deal
on Chianti, and so, I mean, I bought three bottles."
He claims to be totally unconscious of what he's just said, and I believe him, since I
rarely notice my own slippages. I'm sure he picked up the habit up from me, also unaware, I
mean, that it had happened.
Another expression that gets used a lot, especially by those uneasy with public speaking,
is "um," as in, "I want, um, to welcome everyone to the fiftieth anniversary of, um, my parents.
Please join me in a toast to, um, my mom and dad. Um, thanks!"
And, of course, who could possibly ignore "like," perhaps the most overused of the lot,
especially among the Gen Xers. "I went to, like, the mall, like, and like, Jason was, like, there,
and he, like, saw me and, like, oh, my God, I was, like, in big trouble!"
What's with "you know" and "I mean" and "um" and "like”? Well, they do give us a
moment of mental breathing space as we collect our thoughts before continuing on with what we
are saying. And, not incidentally, they may keep the person we're talking to from diving into a
pause and taking over the conversation. Of course, such expressions can also be a bonding
device for groups. If all your friends say, "you know," chances are you will, too. But our use of
these verbal tics goes a little further.
The speaker who can't stop saying "um" is the most desperate of the four. He's standing
in front of a crowd. He doesn't want to be talking, but he's been told he has to speak. So he
bumbles along, to the discomfort of himself and his audience. But who would dare boo a poor
guy who can't get out a sentence with falling back on a mumbled "um”? Some insecure but
nonetheless crafty speakers even use "um" as a façade of weakness to assert control over their
audience by getting everyone to shut up and sympathize with them.
"I mean" is an expression of insecurity but not of desperation. The speaker has something
to say but knows she might goof up and misspeak. She wants to be sure you recognize her
sincerity and her need to connect with you. She's often someone who's had to struggle to stay in
the conversation, someone, I mean, who knows she doesn't know it all and wants you to treat her
gently and let her have her say.
"You know" is the most aggressive of the four, but that doesn't mean the speaker is more
confident than any of the others. He just doesn't trust the clarity of his argument, and so he
demands that the listener, you know, had better agree with what he's saying. I hear this phrase
spoken by someone accustomed to getting his way, but not always as the result of honest effort
or accomplishment. He's afraid that someone will see through his act and discover that he still
hasn't learned his lines.

That leaves poor "like" for the end. "Like" is used by someone who is clueless about what
she's saying or so lacking in self-confidence that she can't take the chance of making a clear
statement. She is virtually begging you to fill in or confirm the information or insight
she can't express and please, just please, give her, like, a break and help her connect with you.
Does this mean that the I mean-ers and you know-ers-and so forth are unsure and longing
to, as Forster, says, "only connect"? I suspect so. Is there a way out of this bramble of inane and
repetitious words that clog our language? I fear not.
I've tried saying, "Yes, I know" and "What is it like" and "I see what you mean" and
smiling with great encouragement at nervous speakers, but none of these ploys has had any
effect. So I've concluded that the only person over whom I have any control is me. I can't stop
myself from the occasional "I mean" and "you know." But I can stop complaining about other
people's use of these phrases. So fire away with all those "you know"s and "I mean"s and "um"s
and "like"s. So long as you pay attention to subject and verb agreement, I'll keep listening.

An Old .22
- Ralph Uttaro
It was a blistering Sunday in July, the air so ripe with humidity that the moisture
seemed to seep directly through your shirt, your skin turning as slick as a seal’s back. Winifred
had crossed his mind that very morning, but when the phone rang, Harley was surprised to hear
her voice.
“Harley? That you?” Her voice was a shrill, high-pitched cackle. Winifred looked
rather like a large bird: her facial features bony and concave, her small head adorned with a patch
of rusty brown hair. Surprised as he was to hear her voice, Harley did not respond right away.
“I said, Harley, you there?”
“Uh-huh.”
”Well ain’t ya’ comin’ over today? It is Sunday after all.”
“Well…I didn’t know as you were expectin’ me.”
“Why wouldn’t I be expectin’ you? You been callin’ on me on Sundays for as long as I
can remember.”
It had, in fact, been well over a year since he had seen her, the 29th of February to be
exact. Harley remembered the date. He missed those Sunday visits, sitting on her shaded porch
on long, lazy summer afternoons, or maybe sipping a cup of hot coffee on the parlor sofa if it
was winter and a cold snap was on. Sometimes they would sit right through the afternoon; then
Winifred would suddenly take notice of the time and scurry up some dinner so as not to be late
for evening services.
Winifred had been around ever since he could remember. Her Daddy’s land was
directly across the road from the plot owned by Harley’s Uncle John. John Stevens had raised
Harley like a son, no different from his own son, Albert. That road was rough and pocked with
large potholes back before the county had come and put down the hard surface. Cars made their
way slowly up the hill, moving from one side of the road across to the other in search of level
ground, kicking up a fine cloud of dust on a dry, summer day.
Harley kept a picture of himself standing by the side of that road on just such a day
with Winfred on one side of him, Albert on the other, and a rusted old baby buggy in front of
them. Harley was about eight or nine best he could recall. That would have put Albert and
Winifred at about eleven. You never would have known that from the picture since both of them
stood more than a head taller than Harley.
He remembered the day as clear as if it were yesterday. They had been playing dress
up, at Winifred’s insistence, of course. She was bossy and demanding even back then. Harley
had been made to sit in the buggy with an old blanket tucked around him even though it was hot
as blazes. Winifred pushed the buggy along the side of the road, Albert trudging alongside
reluctantly.
“I’m tired of playin’ mama and poppa, Winnie. Cain’t we do somethin’ else?” Albert
had pleaded. Winifred just ignored him, continuing along the road with her chin held high under
one of her mother’s dress bonnets.
“And I bet Harley is tired of bein’ the baby. Ain’t ya’, Harley?” Harley didn’t dare
answer. Uncle John had come and snapped the picture right after that. Winifred, tall and gangly,
was smiling broadly. Albert was still pouting. Harley squinted against the sun.
Although he didn’t have a picture, Harley could remember just as vividly an encounter
that had taken place just a few years later. He was walking with his slingshot in the woods,

looking for something to shoot at. As he came over a rise, he spotted Albert and Winifred lying
in a clearing in the shade of an old dogwood whose fallen petals spread like a blanket over the
mossy soil. Winifred’s blouse was undone, and Albert was tugging at the clasp on her brassiere.
She saw Harley, pushed Albert away and stared up at the intruder with a defiant smile.
“You spyin’ on us, Harley?” she said sharply. Harley turned and ran, hot-faced with
shame. It was the first time he had seen them as a couple although he should have seen the signs.
He knew he had no reason, but he felt more than a little jealous.
There was another long silence on the telephone line. “Why, all of a sudden, am I
supposed to send you an engraved invitation just to come up and see me?” Winifred protested at
last.
“Well, then, I’ll be over after a while.”
“Good. I’ll get the tea made.”
Harley held the receiver to his ear for a moment after he heard the line click dead then
looked at it oddly and shook his head before replacing it on the cradle. He wondered whether
Winifred wasn’t beginning to lose her senses, crowding eighty as she was. But, no, last time he
had seen her, she was still sharp as a tack, still ornery, too. She was the one, after all, who had
started all the trouble back over a year ago.
It was around dusk after a brilliant, mild afternoon, one of those days when you could
almost hear the buds stretch open and the birds sigh as the Virginia hills begin to awaken after a
short winter.
“Harley, get up here right away,” Winifred barked into the telephone. “And bring your
gun, somethin’s rootin’ around out back of the porch. Sounds like somethin’ big.”
“Well, can you see anything?” Harley replied in his ponderous drawl.
“I ain’t goin’ out there lookin’, an old woman like me. Might be a bear, maybe a
prowler. Just get up here quick.”
Harley flicked on the high beams as his pickup bounced up Winifred’s narrow
driveway, gravel crunching and spraying under his tires. He hoped the lights would scare off
whatever might be nosing around although he figured it was just another false alarm. It wasn’t
unusual for Winifred to call him like this all in a tizzy about nothing at all. He parked under the
carport and, rifle in his hands in front of him, circled the low, white clapboard house. Seeing
nothing amiss he rapped three times on the front door.
“It’s me. Harley. Lemme in.” Winifred opened the door slightly and peeked through
the crack.
“’Bout time you got up here. Find anything?”
“Nope.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, ma’am. Positive.”
“Well why don’t you come in for a bit in case it comes back.” Harley stepped into the
foyer and took off his hat. Winifred narrowed her eyes and watched him suspiciously.
“Where’d you get that gun?” she demanded.
“Whuut?” Harley replied distractedly as he unloaded shot from the chamber.
“I said where’d you get that gun?”
“Oh, had it for years. Picked it up at a pawn shop outside of Quantico. Wife of some
Marine sergeant needed to raise some cash to bail her old boy out of jail, at least that’s the way
the pawnbroker told it. So she off and sold his best rifle.” Harley chuckled fondly. “Bought it

right cheap, too.”
“Harley James Coy! Your Uncle John didn’t raise you to be no liar. And he didn’t raise
you to be no thief, neither. What you doin’ with my Daddy’s rifle?”
“Your Daddy’s rifle? What on earth are you talkin’ about Win?”
“You know full well what I’m talkin’ about. That’s my Daddy’s old Winchester. He
taught you and Albert how to shoot on it. I been missin’ that gun for some time now. Thought
somebody’d run off with it, come to find out that you had it all the while.”
“This ain’t your gun Win. You know this ain’t your gun.” Harley knew the gun she was
talking about, a fine old Winchester rifle, 22 caliber with a rich, gumwood stock. He recalled
fondly the smooth, heavy feel of the gun in his small hands, the chalky sulfur smell of the smoke
trailing out of the barrel, Winifred’s father’s horsy spasms of laughter when the recoil knocked
Harley flat on his rear end the first time he fired. He knew what had become of that gun, too,
having seen Winifred’s nephew Earl Lee Stokes showing it around one day over to Potter’s
Garage. It was a shame, too, because the boy had no appreciation for a fine instrument like that
or for much else as far as Harley could tell.
Earl Lee was a rangy, dark-eyed kid with a pocked face and a growth of wispy angel
fuzz strung out along his cheeks and chin, his long, stringy hair usually crammed under a greasy,
green John Deere cap. He was perpetually out of a job – “between jobs” as he would tell it – and
off and on in trouble with the law. Harley considered whether to tell Winifred about Earl Lee and
the gun but decided against it. She already knew the boy was no good although she tried not to
let on that she knew, getting all hissy like a mother cat protecting her young as soon as anyone
said an unkind word.
“Winnie, you know that old gun of your Daddy’s well as I do, you know it wasn’t no
long.”
“What you talkin’ about?”
“.22 Winchester. Short. That’s what your Daddy’s rifle was. This here is a .22
Winchester long! You shot that gun yourself, you know it was a short.”
“Now you calling me a liar?”
“No ma’am, just statin’ the facts.”
“Get out of my house Harley Coy and don’t darken this door again.” He tried to protest,
but she pushed him out the door and slammed it shut behind him, and he hadn’t seen or heard
from her since. There were many days Harley had thought to call or stop by, but he had his pride.
“No sir,” he would tell himself. “Not unless she apologizes first.”
Harley washed his face and under his arms, shaved his wiry, silver stubble and patted
some Old Spice on his cheeks. He took a white shirt out of the closet, made sure it was one that
hadn’t yellowed, and buttoned it over the curly white hairs on his bare chest. The buttons on the
bottom strained as the cloth stretched tight over his hard, round belly. He didn’t quite know what
to expect when he got to Winifred’s but he was as excited and nervous as a little boy to be seeing
her again. Shy by nature, with Winifred he could be more natural although she always did most
of the talking anyway.
Winifred, in turn, enjoyed Harley’s company. She had never married, not after Albert’s
death, not ever wanting to get so close to anyone ever again. Harley had been there the day the
news had come. He was on a tractor mowing the upper field when he saw a black Oldsmobile
rumbling up the driveway. It was unusual in those days to see an unfamiliar vehicle up on the
mountain, and when he saw a young officer in his crisp Navy dress uniform step out of the car,

he knew at once. Hopping down, running to the house, he found Winifred standing in the
doorway, staring at the car as it disappeared over the hill. The faraway look in her eyes scared
him.
Harley had been there for her ever since, mending a fence or shingling a roof when it
needed to be done but mostly sitting and keeping her company as she repeated one of her
rambling stories or updated him on town gossip. She could be difficult, of course, but she was
also funny, warm-hearted and full of mischief. Harley had never been in love, but he wondered
sometimes if the feeling he had when he was with Winifred was really much different.
He found her sitting in one of the tall oak and wicker rocking chairs that lined her front
porch, her legs crossed primly at the ankles under the hem of a flowery cotton dress. A large
pitcher of tea, two glasses filled with ice and a small china plate holding cut wedges of lemon
rested on the table beside her. She smiled demurely and motioned Harley to take the chair beside
her.
“Too nice a day to not come up and visit with an old friend,” she said, concentrating on
the wedge of lemon she was squeezing into a glass, her hand tracing a circular motion over the
ice. Harley noticed out of the corner of his eye a rifle resting up against a railing at the end of the
porch. He wasn’t certain, but it sure did look like her Daddy’s old Winchester.
“Got some bad news about Earl Lee,” she said with a weary sigh.
“That so?” Harley’s eyes were drawn back like magnets toward the gun as she placed
the glass of tea into his outstretched hand.
“Held up the Texaco station down by the Interstate, at least that’s what they say.” She
paused, waiting for a reaction, but when she got none, she continued. “They want him for armed
robbery.”
“They brought him in yet?”
“Not yet. But Earl Lee, he figures they’ll catch up to him after a while anyways, seeing
as the owner drove up right while he was getting into his vee-hickle. Earl Lee knows the owner,
you see.”
“You ain’t hidin’ him out are you?” Harley looked around the porch warily.
“No, no! Nothin’ like that a’tall. He’s plannin’ on runnin’ himself in, that’s what he
told me last night when he stopped by to drop off some of his personal things for safe keepin.’”
Harley thought he saw Winifred half nod toward the rifle. She stopped then to take a
long sip of tea, watching him carefully over the top of her glass.
“Always said it was a shame about that boy,” he said at last, his eyes still riveted on the
rifle.
“So you did Harley. So you did.”
There was a sadness in her voice, and, knowing Winifred as well as he did, Harley
figured that this was as close as he’d ever come to an apology; so he accepted it as such. They
visited into the evening long after an orange, gibbous moon had hung itself over the pine trees on
the top of the mountain.

Before They Wake
- Daniel Schell
Early-morning quiet time,
I puff secret cigarettes
in a damp basement,
the webby side of the furnace
where only the cat dares to tread;
every move I make a thunderclap
from a storm coming off the bay,
every board-creak a snapped twig
under the foot of the Skull Island savage.
The children still sleep,
wild in suspended abandon;
arms flailing above their heads
in frozen unconsciousness.
They need their rest
before time takes away
summer’s gift to the child.
They are not mine,
to keep, to hold;
they are not my blood,
but blood is blood
and love is love.

Cobweb Dreams
- Jo Stewart
Years before words
spilled like quicksilver
and memory
sank in quicksand
Long before spiked water
seeped into your life
I want to remember
how it was
when
you called
my name
a song
you sang
A house, a home
longing to belong
our noisy children
our nosey neighbors
sixteen hour workdays
sped as one
Now
seen through
a pane darkly
an uneasy
memory
begs

Pelican Lessons
- Mary Wagner
Everybody's got "the story." For some folks – most famously Oprah – it's the "aha
moment," that wonderful instant in time when a vital, incredibly important, life-changing
realization strikes, the heavens part, the world divides into "before" and "after," and the path
ahead suddenly becomes clear.
Before the "aha moment" entered our lexicon, there was the "Eureka moment,"
inextricably linked to Archimedes jumping out of his bathtub a couple of millennia ago and
excitedly running naked down the street at the recognition of water displacement, which was a
very big deal.
Well, "aha" and "Eureka" moments are great and all, but there's something beatific and
divine and, let's face it, bland and rather undramatic about them in the long run. I think "aha,"
and I think celestial energy and light flowing down from the heavens shedding enlightenment
without irritation or effort or sweat or rueful discovery.
The story I'm sure everyone has lurking in their past and marking an important fork in
their personal road has a bit more of an edge and a definite learning curve to it. I call it the "I
knew it!!" moment. It's that flash of genius when you realize you've been listening to the wrong
voices (sometimes your own), ignoring your own insight and intuition, turning a blind eye to the
truth. It's that moment when a wife discovers her husband was, in fact, cheating, and the lipstick
on his collar really wasn't hers; when a friend’s good advice isn't nearly as good as it seemed;
and when the little old lady who lives down the lane really is running the drug ring you suspected
but just couldn't put your finger on because of the smell of her gingerbread cookies wafting into
the street as you passed.
The "I knew it!!" moment sometimes come with a tinge of regret, often comes with a
"once bitten, twice shy" moral, and always with the conviction that listening to your inner voice
is the most important counsel you'll keep from now on. It can appear while you're laughing out
loud, crying with disappointment, or having coffee with a tart-tongued buddy. And despite our
best intentions, if we're slow learners, we can even get more than just one.
In my case, I'll admit to being denser than a gourmet cheesecake at times, and I have
several of these road markers along the way. The most portentous, serious, highest stakes
incident involved ignoring that inner voice in favor of taking one more run at a wood fence on a
tall horse. I ended up with an ambulance, lights and sirens, a backboard, a whole lotta pain, and
the words "You have a broken back" to ponder for the following three months in a body cast. But
I'd rather not use that reference point when all I really need to think of are...pelicans.
My road to revelation was a two-lane asphalt ribbon running through the Horicon Marsh,
an inspirational break in a long drive from the courthouse where I work to the University of
Wisconsin-Madison where my daughter was receiving an award of some sort that came with a
very nice dinner. Despite no time to spare, no binoculars or field guide, and no hiking clothes
either, I still stole ten minutes to travel a three-mile driving loop through the marsh – a scenic
route recommended by a cop I work with. So I'd rather watch birds than people. Sue me!
I drove deep into the marsh, far from passing traffic, and parked by a boardwalk angled
directly into the marsh. Then I stepped into a world of water and nature and trilling sounds and
wonder. As the late afternoon sun shimmered on the water and illuminated the tall vegetation
beyond, there were myriad takeoffs and landings occurring around me, splashings and wing
beats and fluttering sounds. Something white caught my eye, and I stared in wonder as three

huge, white birds soared in from my periphery and came in for a landing past where the
glimmering plane of water was interrupted by rushes and cattails and an air of mystery.
I stood, transfixed and mesmerized until they disappeared. The golden sunlight shown on
gleaming white feathers with wingtips tipped in inky black. From my far-off vantage point, there
was a joy and an ease and a lilt to their flight as they circled and floated and finally landed
gracefully in the reeds, well-protected from prying eyes. These birds were huge. They seemed
the size of hang-gliders, easily the biggest birds I'd ever seen.
And there was a flash of something familiar to them. For an instant I thought,
“Pelicans!!" But then reason and rationality set in, and I shut that thought down. "Nah, couldn't
be." Too big by far, entirely wrong in color, a thousand miles from the Georgia shoreline where I
used to see them – skimming the waves and palm trees, overhead like prehistoric throwbacks
before alighting by the dozens on a sandbar in the Atlantic.
I got back into my car, drove to the awards dinner, and wondered all night and for days
after what exactly I had seen. Could they possibly be whooping cranes? I knew that a few of
these rare birds had been sighted recently somewhere in the marsh and that seeing them was like
finding the birdwatcher's Holy Grail. Could I have been among the chosen few?
I pondered the mystery for the next few weeks. Called a Department of Natural
Resources warden I worked with on occasion and asked his advice. Where had I seen this trio, he
asked. We weren't entirely sure that the area of vegetation was a customary place for whooping
cranes to nest. Had I thought about the possibilities of trumpeter swans, he wondered. What
about herons?
I stewed over the puzzle for weeks, reaching out to other birdwatchers with little
satisfaction. The optimist in me really hoped I'd seen a trio of whooping cranes. What an
accomplishment!! What bragging rights!! But as I thumbed through my well-worn bird guides, I
realized that this couldn't be the answer. Whooping cranes would have the same silhouette in
flight as the slightly smaller sandhill cranes I could identify in my sleep – a vaguely alien form,
as though you took a goose and added an element of elastic to it, neck strangely thin and
elongated, long legs trailing out behind like twigs. I'd caught just a fragmentary glimpse, but
there was an elegance of movement that could not be denied. Just like a few bars of Beethoven's
Fur Elise can be mistaken for nothing else.
Likewise for herons – the size was off by a lot. What I'd seen was enormous. And the
more I looked at the descriptions and listing for trumpeter swans, the more I recognized that the
flight pattern was wrong. The birds I'd seen soared and glided and flew with a playfulness that
swans and geese, I knew, just didn't have. If you've ever paid attention to a goose in flight, you
know that it's a big-ass bird. There's a lot of meat to haul from one point to the next, and there's
no room in that equation for burning fuel to have fun. A goose reminds me of a C-130 transport
plane; it moves a lot of weight and flies in a no-frills straight line.
I had reached a dead end. The mystery was still alive and well, but I was all out of leads.
I tried to push it out of my mind.
A few weeks later, though, I was back at the marsh, this time for a leisurely morning of
hiking and bird watching, a sanity break in a busy life, a battery recharge at the font of nature.
Sneakers on and binoculars looped around my neck, I walked, and I sat, and I kept an eye out for
another glimpse of those white visitors. No luck. As I headed home I took a different route, one
that went past the wildlife refuge's main visitor center. I stopped in, looked around, stepped out
on the deck and gazed at the marsh spread out before me. A ranger was working in the office,
and I put the puzzle to her, explained the inspiring thrill of the sighting, the inquiries, the

ponderings, the frustration.
"I'll bet they're white pelicans," she said.
WHAT!!!
Unbeknownst to my local expert fifty miles away, the Horicon Marsh is a summer
breeding ground for thousands of white pelicans. I hadn't even known they existed. I'd simply
asked the wrong person for advice. The ranger showed me a postcard in the gift shop. Sure 'nuf,
they looked right. I ripped through my bird guides to the section on pelicans I'd never thought to
open, and there it was, in black and white and full color. With a wingspread of nine feet, no
wonder I'd thought they were the biggest damn birds I'd ever seen.
And with that, I smiled, even laughed a little. "I knew it!!" I thought in triumph.
Now as I blunder through every day since then, full of judgment calls and leaps of faith
and decisions big and small, if I need a little validation for the idea of trusting my gut, I just look
back at a warm, spring afternoon in a Wisconsin marsh and think...
Pelicans.

Dates and Plots
- Irena Pasvinter
“How’s your steak?”
“What?”
“Your steak, is it good?”
“Oh yes, very good,” Mark stopped staring at a picturesque row of bottles on the shelf
behind the bar and hastily shoved in a piece of meat. The girl looked at him expectantly. Now he
must ask her how she likes her salad, even if he’s one hundred percent sure she’ll say, “It’s
delicious.” How can it be delicious, that grassy salad – for a cow, maybe. Never mind, he’ll be
polite. He must. Let her report to Sarah that he was polite, boring to death, but polite. If she says
he was rude, his dear sister Sarah will go berserk and unleash Mom on him. Come on, swallow
this unchewable steak and ask about her salad.
“You’ve seemed so far away just now,” said the girl. “Have you been dreaming about
something?”
“How’s your salad?” Bad timing, she may think him rude after all.
“It’s delicious. So, is it a secret?”
“What secret?” Three more chunks of this abominable steak, and he’ll be done.
“I asked what you’ve been dreaming about.”
She was not easy to distract, this one. Mark suddenly realized he forgot her name. Damn.
Something starting with N or maybe M: Nancy, Macey, Nellie... All right, he would have to do
without it. He couldn’t ask her to repeat her name in the middle of dinner. Besides, it was their
second meeting.
The first one was arranged by Sarah at one of her customary, dull parties. “Have you met
my brother Mark? Mark, this is my friend Nancy, Macey, whatever” – “Nice to meet you” in
chorus. A perfectly charming improvised meeting by Sarah’s standards. Just about as improvised
as the changing of the guards at Buckingham Palace. A week later he invited the girl to dine.
Another perfectly natural development, as far as Sarah was concerned. The only reason Mark
was here now with this inquisitive female whose name he could no longer remember was Sarah’s
recently developed obsession with turning him into a married man.
It all started two months ago when his thirty-fifth birthday was commemorated by a
family dinner. “Mark, what’s going to become of you?” asked Mom while they dutifully savored
tart au chocolat from her French cuisine book.
“What do you mean, Mom? I think I am doing pretty well.”
“I’m not talking about your academic career, your books and articles. I’m talking about
more important things.” She glanced at Sarah, summoning support.
“Mark, are you ever going to marry?” Sarah never wasted time beating around the bush.
“None of your business, Sis.”
“And I think it is,” Sarah said. “You had plenty of time to marry on your own or at least
to have a serious relationship. If you failed so far, it’s my duty to help you.”
“In what way?”
“I know many nice girls who want a husband. I’ll introduce you; you’ll ask the girl out.
Sooner or later you’ll find your second half. Better do it soon though; twenty years more and you
may no longer be in demand.” Sarah shot a pointed glance at his receding hairline.
“Don’t bother. I’m not going to ask out all the husband-hunting nurses from your
hospital.”

“What do you have against nurses?” Sarah inquired. “Are you so full of yourself that you
only go out with PhDs?”
“I’ve nothing against nurses. If you want to help your colleagues catch a husband, open a
marriage agency. Don’t count on me.”
But once Sarah had something on her mind, she never gave up. Combining abstract
blackmail (“Mom will be devastated”), concrete threats (“I’ll tell Mom you have high
cholesterol”) and the persistence of a mule, she convinced Mark that if he wanted to preserve his
sanity, he’d better cooperate. They reached an agreement:
1) If he can’t stand the girl after the first dinner, he is free not to call her anymore;
2) Not more than one girl from Sarah’s husband-catching network in a month;
3) Sarah must not be nosy. This, of course, was only wishful thinking, but he had to state
it nevertheless.
So now he sat here with the girl whose name he could not remember and struggled to
support a polite conversation. She was still waiting for him to answer her question. Why should
he tell her what he was dreaming about? Why not? If she decided he was weird, even crazy, that
would only make things easier. She’d be happy never to hear from him again. Funny, though,
Mark did find her rather pretty and appreciated that, so far, she’d said nothing dumb; but her
close connection to Sarah and the purposefulness of their meeting made any notion of romance
impossible. He swallowed another chunk of the gummy steak and said, “I’ll tell you what I’ve
been thinking about. Those bottles above the bar have given me an idea for a story. A guy comes
home...”
“How interesting! Are you a writer?”
“No, not a real writer, at least not a novelist, but I write short stories in my spare time.”
“Cool! Sorry, I’ve interrupted you. So what’s this story about?”
“It’s only an idea so far. This guy comes home; he’s very upset, mad at his boss,
something like that. He opens a bottle of Scotch and, oops, a genie comes out of the bottle, you
know, like in Thousand and One Nights Tales but not exactly the same.
“He’s a Scot, this genie, and he’s drunk. So the guy says ‘How come you’re a Scot?
You’re supposed to be an Arab, a magical guy, who fulfills my wishes. Are you going to fulfill
my wishes?’ But the genie is so drunk, he can’t fulfill anything. He says, ‘What the hell, I spent
years in Scotch, how can I be anything but drunk? What wishes? Go bring me more Scotch,
bring whiskey.’ And here I don’t know what will happen. He probably makes havoc and destroys
the guy’s place completely. Or they both get drunk, and the genie stuffs the guy into the bottle
and takes over his place. Don’t know yet.”
The girl stopped working on her salad and stared at Mark, her eyes widened.
“So, what do you think? Weird, crazy, funny?” Mark asked.
“All of those,” said the girl without a name, diving back into her salad. She thoughtfully
extracted a cherry tomato from the green hills of lettuce and added, “And what if this guy opened
a bottle of French wine, with a French genie inside? Wouldn’t it be more subtle?”
“When you’re really upset, you want something stronger than wine,” Mark said, “but
that’s an interesting comment, I haven’t thought about it.” He glanced at the bottles. “You’re
right, there are so many possibilities here. Like, the Scottish genie and the guy open a bottle of
vodka, and a Russian genie joins in. And then they have nothing left but a bottle of French wine.
And, oops, a French female genie is on the scene. She lures them back into their bottles and takes
over the guy’s place.”
”Fascinating,” the girl said, sifting through the remains of her salad. Obviously, she was

sick of his drunken genii plots. Mark didn’t care; the evening was a success, and that night he
happily typed most of the drunken genii story. The genii raced all over, Mark had lots of fun in
their company, and in a couple of days the story was polished and sent to Weird Tales. The
weirdest part of it all was that the story was accepted.
“It takes a weird, dull date to get an idea for a weird, funny story,” Mark thought, drifting
on cloud nine, with the acceptance e-mail gently ringing in his head – heavenly music.
When Sarah’s husband-catching network provided the next dull-date candidate, Mark
actually looked forward to the boring evening. He couldn’t explain why, but he had a
premonition he would leave the restaurant with another promising idea.
This time he took care to remember the girl’s name – Diane. They both ordered pasta,
Diane chattered non-stop but nevertheless managed to wipe out tortellini della nonna in record
time. Even la nonna would have been impressed. Mark was starting to lose his hopes for a new
plot. No ideas reached him through the steady buzz of Diane’s enthusiastic small talk. They
ordered desert. Diane was raving about her yoga classes now.
“What do you think about meditation?” Mark asked politely, wondering if Diane stopped
talking while meditating.
“Awesome, absolutely awesome experience!” Diane exclaimed, proceeding to elaborate
on the fascinating subject of meditation. Mark nodded his head from time to time. He heard
nothing.
“OMG,” he thought, “OMG. OMG.” And then he had it. It came out of nowhere, the new
story.
Diane paused for a breath. Mark thought he had nothing to lose. Who knows, he could
even get some useful feedback from her.
“You know,” he said hastily, jumping into the middle of her endless tirade, “I’ve just had
an idea for a funny story. A guy opens his eyes in the morning and, oops, there is something
written in burning letters on his wall: OMG. He thinks it’s somebody’s joke, tries to wipe the
letters off – no way. He goes to work, comes back – the letters are still there, burning. He paints
over them – no change. He’s frightened now, can’t understand what this means – OMG burning
on his wall. He can’t sleep at night, nightmares and stuff; he decides to go on vacation, just to be
away from this burning OMG. But when he enters the hotel room, it’s the same thing – OMG on
the wall. And nobody else can see the letters. Then... Well, I don’t know yet what happens next.”
“I’ll tell you what happens,” Diane said, “he ends up in a madhouse, together with his
burning letters. “
“Well, that’s a possibility. But then it wouldn’t be much of a story.”
“Yep, just another medical history,” Diane offered her professional opinion.
“Yoga sounds great. Do you have other hobbies?” Mark asked, trying to change the
subject. It was a mistake.
“I’ve already told you about my hobbies, it’s your turn now.”
This proved she could shut up during her meditation after all, if she really wanted to. His
embryo plot was the last thing she wanted to talk about, but Mark could not help it.
“You know, I’ve been thinking about something else that could happen to this guy with
the burning letters. At the end, when they almost drive him crazy, he takes a marker and adds his
own letters to the OMG, so that it turns into another word. And then, oops, the word disappears.”
“Really? What letters?” Diane asked, amazed and skeptical at the same time.
“I don’t know yet, have to think more about it,” said Mark.
“Sure, think it over. Hope you find something. Won’t be easy. Have you finished your

dessert?”
It didn’t take long to pay the bill and say their goodbyes. Diane spoke to him as if he
were a patient diagnosed with some curious form of mental disease.
“Good luck with your story!” she said, and he knew he’d never see her again. All for the
best.
Once again he had a new plot. It took time and headaches to find the missing letters, but
he finally managed: doOMGate. The burning letters vanished from the wall – the story was
finished.
Not that Mark never had good ideas without Sarah’s obligatory dates, but now he felt
sure that more meetings would bring more peculiar plots. He couldn’t explain why – call it a
hunch, a superstition, never mind what it was. And, indeed, more dates brought more ideas. It
worked.
This happy arrangement continued for another six months. It was time for the next date,
but there was no call from Sarah. Maybe something was wrong with her. Mark called.
“How’s it going, big sis?”
“All right, little bro.”
“How are the kids?”
“Fine, thanks.”
“Got any plans for my future?” Mark asked.
“So, you’re enjoying our arrangement?”
“I’m getting used to it. No complaints.”
“I heard you’ve had a number of short stories published lately. Congratulations!” A tiny
hint of menace glimmered in Sarah’s voice.
“Thanks.”
“What’s this thing you’ve got – telling the girls the plots of your masterpieces? Nothing
else to talk about?”
“Why not?”
Sarah sighed. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter,” she said. “I think you were right – these dates
are a waste of time. Nothing comes of them except your weird stories.” She paused for a bit.
Mark waited in silence.
She continued, with the staccato of a trial attorney. “These dates are your only source of
literary inspiration, aren’t they? Well, in that case, you’ll have to manage without them. The talk
about you has spread. The girls read all your stories online. Diane even ordered a printed copy of
the magazine with the OMG story. She wants me to get your autograph on it. OMG, for God’s
sake. So, you see, your literary fame is on the rise. But nobody I know wants to date you, rest
assured of that. Almost nobody – there is one weirdo who’s eager, but I don’t favor the idea.”
“Well, all right, then,” said Mark, sizing up his disappointment.
Never mind, he could do without these stupid dates. Promising ideas would come
anyway, sooner or later. He could go on a real date for a change, with somebody he really
wanted to be with. He only had to figure out who this somebody was.
Another month went by, but no interesting ideas happened to drift Mark’s way. He wrote
a couple of stories he himself didn’t like much – boring, banal, bland. Three Bs, as he nicknamed
them.
Then Sarah called to discuss a present for Mom’s birthday, mainly to insure that they
both wouldn’t give her a Kindle. When this was settled Mark heard himself saying, “What about
this weirdo who wants to meet me? Maybe a weirdo is just what I need, you know.”

“You may be right,” Sarah said. “OK, I’ll give you her number. Her name is Lisa
Doolittle.”
“What? No kidding? Lisa Doolittle?”
“I knew you’d love it,” Sarah sighed. “Funny, isn’t it? Especially with you being a
linguist. Too bad your name is not Henry Higgins.”
“Yeah, that’s cool. Her parents must have had a sense of humor.”
“Or they had never heard about Elisa Doolittle,” Sarah offered. “You’ve got a chance to
find out. Just call her and tell you’re my brother, that’ll be enough. ”
This time it was a Japanese restaurant. They ordered a plate of sushi for two and fell
silent. Mark pondered asking Lisa if she was named in honor of the Fair Lady. Something about
the girl was different from Sarah’s other protégées, but he could not tell what, not yet. Mark
wondered why painstakingly politically correct Sarah labeled Lisa a weirdo. She looked normal
enough to him – not a polished, unnatural Hollywood beauty, but not an ugly duckling either, not
at all.
“So, what do you think about my name – Lisa Doolittle?” she asked, breaking the silence.
“I think it’s cool! I wish I were Higgins, that would be a blast. Did your parents really
name you after Elisa Doolittle?”
“Yep, loved Pygmalion, both of them,” Lisa said. It was impossible to tell if she shared
her parents’ attitude. “I think I owe you an apology.”
“An apology? Why?”
“I wanted to meet you very much, but I’m not hunting for a husband.” Lisa delivered this
revelation in one breath and looked at Mark, waiting for his reaction. He made a grave face at
first but then laughed.
“No problem. I’m not hunting for a wife.” Mark said, relieved. Speechless, Lisa stared at
him open-mouthed, and he added hastily, “I mean, I only do this for Sarah, to stop her terrorizing
me. But that’s a secret, don’t tell anybody.”
“Ah...” Lisa said. “I wondered...”
“So let’s just eat sushi and enjoy ourselves, shall we?” Mark said, feeling ten years
younger.
“Yes, lets,” Sara echoed, still looking preoccupied. It must have been contagious, because
Mark suddenly felt preoccupied, too.
“So why did you want to meet me then?” Mark asked, not sure if he wanted to know the
answer.
“Oh, I heard all this talk about you from the girls – how you told them you just got an
idea for a story. I read some of your stories, loved them by the way. The thing is, I study
psychology, and I think it’s fascinating how people get their ideas. Like, where do ideas come
from?“ she paused. “I’m sorry, I’m talking nonsense.”
“No, you’re not. I’ve thought about this, too, of course. But I don’t know where they
come from, the ideas. Out of nowhere. One moment there’s nothing, and the next – you’ve got
an idea. You see something, hear something and boom – you’ve got it. The problem is you never
know in advance what you have to look at or listen to.”
“Even if I wanted to write a story, I would never know what to write about,” said Sarah.
”I read Steven King’s memoirs recently; he gives advice to young writers, things like ‘don’t use
adverbs,’ ‘write every day,’ stuff like that, but all he says about ideas is ‘don’t worry, if you want
to write, ideas will come.’ Never worked for me, but well, I’m not a writer.”
“I think he’s right,” Mark said, “if you want to write really badly, ideas come, sooner or

later.”

The sushi arrived. Armed with chopsticks, Mark and Lisa consumed exquisite and
enigmatic Japanese creations, savoring their exotic taste. When they were done with most of the
culinary masterpieces, Mark said, “I want to tell you something else about ideas, but promise it
will be our dark secret.”
“I swear,” Lisa put her chopsticks on the table and raised her right hand in a comic
pledge.
“I got this weird idea about drunken genies on the first date with one of your colleagues.
And then, I can’t explain why, I had a hunch that the next awkward date with somebody else
would bring another equally weird idea. And it worked – another date, another piece of
weirdness. So dating became a kind of a superstitious ritual. I started really looking forward to
these dates as a source of inspiration, a golden reef for crazy ideas.”
“That’s amazing!” Lisa whispered, leaving her half eaten sushi in a pool of soy sauce.
“Yes, fascinating, isn’t it?” smiled Mark. “And that’s not the whole story. When the
awkward dates stopped, I suddenly found myself out of ideas. Not completely, but at least out of
ideas I really liked. I know this can’t last forever, something interesting will turn up, but when?
No idea. No idea when I’ll get the idea. Funny, eh?”
“It’ll turn up soon, I’m sure!” Lisa hastened to say. For a moment she concentrated on
rescuing her soy-drowned sushi. “Wait,” she said suddenly, her chopsticks frozen in mid-air,
“but you should have got another idea now, today. What have you got? What’s it about?”
“Eh...” Mark hesitated. He even closed his eyes to make an inventory of his thoughts.
“Nothing. I’ve got nothing today.”
“How disappointing,” Lisa said. “But why? Do you know why it doesn’t work today, the
golden reef and all that?”
Mark shrugged.
“I know!” Lisa exclaimed. A couple at a nearby table stared, drawn by her dramatic tone.
“It means something is wrong with me! What else could it be?”
“Nonsense! Nothing is wrong with you. I... ” Mark wanted to say, “like you” but thought
better. “It could be anything. It could be the sushi, for example.”
“No, it must be me. The sushi is good.”
“But so are you!” Mark smiled. “And you know, I don’t really care that I’ve no ideas for
a new story. It’s been a fun evening.”
“But I care,” said devastated Lisa.
Amazed by her tragic reaction to his lack of ideas, Mark finished off maki salmon and
avocado. Indeed, Lisa was right – it should have worked today, but it hadn’t. Why? What was
different?
The instant Mark thought about it, he knew: everything was different. “I know why it
doesn’t work today!” he shouted. “You’re right, it’s because of you!”
Lisa looked at him, perplexed. The couple, now fully intrigued, exchanged significant
glances. “I mean, you’re different from all the other girls,” Mark continued, reducing the volume
of his monologue to a decent level. “You said yourself you’re not a husband hunter. All those
other women, they were so purposeful, unnatural; it felt terribly awkward. And boring, too, so I
drifted away into my own thoughts. Today it’s different – we’ve been talking, eating, just having
a good time without that paralyzing awkwardness.”
“That must be the reason,” Lisa nodded. “That’s totally fascinating, getting story ideas
out of nowhere in the middle of an awkward date. I wish I could be as useful as the other girls;

this time wouldn’t have been a waste for you.”
Mark hesitated for a moment, cleaning the last remnants of sushi from his plate. “I don’t
think this evening was a waste of time, “he said. “Do you?”
“No.”
“Do you like Italian food?”
“Love it,” Lisa smiled.
“Italian next time then.”
“Your sister thinks I’m a weirdo,” Lisa whispered loudly.
“Yes, but she thinks I’m a weirdo, too, so we’re a good match.”

Dark Fall
- Michael H. Brownstein
Night is a line of light going nowhere,
somewhere a patio of smoke, a sprig of water,
charcoal colored maize. Early spring
the sky, the moon, the Milky Way.
Early winter frost bitten, a leak of shadow,
laughter in snow drifting, drifting, drifting –
fire on the nearby hillside through an opening,
a flashlight, warmth imagined
and the great black walnut
washes the earth with poison
the way my body washes itself inside out
my personality barracuda and pencil casings,
brown and dusty, fiberglass and super glue.
That winter snow fell in large plates,
and the small houses on the flatland
were almost human as if they too had lost one glove.

Could they be more unlike, these two?
- Arnie Kanter

Small versus large is hardly
the half of it.
Soft, pure white
set off against corrugated gray.
Sharp, sturdy beak
to pluck out insect delicacies.
Supple trunk
to gather in whole trees for meals.
Denizen of water, ground and air
often breaking into song.
Trudger of the veldt
rarely trumpeting.
They flock or herd
with others of their kind
yet share this land, unthreatened
each by each.

War Horse
- Colin R. James
It’s starting to rain, and I sit myself next to a man at a bus stop; don’t say much, don’t
have to. You know the type: late to middling years, neatly dressed, tied and shirted, exuding a
martial air. His jacket brushed, his tie shaped, his trousers creased – burnished black brogues
mirrored to a shave-yourself sheen. It’s always a giveaway. On his hands the faded blues and
blacks of inks indelible, criss-crossing his gnarled flesh, changing the once female-formed
renderings into daubed ink smudges. Tattooed beauties picked out in some foreign port and
needled for posterity on willing flesh. An age when there wasn’t a tomorrow, when one lived in
the moment, for the hour, for the possibility.
The shelter’s cold and damp, stinks of piss, and, as per usual, the bus is late. The gent
next to me looks to the front, his thousand-yard stare burning holes in the concrete of the
municipal Ministry-of-What-Not across the street. Despite his tenuous hold on life, he has time
enough. No rush, no haste, if not today, then tomorrow; obviously he’s post ticketed for the fast
track experience – voyaged an ocean of pain – ridden the bullet train to hell – and in no hurry to
go back. Been there, done that, and purchased the rights to a t-shirt printing press of the mind.
No doubt remembering when minutes lasted hours, seconds a lifetime. A time when waiting for
public transport would have been a luxury, a urine-splashed bus shelter a God-send.
You can always tell. It doesn’t take badges and medals, blue-blazered crested affirmation
or regimental bands and battle honors. The horror of conflict under jungle canopies and deathraked beaches does something to a man. Marks him forever, stamps him as an initiate forged in
an era of getting things done. No complaining, stiff upper lip, “mind your p’s and q’s’” back
home for tea and crumpets – or more likely a beer and a cuddle at the Pig and Whistle.
Squared shoulders, straight-limbed bravado, the epitome of hidden youth. A warrior spirit
concealed within the trenches of wrinkled skin, behind the camouflage of greyed hair and
sandbagged eyes. Hard to shake memories of when the air sang. Dream-filled insomnia of death
and destruction, oceans of sand and mud, of men screaming for their mothers. Seas of
unforgotten faces left and lost on unpronounceable battlefields, on foreign shores in countries
now packaged for summer holidays. The rows of white stones, part of the attraction, the Dunkirk
Kodak moment that you can show to friends and smear onto the Web. Not happier times, just
different. When thoughts of tomorrow were as improbable as moon shots, their only possession
the here and now – love today because who knew what the dawn would bring.
The rain comes down harder, pelting the shelter, water streaking down the glass, framing
the tardiness of a red number seven as it splashes its way to a hurried stop. The clang of bells and
the crump of pneumatics as the door close. The old boy in front of me fishes for plastic tokens
and a faded photo pass, the ephemera of a grateful nation. Life and limb given for half price
transportation but then only outside of rush hours and dependent on calendar dates – excluding
Easter and Christmas! There’s no complaining, no whining, just smiles as he thanks the driver
and takes his seat. Surrounded by forgetful ignorance, a public more interested in commercialism
than recent history, there are no handshakes, shoulder slaps or words of gratitude. Deep down he
probably likes it that way; no fuss, no bother, just insulated anonymity. No point in blowing
one’s own trumpet, nobody appreciates a bore, and what would be the point anyway?
The bus stops, and I make my way to the exit, hanging on to the handle before electing to
eject myself into the dank wet of the city street and away from the wombed warmth of
metropolitan transportation. I catch his eye, and he finally notices me. I scream my recognition,

implore my understanding, open my mind to telepathic transmissions and broadcast my affinity
with the warrior code – what it is to be a soldier. The old boy simply looks right at me. Does he
recognize one of his old mates in my face, or is he even now crouched in a shell hole screaming
for his life, pissing himself in abject fear? Perception is reality, and thankfully mine involves a
takeaway Chinese and a couple of cans of lager.
I stare up at the rain-spattered windows and the condensed fug of the bus as it drives
away – wheels splashing through gouts of water. I pull my jacket around my ears, tighten my
scarf, and try to avoid the puddles. The weather is really starting to close in, and I have a hungry
wife and a couple of starving kids at home. Decisions, decisions. What will it be, chicken Chow
Mein or egg fried rice?

We Planted the First Violets
- John Grey
What do the creeping violets
have to say in my defense?
Their runners wrap around
the rotting palings.
Purple petals flutter in the wind.
No huge emotions here.
Only the threadbare loves remain.
The care for flowers
has outlived the empathy for people.
Besides, violets wish to be no burden.
And they implore me to pluck them.
Shadows are too busy mopping up the light
to squabble with old darkness.
And the sky has always been here.
Where’s the perspective in that?
Another family stalks the battlements of the house.
The car, parked sideways across their lawn,
goes no place I’ve been.
But the violet’s roots originate
in a wrinkled mother’s hands.
The mulch is a father’s mission.
The rain, the minerals,
are our history of abandonment and hope.
What withers goes to our good earth.
What blossoms suits us well.

Yesterday
- Neil Ellman
There is a mole on my left arm
The shape of a kidney bean
I’m not certain
But it wasn’t there yesterday
Or it didn’t have that shape.
Nothing seems the same
As yesterday
The salad isn’t as green
The tomatoes not so red
Even my bottle of Coke
Has far less fizz
And people don’t care
To smile
Or try.
Whatever happened to John,
What’s-his-name
Next door?
One day here, gone the next
To Florida, I suppose.
Yesterday my hands were cold
Today, the same
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday
Much the same
Monday every day
Somewhere it is Sunday
Where I can pray.

Comic Relief
- Richard Luftig
The phone rings and even though I don’t have that gizmo that tells me who’s calling, I
pretty much know who it is. I mean, I’m eighty-four years old, my wife’s been dead twenty years
and I live alone on what’s left of this farm. If it’s not Louise, my eldest calling from Cincinnati,
it’s Anna, my other daughter in Seattle. Given the trouble I’ve been having with Louise lately, if
I had to bet the farm, I’d guess it’s her.
I don’t want to answer it. I’m sick of arguing. But if it is Louise, she’s not going to give
up. The phone rings for maybe the tenth time. I pick it up because I’m sure it’ll ring all morning
if I don’t.
“Hello, Dad, it’s me.”
Louise. I win the bet. I know I shouldn’t do it, but I can’t help myself. “Who’s this?”
“Cut it out. You know very well who this is.”
“Well maybe I do, and maybe I don’t. It depends if you called to be nice or to raise Cain
again.”
I hear her heavy sigh. “All right. Peace. But can we talk?”
“Apology accepted.” I know she hasn’t actually apologized but given that she’s as
stubborn as her mother, I take what I can get. “By the way,” I say, “This connection is bad. You
talking in a cave on your Bluebeard or whatever you call it?”
“No,” she says. “I’m home. I have you on speakerphone. And it’s called a Bluetooth.”
“Good,” I say. “Because I’m not talking to any pirate.”
She laughs. A good sign.
“Why are you calling?”
I swear I can hear her busting a blood vessel all the way up here in northern Ohio. “To
check on the price of soybeans! Why do you think I’m calling? To see if you’ve fallen on your
head while raking leaves. To see if you fell in the shower again and broken anything else. To see
if you’ve had a stroke and are staring wide-eyed and drooling at Wheel of Fortune.”
I laugh. Have to admit it’s a funny mental picture. “Negative on all of the above. I’m
having a cup of coffee and some Oreo cookies. They used to be your favorite.” I’m smart enough
not to tell her that as soon as we’re done on the phone, I’m taking the half-mile walk down the
lane to meet my friends.
“Well, thank God for that,” she says. “Seriously, Dad, you know you can’t be staying
there in your condition.”
Now it’s my turn to get mad. Sooner or later, every one of our conversations eventually
gets around to this. Only usually not this quickly.
“Hey I got a joke for you. A Jew, a Catholic and a Buddhist die and go to the Pearly
Gates…”
“I’ve heard it,” Louise interrupts.
I’m hurt. “How do you know? I just started it.”
“Believe me, Dad, I’ve heard all your jokes. Now tell me the truth, how have you been
feeling?”
She’s right of course. But I’ve always thought of myself as a pretty funny guy. Helen,
when she was alive, didn’t agree. Well, that’s not entirely true. She said I was funny the first five
times I told a story. After that, I was just boring. The problem is, if you’ve been married sixtyfour years like we were, five times hearing the same story is probably the minimum.

That’s where the ducks come in. They’re the world’s best audience. I wander down the
lane to the pond with a baggie full of duck food stashed in my coat pocket, and they’re cackling
and chuckling even before I get started. The wood ducks are okay and are more discriminating
than the mallards. The joke has to be pretty good before you can get a wood duck to laugh. Teals
are dumber than rocks. They just never seem to get it. I can let go with one of my all-time best
jokes, and they don’t even let out a cackle. Maybe it’s because they’re hard of hearing with their
head stuck in their back feathers and all. But the geese, they’re the best. All I have to do is start
out with, “Two guys walk into a bar,” and they’re off cackling and guffawing even if I’ve told
the joke to them ten times before. God, I love the geese.
I realize my daughter is impatiently waiting for an answer. “I’m fine.”
“I don’t consider falling and fracturing your elbow as exactly being fine. You could have
hit your head and killed yourself.”
“Not to worry,” I say. “It was my left elbow. I’m right-handed.”
“Nice try, Dad, but jokes aren’t going to cut it. This is serious business. You can’t care
for yourself there alone.”
“I thought you wanted to make peace. We’ve been all through this. Somehow I’ve been
able to take care of myself for the last seventy odd years without help. I’m not about to quit now
and move into some nursing home. I saw on the news last week where a bunch of geezers in a
home died of food poisoning. The cook decided it was too much trouble to wash his hands. I’ll
be damned if I’m going to let that happen to me. If I’m going to die, it’ll be from my own
cooking.”
“I’m not taking about a nursing home,” she says. “I want you to move in with Frank and
me. With the kids grown, there’s plenty of room for the three of us.”
I like that idea even less than the nursing home. “You talk to Frank about that, or are you
making this decision on your own?”
“Frank’s in perfect agreement. We both want you to move in with us.”
Louise never was a good liar. “Yeah, and I’m the King of Siam. Forget it; I’m doing just
fine here.” Okay, maybe now I’m lying a bit. Truth told, it has been harder to keep myself going,
especially when the winter comes on like it’s been threatening to do the last two weeks. And it’s
not like I have that much to do, especially since I sold the farm fifteen years ago. The new
owners let me keep the house, but I’m out of farming altogether. Still, it’s my place. I was born
here in Ottoville, and I’m fixing to die here. Moving in with Louise and her well-meaning but
humorless husband would make me a quick fan of suicide.
I break out of my thoughts to hear my daughter still going on about the advantages of
Cincinnati, something about senior centers and half-priced movie theaters. “Look, Dad, I’ve
talked to Anna about it. We don’t want to pull rank, but we both agree that, for your own good,
you need to move in here with Frank and me.”
“My good or yours?” I don’t appreciate my daughters making decisions for me like I’m
some incompetent child.
“Whichever,” Louise says. “Truth is, I can’t keep running up there two hundred miles
each way every weekend to make sure you’re okay. It’s only going to get worse when the snow
starts.”
This conversation is getting nowhere. “Then don’t come,” I say. “I can take care of
myself.”
“I’m sorry, Dad, I can’t do that. Look, I’ll be there this Saturday, and you’re moving
here with us, at least for a while. We can always reassess things when your elbow gets better.

Please, just pack some things for the trip. We can work out the details later.”
I shouldn’t be mean. After all, she and her sister are just trying to help. But, damn it, I
don’t want to go. “Don’t hold your breath,” I say and hang up before she can answer.
Which is why I’m down here at the pond after getting off the phone with Louise. I need
someone who still thinks I ‘got it,’ who doesn’t believe I’m incapable of cutting my own meat
and getting around the house without dropping ass-over-heels on my head. Even before I reach
the water, the geese start toward me, honking out how happy they are to see me. The white goose
with the spot on his beak is the boldest. He starts poking around my coat pocket impatiently,
making sure I haven’t forgotten how to butter up my audience.
“Hey, boys,” I call out. “Good to see you, too.” I take out some feed from the baggie and
toss it to them. Pandemonium. “You guys should be happy you were down here rather than up at
the house when my daughter called. Got to tell you, it wasn’t pretty. That girl's as ornery as a
drake protecting her nest. Gets her mind onto something, and no joke or story in the world is
going to get her off the track.
“Which reminds me. A guy goes to a psychiatrist. ‘Doc,’ he says, ‘I keep having these
alternating recurring dreams. First I'm a teepee, then I'm a wigwam, then I'm a teepee, and then
I'm a wigwam. It's driving me crazy. What's wrong with me?’
“The doctor replies, ‘It's very simple. You're two tents.’”
The mallards are laughing like no one’s business. Like usual, the damn teals don’t get it. I
throw out some more feed. “How about this one? A hungry African lion comes across two men.
One is sitting under a tree reading a book; the other is typing away on his typewriter. The lion
pounces on the man reading the book and devours him. Why? Because even the king of the
jungle knows that readers digest and writers cramp.” The geese are going nuts. Even the wood
ducks think it’s funny. I’m feeling good. I mean, I have a million of them.
I think of what life would be like without my audience. “Seriously, guys, I really am at
my wits’ end. I don’t know what to do with Louise. All I know is I’d rather be on a slab in the
morgue than live in some condo with her and her fish-faced husband.”
I turn to the terns, which begin to laugh. Just like them to go for the unfunny parts.
“Yeah,” I say, “Go ahead and laugh. It won’t be so great for you guys, either. Winter comes, and
I’m the best friend you got.”
I empty out the bag on the ground and watch the birds fight among themselves for
supper. “Face it, boys. We need each other. Comic and straight man. Like Abbott and Costello.”
The terns don’t have a clue who I’m talking about. I turn away and hobble up the lane back
toward the house.
Saturday. I hear a car pulling up the drive. The Meals-on-Wheels guy has already been
here, and it’s too early for the postman. The only one left is Louise. She can’t take no for an
answer. I’m not looking forward to seeing her, for more reasons than one. The screen door slams
behind her. “Dad?”
“In here,” I yell. I don’t feel like hunting for my cane and struggling out of the living
room chair.
Louise comes into the room. She’s wearing a baggy sweatshirt, jeans and sneakers. Her
brown hair is done up in a knot, and she’s not wearing make-up. Still, at fifty-five, she’s
beautiful, even if her father says so himself. Her good looks are another way she’s like her
mother. For about the hundredth time today, I realize how much I miss Helen. “Dad, I got the

minivan empty and parked out front. You ready to... “Jesus, what happened to your face?”
I reach up and touch the large bump on my forehead. It still hurts, and I know from
looking in the mirror this morning that the bruise has turned an ugly purple. “I took a header day
before yesterday. Kind of lost my balance and tripped over the broom.” I can see that she’s in
shock at the way I look. “Don’t worry,” I say. “It’s not a big deal. I got up and finished what I
was doing. I’ve been fine since.”
“Did you call the doctor? And why didn’t you call me?” She walks over to where I’m
sitting. “Come on, we’re going to the hospital right now. How do you know you don’t have a
concussion?”
I know I shouldn’t get angry, she means well, but I can’t help myself. Is this what I have
to look forward to when I move to Cincinnati? “I said I’m fine. Besides, if I go to the hospital,
I’m afraid that next week’s headline in the Putnam County Sentinel will read, ‘X-rays of Wallace
Swenson’s head reveal nothing.’”
“Dad, that’s not funny.”
“Maybe,” I say, “but I’ve been waiting my whole life to use that joke.”
Louise sits on the sofa across from me. The springs creak in protest. She’s not heavy or
anything; the last time I changed the furniture was five years before Helen died. “Well, that seals
it. You’re coming home with me. And I don’t want any more arguing. Okay?” I’d surrendered
right after my fall but she doesn’t know that, and I’m not telling.
“Okay,” I say. “I’ve already packed a few things. But you have to stop treating me like a
child. When I gave you power of attorney, I don’t remembering signing any papers appointing
you as my parent.”
“Deal,” she says. “I don’t mean to be overbearing. It’s just that I worry about you. We all
do.”
It’s tough to stay angry at that, even though holding out a few minutes more might have
been good for both of us. I reach for my cane and get up, not, I admit, without some difficulty.
My hip is still plenty sore from the fall. I’ve conveniently forgotten to tell her that part of the
story. If Louise sees how I’m struggling, she wisely says nothing. “You ready to go then?”
“Yeah, but I have to make a stop first. Also, I need the keys to the van. My bags are
upstairs in the bedroom. You get them, and I’ll meet you outside.” She's going to have a hard
time finding the two suitcases I’ve stashed under the bed. I figure that’ll keep her busy for five or
ten minutes, enough time for me to do what I need.
I go into the garage and put a thirty-pound sack of duck food into my wheelbarrow. I
know Louise would go nuts if she saw me struggling with it. I roll the wheelbarrow to the van –
it’s tough to do this with only one good arm – open the hatchback and throw it in. When she
finally comes down with my suitcases, I’m sitting innocently in the front seat.
She throws my bags into the backseat. “Jeez, Dad, you didn’t tell me they were under the
bed. I had to search all over the room for them.”
“Sorry. Forgot I stuck them there. One of the privileges of old age, I guess.”
She starts the car. “So where do we have to stop before we head home? I don’t want to hit
traffic around Dayton.”
I don’t like calling Cincinnati ‘home,’ but I say nothing. “The pond.” I see incredulity.
“No questions. I’m going to Cincinnati with you without a fight. I need to do this before I go.”
We drive down the lane in silence. The ducks seem confused to see a vehicle
approaching. They’re used to seeing me on foot. “Stop here,” I say, as Louise reaches the edge of
the water. “Shut off the engine and wait in the car. I won’t be long.”

“Dad, what are you up to? At least let me help.”
“Remember, I said no questions. Thanks for the offer, but I have to do this myself. Just
pop the trunk and wait here.” I struggle out the door and hobble to the trunk. It’s been a long
time since I’ve lifted thirty pounds on my own, and my aching hip isn’t helping any. But I don’t
want Louise to see how much of a burden it is. I need her to stay in the van.
The boys are happy to see me. The geese are chuckling already. The mallards are
waddling over, looking at my coat pocket. I rip open the sack and empty it on the ground. “Eat
up, boys. This looks like the last feast I’m going to be able to give you. You could call it The
Last Supper.” Even the wood ducks laugh at that one. Maybe I’ve misread them all these years.
Could be they like religious jokes. Wish I had known that earlier.
“Got to go to Cincinnati with my daughter. So I won’t be here to feed you any more, at
least until winter is over. Guess you could call me a fowl weather friend.” The goose with the
spot on his nose is eating it up. Literally and figuratively. “Anyway, I just stopped by to say
goodbye.”
The geese are going from the food to me and back again. Clearly, they want an encore.
“Okay,” I say. “One for old time’s sake.” I look at the terns. “And, for once, you guys pay
attention.
“A man in a bar has a couple of beers, and the bartender tells him he owes $6.50. ‘But I
paid, don't you remember?’ says the customer.
“‘Okay,’ says the bartender, ‘if you said you paid, you did.’
“The man then goes outside and tells the first man he sees that the bartender can't keep
track of whether his customers have paid. This second man rushes in, orders a beer and later
pulls the same stunt. The barkeeper replies, ‘If you say you paid, I'll take your word for it.’
”Soon this customer goes out onto the street, sees an old friend, and tells him how to get
free drinks. The guy hurries into the bar and begins to drink highballs. Suddenly the bartender
leans over and says, ‘You know, a funny thing happened in here tonight. Two men were drinking
beer, neither paid and both claimed that they did. The next guy who tries that is going to get
punched right in the face.’
“’Don't bother me with your troubles,’” the final patron responds. ‘Just give me my
change, and I'll be on my way.’”
The geese are hysterical. One is so helpless with laughter that he craps on the spot. I
make my way through the crowd and get back into the van. The geese and mallards walk toward
my door. I open the window. “Thank you,” I say softly. “You’ve been a great audience. Get
home safe.”
“Don’t worry, Dad,” Louise says. “We will.”

Reality Check
- Keith Lord
A man of lesser fortitude than Ralph Bickersmart might have been charged with
presentiment by the ringing phone that echoed, shrill and hard, through the modest chambers of
his Minnesota house on that early winter morning. Thus inclined, he might have been further
chastened by the brutality of the weather brewing outside. The sun lingered low in the sky,
furtively scampering west, its presence belied only by fleeting shafts of amber that punctured the
slate gray mantle of clouds. From the kitchen Ralph could hear the fierce arctic wind, whipped
and eddied on the currents of a thousand tiny lakes, yet so arid that – had he had the temerity to
step outside – it would literally have taken his breath away.
It was a little unusual: such friends as they had usually waited until the evening hours to
make contact, the office did not trouble him anymore, and the assorted hustlers, hucksters and
scam artists had been thwarted, he remembered smugly, by his prompt filing with the Do Not
Call registry. In any event, Miriam typically answered the phone. But on this day proximity and
protocol dictated that he pick up the portable receiver (a gift, he fondly remembered, from one of
his sons) that lay prostrate beneath him on the kitchen counter top. He watched it bleat and
wriggle like an unchanged infant. Declining to pause from loading the dishwasher, he lifted the
mewling plastic babe and cradled it under his neck so that it gently see-sawed, tickling his trim
white beard.
“Hello?”
He spoke as if taking steps into a darkened room. A rivulet of phlegm dislodged at the
back of his throat, imparting, to his irritation, the suggestion of a man just awakened. In fact he
had been up, as was his custom, since six.
A brief delay. Long distance.
“Hey, Dad!”
Marci’s disembodied voice, squeaky and game, holed up in a conference room high
above Tinseltown – or perhaps feeding a ravenous pay phone in a barrio gas station. He cared not
to ask. Pondering the time difference between Minnesota and California, he wondered, unkindly,
if she had yet been to bed.
“Well. Hello, Marci, how are you?”
He spoke with the tone of the English émigré; clipped, weighty, only the occasional
twang – an out-of-tune guitar string – betraying his deeper loyalties. He straightened from his
crouch, stretched his wiry frame and spied, with some small satisfaction, an errant coffee cup
decoupled from its saucer and resting askew against the tiled kitchen wall.
“Not too bad, Dad, thanks,” she sounded lucid enough, but she paused, as if preparing
herself. “Say, eh, is Mom there?”
He was relieved to be granted so undemanding a passage and readied to pass the phone,
baton style, to his wife when he heard further avian chirping.
“Dad! No! Don’t go! It’s you I want to talk to. I just don’t want Mom to know what we’re
talking about.”
This last remark, addressed in a hushed tone, seduced him with a frisson of conspiracy.
He glanced up and registered the girth of Miriam’s back, her shoulders heaving heedlessly to the
rhythm of her chopping and dicing. With a handful of muted steps, he removed himself to the
hallway.
“Well, my dearest daughter, what is it?” his feigned nonchalance was betrayed by the

hand that shielded the mouthpiece, quite unnecessarily as his wife was now comfortably out of
earshot.
“Well, Dad,” she was more at ease now; she had a present to unwrap. “D’you remember
that show I told you about – the one I’ve been helping out on – Room Snatchers?”
He calculated. In the time it took for him to come up with a plausible response, it was
clear that he did not.
“Dad. Sometimes I don’t think you take me very seriously.” This was not true; he did not
ever take her seriously. At least not in this incarnation, the chubby girl gone Hollywood. Nor in
her former turns as philosopher, performance artist, novelist and designer. But he protested his
innocence and his interest, and she continued, declining to embarrass him again.
“It’s a reality show, Dad. You’d know what that was if you ever woke up to what’s going
on in the world. Reality TV has conquered the sitcom. Low production costs plus real human
drama. Ferchrisakes, I think you Brits practically invented it!”
Not for the first time he regretted packing her off to that boarding school. The California
twang was now unmistakable, although she was still happily undone by the elongated vowels,
drama remaining an obstinate draaama. Loathe as he would be to admit it, he had heard of
reality TV. The Star-Tribune or the Times would occasionally run a chuckling article on the
culture pages. It all seemed aptly fin de siecle to him and certainly of no consequence.
But Marci was rolling now. “Well, anyway, on Room Snatchers they, like, send this team
of designers and workmen round to your house, right, and they, like, do a total makeover on one
of your rooms while you’re out shopping for groceries or neutering the cat or something stupid
and prosaic like that. It’s hilarious, Dad. They only need three hours, and you won’t believe what
they can do. D’you remember I told them they should do your house?”
There was some more stammering, but this time she was in no mood to be diverted.
“Well, they’re swinging through the Midwest next month, and they wanna do it. They said yes,
Dad! I only had to show them a photo of that godawful living room you guys hang out in, Mom
looking all Little House on the Prairie in her housecoat, and they were hooked. They love that
heartland stuff out here – well, y’know, in small doses.”
“Gee, eh, Marci” he was, perhaps for the first time with his youngest child, genuinely
flustered. Plus he rather liked the living room. “It, erm, seems to me that it would be a lot of fuss
and mess, and I, urmm, I hardly think your mother is going to be thrilled with the prospect of a
lot of strange people, eh, Hollywood people, trampling through her shag-pile.”
Marci was triumphant. “That’s just it, Dad, Mom won’t know! She can’t know! The
whole point, y’know, the money shot, is the look of surprise on her face when she comes back
and sees what they’ve done. She’s gonna sh- I mean she’s gonna freak out. Can’t you just see it?
It’ll be priceless.”
Another pause. “And think, Dad, you get a brand-new room and a whole lot of free stuff
in the bargain.”
He had to admit, giving his moustache an exploratory stroke, she had marshaled her
arguments to great effect. As insulted as he was by her dangling ‘free stuff’ in front of him, he
did rather like the idea of putting one over on Miriam.
But she had waited to deliver the clincher: “C’mon Dad. It would really help me to have
put this together for these guys. I think things are starting to move for me out here.”
No father can resist the urge to protect his daughter, least of all one as convinced of his
child’s fecklessness and vulnerability as Ralph Bickersmart. The poor girl: corpulent bait
swimming with the Armani sharks.

Another pause. Deep breath.
“No mess?”
“No mess.”
“No fuss?”
“No fuss.”
“Mother is not to know?”
“Mother is not to know.”
Ralph had met Miriam in the early seventies, on his third day working at the St. Paul
insurance company where he had sought refuge after refusing corporate evacuation back to
London. Perhaps ‘met’ was not the right word. In truth he coveted from afar her trim, upright
body, the shapely bosom that bobbed gently with the clickety-clack of her typing as she sat, erect
and proud, the tallest and prettiest girl in the pool. Ensconced in his crepuscular office, hemmed
in left and right by burgeoning file cabinets, he twisted his black shoestring tie between fingers
sweaty with lust and trembling with sexual frustration. He winced at the lustrous black hair,
tumbling in waves behind the back of her ergonomic chair. Her nose, thin and delicate, was
curved just enough to be exotic. When she wrinkled it – perhaps stumped for a second by a
dictated word piped into her earpiece – he would draw his breath and clench his fists, fused with
her fleeting discomfort. He had not had relations with a woman since arriving in the US two
years ago. They seemed interplanetary, these American girls – their implacably unblemished
skin, the coruscating rows of flawless teeth – out of his orbit.
With a heart resigned to failure, Ralph took notes on the lunchtimes of the pool girls,
measuring as methodically as if he were scouting guards for a prison break. It was just for the
want of trying that he tip-toed over to the pool’s Formica perimeter, taking due care that Betty
had indeed left for lunch and that Delores had not yet returned. It was just for the bloody hell of
it that he clutched in his quivering hand the poorly contrived memo draft – some awful nonsense
about staffing rosters – that he had spent the better part of the morning scratching out. It was
only because he was so desperately, desperately lonely and that he would try anything, no matter
how unlikely, to meet and – God and all the saints willing – have intercourse with a woman, that
he greeted the glowing Miriam, bedecked in a lime green headband, her matching skirt daringly
hemmed, and croaked, with all the insouciance his wretched soul could muster, a faintly
whispered, “Hello.”
“So, eh, Miriam I was thinking. Your sixtieth is coming up soon. Why don’t we drive
down to the Mall of America this afternoon, perhaps you can pick out your present?”
They were lingering at the breakfast table, she savoring the last of her buttered toast. He
punched open his Star-Tribune with a flourish, the better, he hoped, to imply the humdrum
nature of his considerate suggestion. Normally he had her choose her present from the Sears
catalog so this was, he knew, a bit of a gamble.
“Mmm, what’s that you said dear?” he had caught her mid-bite. Not an auspicious
beginning. Patience.
“I said – Miriam – how would you like me to drive you down to the Mall of America this
afternoon, so you can pick out your birthday present?”
He surveyed her over the crest of his paper. Hard to see now the sprightly young girl in
the mini-skirt hidden within the munching jowls, the graying hair fossilized in spray, the
shoulders hunched forward as she gathered stray crumbs into her mouth. She quit the pool on the

day he proposed, pausing only to dazzle the girls with the ring he had nonchalantly slipped onto
her cafeteria tray. Meanwhile, he climbed the corporate ladder, reaching at last the executive
floor and the title of Corporate Secretary, a position of glittering obsequiousness from which he
had just been retired.
There was a look of confusion for a second, then mild alarm, and then, her brown eyes
opening wide, she looked as thrilled as if he had slapped down the Hope diamond, right there
between the orange juice and the butter dish.
“Oooh, Ralph, that sounds like a lovely idea. Now, let me think. Just after lunch would
suit me grand.”
“Excellent! Shall we say twelve-thirty?”
“Yes, Ralph, just after lunch.”
“Yes, Miriam, twelve-thirty.”
He was pushing it now, but it was all in the timing, and he had been warming to the ruse,
making friends with some of the production crew and even going so far as to compare alternative
decoys with Rodney, the muscle-bound Australian sound engineer.
He got her out on time, thanks to a show of foot-tapping, tut-tutting and impatient pacing
that commenced, as planned, at noon. They arrived at the Mall a half-hour later, having
negotiated a choleric I-494. He turned the old Buick’s recalcitrant steering over and over, the
tires squeaking their protest, as they ascended the cavernous parking lot, eventually finding a
space, he noted with a smile, in the California zone. This was an alien world to him but his few
visits to the Mall, tugged by Miriam to appease out of town visitors, had convinced him that here
was the place to waste away the precious hours required to let those magicians do their work. He
had not counted on Miriam making a beeline for Sears.
“I think these will suit me just fine, Ralphie.” She was holding one half of a pair of brown
flats, giving the dull leather an exploratory flex between her strong hands. It was now onetwenty.
“Well, eh, it seems to me you might be a little hasty there, Miriam. We’ve all afternoon
you know, and you don’t want to pick the first thing you see, now do you?” This was thin ice.
Ralph Bickersmart did not choose to linger in shopping malls. Nevertheless, he motioned
towards the marbleized walkway and a veritable pun alley of specialty stores: The Great Frame
Up, You Know It Makes Scents, and, he noted with a slightly scandalized eye, The Sweet Smell
of Sex-cess.
She looked as hurt as the first time he had broken a date. “Don’t you like them, Ralphie?”
she looked at the unobjectionable shoe as if it were an abandoned puppy whose death warrant
Ralph had just cheerfully signed. He knew at that moment he was sunk.
Now Ralph Bickersmart drove his wife back to a home changed he knew not how. They
had warned him that he would be filmed as they made their suspenseful return, and he saw it
now in his rear-view mirror: a dark grey Explorer flashing its lights, outstretched arms waving
him into the left lane. The bloody impertinence! Risking their lives for a better camera angle! It
wasn’t enough that the limp-wristed little prick with the Carnaby Street shirt and the clipboard
pressed against his scrawny chest had asked, well ordered him, really, to be back by three-thirty
“sharp, s’il vous plait!” so they could catch the reaction shots in the fading sunlight. Now they
wanted to run him off the road, too! He held up his hand to shield his eyes and drove
obstinately, unswervingly on. Left lane be damned. All the while, Miriam, who he was sure by
now must suspect something, rode an impassive shotgun, wool coat buttoned, eyes fixed ahead,
patent leather handbag clutched like a rosary.

They took their exit off 494, the gray Explorer trailing in their wake. It was now three
twenty-five, and they were two miles from home. A good thing, too, for Ralph’s thoughts were
not on his imminent television debut but on the cumulative mass of two full meals and an
oversized mug of flat beer pressing urgently on his tumescent bladder. And he had forgotten to
take his Zantac! He had salvaged the day, desperate now, by announcing that they should
celebrate Miriam’s surprisingly efficient shopping expedition with a “spot of dinner” over at
Pasta Best, a chain restaurant in Minnetonka that boasted a life-size gondola fresco, a fiber-glass
Trevi fountain and its own set of Spanish Steps, leading not to the Piazza de Spagna but to the
spotless basement restrooms. He had calculated that the lunch crowd would have dissipated, that
the unusual hour would at least provide for a rapid seating. With luck they could be on their way
home by three.
Fat chance. He was crestfallen to see an improbable gaggle of prospective diners milling
around the trickling fountain, some of the children even trying an exploratory paddle.
Bedraggled fathers rocked baby carriages with one hand and clutched giant plastic hockey pucks
in the other, glancing down at the alien disks every few seconds so as not to miss the clamorous
siren that would indicate the availability of their table. It was fully two-thirty before they were
seated in a wood-paneled booth, Ralph drumming his fingers on the vinyl menu as the oblivious
Miriam cooed over the cocktail list.
He ran a clammy palm across face, grazing the grains of ossified spittle that nestled in the
corners of his mouth. The beer had parched his throat. With a spasm of panic he wondered if any
of the spaghetti Bolognese, wolfed down in ten minutes flat, had strayed onto his chin. Too late
to be sure now, he told himself, as he yanked the parking brake and unbuckled his belt, the
unseen cameras tracking his every gesture. He glanced over at Miriam: she was clean. Time to
go. He climbed out of the car and gallantly jogged around to collect his wife. They walked the
handful of steps to the front door as if they were in a three-legged race, arms showily entwined,
their heads bowed into the glacial wind. Soon enough, Ralph had unlocked the front door, and
they were inside. Miriam slid out of her coat and, as if drawn, headed straight for the living room
door.
Suppose that, in lieu of hanging their overcoats on the hallway’s wooden rack and
returning his keys to their bowl on the occasional table, he had instead seized the ornamental
letter opener that rested next to the bowl and, with a manic howl, plunged the opener’s serrated
blade into his neck, ripping his carotid artery as if it were an unopened RedBook. Suppose that
his knees had buckled, and he had lurched forward like a dislodged chimney stack, landing with
a soft thud on the hallway carpet, his legs twitching like a hooked fish, a swelling semi-circle of
his blood staining the beige rattan. And suppose that, after a few moments of flapping and
flailing, he had begun the consoling process of disembodiment, floating up and through the
hallway ceiling into the bedroom, past their marital bed with its kaleidoscopic mountain range of
pillows, past the regiments of socks and underwear bivouacked in their wooden drawers and up
and up, through the roof and out of the house, turning over at last and facing, with an
unimaginable sensation of grace, the purest, the whitest light of the promised kingdom of
heaven. It would, he thought at that moment, have been no more pure, no more white, no more
dazzling than the sight that greeted him as he dutifully followed Miriam into the metamorphosed
living room.
His familiar tartans and plaids, the crimson striped wallpaper with its nascent peeling, the
floral drapes that fluttered and danced with the currents of the air vents; they were all gone.

Dissolved in a flood of unrelenting, uncompromising, fascistic white. There were dozens of
spotlights, angled like tiny cameras high up on the ceiling, their sadistic beams ricocheting off
the glossy paint that covered the freshly fitted sheet-rock. He steadied himself against one of the
walls; it felt strangely hollow. A rug the color of baby puke obscured the old hardwood floors
and the furniture, the assorted over-stuffed armchairs and aquiline couches, looked to be adorned
with some kind of science fiction bleached vinyl. In the far corner, where the old General
Electric TV used to sit, there now loomed a fearsome chrome clad screen. He recognized it as
one of those new flat screen models. It nestled smugly atop a glass and wood buttress, as wide as
the span of his arms.
“Don’t look into the light!”
“Huh?”
“Ralph, mate, don’t look into the light!”
It seemed ethereal for a moment, the whispered counsel that emanated from his right, and
he was relieved finally to identify Rodney’s antipodean tones. He was kneeling on a leather
barstool, hoisting a boom mike that wavered like a wind-buffeted crane above Ralph’s head. His
black T-shirt said something funny about rugby balls. In any event, it did not matter: the lights
were almost hypnotic, and it was all Ralph could do to shield his face with an outstretched hand.
He stole a furtive glance at Miriam. Her shoulders were thrust back so that Ralph was
forced to shimmy beside her, lest he be pushed back into the hallway. He could see her hands
moving up to her face, cupping her mouth and then, with a flourish, falling back down to her
sides. She did this one, two, three times, her smile broadening, her breathing deep and rhythmic,
her scarlet cheeks taut as she tilted her head up towards the whirring cameras. He looked around
the room at the thin figures silhouetted against the bleached walls. He could see eyes fixed on
Miriam, fists clenched in anticipation, grins slowly forming until they at last turned to him and
saw “Cut!”
It was Carnaby Street, resplendent today in a dark blue paisley shirt and black drainpipe
jeans. The clipboard was tucked under his arm. He glided forward, putting Ralph in mind of the
final moments of Close Encounters, except that the extra-terrestrials did not have tight curly hair
that flopped effeminately forward. Nor did they have wispy, ineffectual goatees. He clasped
Miriam’s outstretched hands, fixing her with the gaze of a cult leader.
“Miriam! I am so glad to finally meet you! You are just a sweetheart! Now you’ll see
we’ve done just a teensy, weensy bit of remodeling here, and I do hope you like it, and we do
have some just lovely footage of your big, big surprise just now, which I have to say was just
darling, really made me feel like you’re a natural ’cuz I can see the camera loves you, but
unfortunately – ”
He shot Ralph a petulant glance. “Unfortunately your husband has ever so slightly
messed things up by sticking his hand in the air. So, my dear, what we’d like you to do is this: if
you could both step back outside for just a sec and, when I give the word, please come back in
and try just one more time, and then we’ll be all set, and we’ll leave you to enjoy this yummy
new room. All right, sweetheart?”
Miriam nodded her head. They turned around to leave.
“And Mr. Bickersmart. Ralph.”
He paused and turned.
“A little less of the dramatics, s’il vous plait.”
Back in the hallway, Ralph took off his blazer and hung it on the banister. It reeked of his

sweat. He longed to turn to Miriam, enjoy with her a moment’s solidarity, balance himself on her
shoulder but she had already swiveled around, standing ramrod at attention in front of the door.
This time when they entered, Ralph’s eyes had adjusted a little to the spectral brightness,
and he was able to pick out some of the familiar faces of the crew as he surveyed the room.
There was a woman in the corner; he was sure he had not seen her before. He would have
remembered such a shapely, athletic little thing. Her back was turned to him as she rummaged
with well-toned arms through an equipment box. She had rich red brown hair that draped over a
translucent white T-shirt. Her bra strap stretched tantalizingly as she crouched down. He could
see that a pleasingly pert bottom hid beneath her light blue jeans. He was a man after all, not
dead yet, so he raised himself just ever so slightly on his toes and – well there’s no harm in
looking is there? – yes, yes, a tiny borderline of her white cotton panties, delicately laced, came
into view as she reached down into the box.
“Cut! What in heaven’s name is that?”
The sound of Carnaby Street’s reedy voice snapped him back to attention. He looked as if
he had been caught by the parish priest with a porn movie in one hand and a dime bag in the
other. A scan of the room confirmed his fears: all eyes were on him. Even Rodney was shaking
his head in silent admonition. Then he turned finally to face his accuser, Carnaby Street’s
righteous finger pointing straight at his chest.
“I will repeat, Mr. Bickersmart. What in heaven’s name is that?”
He looked down. Oh, shit.
“I, I, eh, I think it’s a spaghetti sauce stain.”
He might as well have been shot, such was the impact of the deep crimson patch now in
full view. It oozed from his white shirt. Reflexively he tried to brush away the indelible mark,
succeeding only in dislodging a tiny piece of congealed pasta that pirouetted to the floor.
“Are you OK, Ralph? You don’t look too clever, mate.”
It was odd this: Rodney was speaking to him, but it was Carnaby Street’s lips that were
moving. He must be confused. A sit down and a cup of tea; that would be nice. Now where was
his old armchair, the one with the loose stuffing? He would ask the athletic woman who was
straightening up and turning to face him, triumphantly brandishing a translucent plastic disk.
Maybe she was waiting for a table, too. Strange, she bore a remarkable resemblance to his
daughter. Except that the puppy fat was hollowed out, rendering some remarkable cheek bones.
Except that she wore dark red lipstick, like a grown woman and a T-shirt with F*C*U*K
emblazoned across her breasts. Stupid boarding school – what was he paying that tuition for
anyway? He should really talk to her about her spelling. Perhaps some extra tutoring would help.
Goodness knows she needs to –
But he was falling now, twirling and tumbling, too late to catch him as his lumpen frame
ruptured the flimsy sheet rock, tiny white splinters dusting his face. And as he fell, dislodging
Rodney from his perch, the boom mike crashing on top of his prostrate form, he looked up at his
wife of thirty-four years and became aware – suffused with a dreadful clarity – that her coos and
her oohs and her ahhs, that her burgeoning smile and her thrice cupped hands, indeed, that her
every utterance and her every gesture had been a faithful replica of what had come before.

Hard-Won
- Robert Laughlin
I won the knowledge that comes from suffering,
from loss and failure and humiliation,
and now,
what can I do to win my ignorance back?

Images Reflected in a River
- James Piatt
The tender murmur of translucent water
Fleeing softly over ancient stones
Creates a poetic aria of beautiful words
Sounds created by eons of years
Metaphors flowing in a mountain stream
Nature's calming symphony shaped
By cool gentle currents of air
Performing to a silent audience curving
Through huge gnarled Sycamore and Pine trees
A colorful ballet of wind tossed Oak leaves
Swaying so gently and serenely
Like tiny green clad pixies dancing
With a tranquil delight in themselves
Painted in the wind is the softness of her face
The ripple of the cool breeze restores
Memories and brings insight into my love
Her graying auburn hair and brown eyes
Are reflected in the soft movement of the rill
Her smile echoed in the never-ending aria
Her movements portrayed in the swaying
Of the pixies dancing so daintily in the lea
I sense the object of my love in the sweetness
Of the verdant trees and the slow movement of
The transparent stream as it meanders down the
Gentle slope to the bottom of my heart
It reflects the truth of love to my searching mind

Morris 101
- Joe Glaser
Jew minus religion
Cossacks waving bloody swords
haunting his sleep
runaway
refugee
peddler
immigrant
...chess player!
parent of benign default
husband of faded instinct
care-package son
mythic brother
singer
mandolin plucker
wrestling fan
union worshipper
health fanatic
intellectualizer
ridiculer

.....chess player!!
long end game
fears resurgent
helpers killers
cuckold fantasies
...disconnecting

Chess...Chess...Chess...chess...

On A Wire
- Ron Lavelette
Under their wings is white:
early in the morning, early
in autumn, birds, perched on lines
give new meaning to the words
‘the birds alight.’ Birds in search
of one last brightness, one last
dream of summer flight, gleam.
Spied from below, the underside
of wing is white, flares like the last
flash of another summer, undone
by autumn’s shortened light.

Parts of a Whole
- Joshua Berida
I see these glass shards scattered on the floor. Little pieces
of light crystallized on that glassy ember. I hear my mother saying
after she heard the glass burst. "Pick up the bigger pieces
and separate them from the smaller ones, it’s easier to
dispose of them that way." I remember my father and
the way he would drink his way to sobriety. I used to love
that man my mother would say, whatever happened to him?
Like he was some piece of paper written and re-written again.
I pick the pieces up and see my reflection. The brown eyes, the small ears,
the pointy nose, and that shattered face. I would hear my younger sibling
calling out my name. "Brother, brother look I'm almost finished
with my puzzle. I need just one more piece." I see the shards
of glass on my hands, I pick up the missing piece lying
on the floor.

Photograph
- Stephanie M. Wytovich
I need some realism in my life
Not your abstracted face,
Fading away in my coat pocket
With dog-eared corners
And a pixilated background
That tries to blend the images
All into one
But even your eyes looked dead
When you were alive and smiling,
Casting a wickedness upon your grin
While you hid your secrets from the film
Being mindful to pull down your sleeves
So no one would see what you drew on your wrists

Singular
- John Mark Green
Although Lydia seemed to have the sexual appetite of a nun, Fred and Myra nevertheless
fixed her up yet again. This month’s blind date, Jim, was quite presentable, with cobalt blue
eyes. And he took to Carlo, her German shepherd. Dinner was also pleasant – one of the better
seafood restaurants of which Chestertown, just off Chesapeake Bay, abounds. Distressed brick
and plastic ferns presided over by a mural of a humpback whale swimming placidly.
"Do you like living with Fred and Myra?" Jim had never done well in tact school.
"Sure. I pay rent, so it helps them out, and it gives me some company."
“Ever feel the need to be alone?"
.
"Often. I only have two rooms."
"No privacy."
"You mean if I bring a man home."
Jim blushed. "Well, what's wrong with that?"
"Nothing,” Lydia wagged a finger, “but I never bring a man home."
"Oh."
"Women, either."
"But you’re a handsome woman; and you don't seem the spinster type."
Handsome, Lydia thought – not pretty or beautiful. She knew she was dressed smartly: a
hint of cleavage, lace at the cuffs, auburn hair framing a lightly freckled face, wide gray eyes.
"I'm twenty-eight, never been married, never been engaged. Does that bother you?”
"It makes me wonder."
"It makes me wonder, too. Maybe I'd feel more normal if I were a lesbian."
"This date seems normal to me."
"I like you. But I'm not being presumptuous when I say I have no desire for a
relationship."
"Maybe not presumptuous, but certainly direct."
"I don't mean to be."
"What does interest you?"
"Sailing. I have a small sloop – big enough for Carlo and me." And then, as if this wasn't
adequate, "Emily Dickinson said in one of her letters, 'Mere life is joy enough.' For better or
worse, I know what she meant."
When Lydia came home that night, she threw herself on the bed and gazed at a crack in
the ceiling. Carlo licked her face, she pushed him away and he walked off, casting concerned
glances her way. When she looked at him, he looked away – as if out of delicacy – but then he
did the same thing when she was eating.
"What's wrong with me, Carlo? Virginity and I parted as friends long ago." Carlo cocked
his head inquisitively, a canine therapist urging her to answer her own questions. For instance,
why had she, who prided herself on uncompromising honesty, told Jim she was twenty-eight
when she was almost thirty-two?
She had lived above her bookstore – in what the British call a bed-sit plus kitchen. When
Fred lost his job, Myra suggested that Lyddie move in with them. "It must be so lonely there.
And living in the same place where you work must get tiresome.” Lyddie heard the desperation
behind Myra’s suggestion, heard that Fred and Myra needed extra income, and who could be
more fitting than Lyddie, Myra's big sister? Lyddie liked her sister, who she’d led on many

childhood adventures. So she took the two rooms plus bath in the old Victorian that Fred and
Myra had bought and fixed up in palmier days. For $1000 a month, she had the flat, plus dinner.
One of her rooms had a hotplate where she fixed her own breakfast. Lunch she ate at work. Now
she could rent the rooms above the store.
"Miss – ?"
Lydia, slouched in an old leather recliner and engrossed in a book, jerked her head, then
looked up to see a burly, fortyish man with curly black hair wearing pressed jeans. In retrospect,
it was the jeans that made a good first impression.
"Sorry. I guess I startled you."
"I didn't hear the door. Sometimes I get wrapped up."
"Must be good."
Standing, Lyddie showed him the cover.
"Moby Dick? Taking a course?"
"Nope. And it's my third time. Man overcoming external and internal conflicts – can’t
beat it."
“Cliff Notes got me through it. But I’m here about the rooms you have for rent. The
name’s Manny, Manny Ashkenazi.” Twenty minutes later, he said, “Rooms are great, here’s the
$400 you wanted. Just so you know, I’m a long-haul, freight train engineer, so you won’t see
much of me. The perfect renter, eh?” Lydia smiled.
Since then the two had developed a bantering relationship. When he would come into the
store, he’d ask for something which would keep him awake while his fellow engineer took his
turn at the controls during a five-hundred mile run. She got him into detective stories, and he
became an aficionado of Kay Scarpetta and V.I Warshowski. Once in a while he'd boom, not
caring whether anyone else heard him, "Lyddie! You're an attractive woman. Let's go away –
just the two of us –to some island – and spend the whole time making love. How about it?"
Lyddie smirked. "Sure. You footing the bill? I'd really like to go to Tahiti."
"Would you accept Kent Island?"
"I've been to Kent Island. I like exotic. Tahiti is exotic."
Manny laughed. "I'll take you away yet. I'll save my money."
Then she’d toss her hair and say, "By the way, I'd like to arrive on a forty-foot schooner."
"I can't save that much," and he’d sag his shoulders in defeat.
There was, Lydia reflected, something attractive in Manny's bluff, open style. And he
didn't mind letting Carlo lick his face.
Estelle, who ran a curio shop next door, thought Lydia was persnickety. “I don't know
who you're waiting for." They were drinking latté at an outdoor table perched on the
cobblestoned walkway.
"Prince Charming."
“Since you're not Snow White, you can hardly expect Prince Charming."
"You think I'm picky, but I'm not. It's not as though I sized men up, and then found them
lacking in some respect. I just don't respond to any I've met."
"What do you mean 'respond?’"
Lyddie frowned. "I don't feel anything. I couldn't marry any of them."
“The last of the romantics. Women can't afford to be romantic." Estelle's cup clinked in
the saucer.
"Depends on what you mean by 'romantic.' If it's just the boy-girl thing, then no. Maybe

it's necessary for the perpetuation of the species. Makes us a little crazy. And I haven't met
anyone who drives me crazy. So, should I marry just to be married?"
"Pick someone reasonably compatible, and then interest him in marriage."
"Is that what you did?"
"More or less. I know, look at the result. But Brad and I had fun – while it lasted."
"Do you feel the need of a man to complete yourself?"
"Mmmm, that's a loaded question."
"Okay, don't answer. But I don't. Why should I? Where is it decreed that everyone must
marry?"
"Increase and multiply?"
"Good motto for a stock-breeding farm."
"There's always sex."
"I'm not a sex machine."
"Togetherness?"
"Ugh."
"Then don't marry. But what if someone came along and swept you off your feet?"
"Like a scrap of paper in a high wind?"
”You're hopeless."
Lyddie drained her cup. "I know. Carlo told me the same thing."
After a two-week absence, and when they were alone in the bookstore, Manny said, "I've
got just the place – Islamorada." He looked at her expectantly.
"Where is it?"
"The Keys."
"That's not my idea of an island. You can drive there."
"So what's wrong with that?"
"Too public. And what about the forty-foot schooner? I'd even settle for a ketch."
"C'mon, Lyddie. Why are you so difficult?"
She put down the book she had been reading and looked at him. “Okay."
His eyes gleamed. "When?"
"I can close the shop anytime. I'll have Estelle look in on Carlo. When's your vacation?"
"Week after next. That's why I'm pushing this now. I'll make the arrangements."
He bent and kissed her on the nose.
The length of the trip necessitated one motel stop. Foreseeing this and sure that Manny
had reserved only one room on Islamorada, Lyddie saw no point in insisting on two now.
Whatever happened, happened.
At the motel Manny emerged from the shower in T-shirt and sweat pants; he took nothing
for granted. Taking the initiative, Lydia appeared in bra and shorts as he lay on the bed reading a
map. He looked appreciatively, smiled and said, in a voice a little above a whisper, "You're some
woman, Lyddie."
Their love-making was tentative, exploratory. Pleasant, not exciting, like the generic
room itself. Lyddie liked it and knew she could get along with Manny. And, given his oftexpressed aversion to marriage, he was unlikely to ask her to commit herself. They were the
perfect couple, no strings attached.
They spent their first hour at Islamorada walking on the beach of trucked-in sand, staring

at the green water. The room was functional, with kitchen. The bed was king-size, which suited
Lyddie. And the high window gave them some natural light when they closed the front drape.
That night they were tired or maybe just did not want to press their luck; both dropped off to
sleep early. The next day they rented a small sloop.
"You'll have to teach me," Manny grinned.
"I'm not the best teacher." When Lyddie told people that she was an English major back
in college, they assumed she was going to be a teacher. She said nothing. Although she liked to
read and talk about books, she couldn't see herself making people read them who didn't want to.
"But you'll have to show me the ropes." Then he laughed. “Literally. I'm an all-thumbs
landlubber."
"Okay. First of all, they're not ropes. On a boat, they're called lines. This one is the
mainsheet."
"Wait a minute. How can a line be a sheet?"
But nomenclature was not the problem. Lyddie didn't have to suppress her laughter at
Manny's efforts to crew, since his own laughter at his failures was contagious.
”It's not your fault. I must not be much of a teacher."
"Naw, like I said, I'm a landlubber." Then he grabbed a sheet which had unfastened from
a cleat, just in time to prevent the boom from whipping around and knocking Lyddie into the
water.
”See what I mean?"
Between laughing and trying not to, Lyddie couldn't answer.
"So I'm a schlemiel. Anyway, I like it out here on the water." Then, "Why don't you get a
powerboat? Less work, just sit back and cruise. And you get somewhere."
"Too much noise and stink. And if I wanted to get somewhere, I’d go by car."
"You got a point. Sailing is not a goal-oriented pursuit. I think I could learn to like
it." He stood at the bow, staring at the water ahead.
That night, while Manny slept after relaxed, tender lovemaking, Lyddie opened the
window, taking in the wetlands smell. She looked at the hooded moon, the beamed ceiling, and
Manny. I like him. He's easy to get along with. And he's not demanding. So what am I afraid
of? She knew that the problem wasn't Manny, but her own quirkiness. Then she remembered the
pressed jeans and realized that Manny had his quirks, too. And how many Jewish railroad
engineers were there? She and Manny were two of Melville’s "isolatoes."
The next morning Manny had the coffee brewing. When Lyddie began to stretch, he put
the sausage on and got the eggs out of the fridge. "Want home fries with your sausage and eggs?"
"Why not."
"You got it."
Lyddie came to the table wearing one of Manny's shirts, unbuttoned.
"If you dress like that, we're gonna have to repeat last night right now."
"Could we finish eating first?"
"If you insist."
Lyddie looked at the sausage. "You don't practice your religion, do you?"
"For my parents, kosher was a big thing, but I don't see the point. It’s enough to believe.
So what do we do today, more sailing?"
"I thought you were so charmed by my irresistible body that we had other plans. If we
play our cards right, that could take all morning."
"As the deer said to the hunter, I'm game."

"I'm not a hunter."
Manny sat up. "I could use a cigarette."
"Sorry, no tengo.I didn't know you smoked, you haven't been."
"Only after soul-satisfying sex."
"You smoke much?"
Manny roared. "Well put! As a matter of fact, no. I haven't had a cigarette in four
years. Does that tell you what you want to know?"
"Yeah, I guess."
"Ya know, Lyddie, I'm beginning to like you."
"Oh, oh. I think you should fight that feeling."
"Why?"
"I'm thirty-two, old enough to have come to certain conclusions about myself. One is that
I'm not meant for meaningful relationships."
"Jeez, Lyddie, I'm not asking you to marry me."
”I know. But I don't even want to live together – or anything."
Manny was silent. "It's ironic. The fact that you don't want to get close is what makes me
like you."
"Look, Manny, I like you, too. But why do we have to discuss closeness? Can't we just
do what we feel like, no ties, no promises?"
"Isn't that a little – well, you know –"
"Irresponsible?"
"Yeah."
The old accusation; she brooded.
"Hey, cheer up. I hope I didn't hit a nerve."
"You did."
"Look, I withdraw the remark. I won't pressure you to do anything you don't want
to. Okay?"
"Okay."
The next day, running before the wind, Manny at the tiller, Lydia sprawled in the cockpit,
keeping an eye out for the jibe.
"Manny?"
"Yeah?"
"About yesterday."
"Forget it. I know what you mean."
"Let me try to explain. I just can't do what's expected of me simply because it's
expected."
"Just like these lines, you resist."
"I'm too idiosyncratic to make a match with anyone."
"That's a paradox."
"What is?"
"I'm the same way. We're soul mates, and for that reason can never be close."
"It is a paradox."
"Well, the sex is good."
”Momentarily."

"You put a negative spin on everything?"
"I didn't mean that. It's my imp of the perverse.”
"Your imp of the perverse?"
"Story by Poe, about a guy who had an irresistible urge to defeat himself. He had
committed the perfect crime, but he couldn't stand success, so he blabbed about it."
"And that's you?"
"Sometimes." Lyddie leveled her gaze, boring into Manny. He turned to her. She said,
"As long as we're into group therapy, what about your marriage?"
"A mistake from the beginning. I was head over heels. The perfect woman, understanding
and sexy." Manny frowned.
"So what went wrong?"
"Everything. She said I took her for granted. Meanwhile, she's studying me with a more
and more jaundiced eye. End of love. She walked out."
"And you formed the opinion, based on one experience, that marriage wasn't for you?"
"Look who's talking."
"Yeah, well, I always kinda knew." She stood. "Time to jibe." She hauled in the
mainsheet, watching Manny's hand on the tiller. The jibe went beautifully, and they veered away
from the coast, water bubbling along the hull.
On the way home they took turns driving and sleeping. Lydia didn't feel the need to say
anything, and apparently neither did Manny. It was a good moment, after a succession of good
moments. But she knew that if a vessel running before the wind didn't jibe, it would run
aground. But, with people, how do you jibe?
Finally, he broke the silence. “Okay, no commitments, but who's to say we can't do
something like this again?"
"Not me," she replied.

Someone Else
- Steven Gulvezan
Hello my foreign friend
With whom I play bridge
In an Internet game room
The cartoon image you choose
To represent yourself
Shows a handsome, vigorous,
Casually elegant man, standing
So secure
In his knotty pine and leather den
I imagine you are content
Sipping your gin and tonic
And playing your trump cards
From a wooden desk –
Antique?
Perhaps a family heirloom
Somehow I know
That you are embraced
By love –
North, south, east, west,
The whole world embraces you
A success
Perhaps wealthy beyond my wildest dreams
And also a gentleman sportsman
From a distance
I envy your golf handicap
As for me
I could never afford to play golf
Your beautiful wife
And splendid children
Are waiting patiently for you
In the adjoining room
That room just past my computer window
You didn’t think I could see into
Your whole damned life,
Did you?
You are so content
I am pleased for you
I would not wish you ill
For all the world
Go ahead and play your trumps
Go ahead, hurry, play them
While I force myself to pretend

That I am a real man
And not merely a cartoon picture

Sweet Dreams
- Peycho Kanev
Our future seems like a larger past,
and yet, the bright watchers approach.
We were sitting at the beach under the moon,
our shadows licked by the campfire's light.
In our minds even the scarecrow is stone-still.
(It’s getting darker!)
The night is slowly coming, crawling back like a black cat,
with some feathery taste in its mouth.
(Is this real enough to believe in?)
Under the pine tree you put your finger in front of your lips:
“Shh! Can you hear it?”
I hear nothing, but she does!
In front of the dawn, even the rooster is mute.
The moment before the moment,
the bright tail cutting the darkly firmament,
reflecting in your smile,
telling me all that I want to know, right now.

The Lake Sleeps
- Art Altman
Repetitious undulations that can ceaselessly roll stop.
Gone is the majesty of nature’s attempt to mold and shape its shore.
Over its grey dull surface soft winds blow snowy rivulets,
Causing wisps of snow to become airborne wavelets,
Changing nothing, except themselves.
The lake stretches forth into seeming oblivion,
Meeting the equally dull faint violet grey sky.
Their surfaces meet, neither yields.
No sun greets anyone. It is veiled by winter’s hold.
A calm resignation invites us to imagine the future spring.
Lake moods
Combed and pressed
Neatly arrested
Not like the lake.
No beginning
Horizon blends
Sky and water as one.
Weak sun, no sailboats
The lake hibernates
I ruminate.

The Coney Island Kid
- James Reiss
(my mother)
Sometimes I feel so low I could chin on a curbstone,
she used to tell me, leaving lit Pall Malls
in ashtrays all over our house. Or else, Life is far
too round to be one-sided. Without having read
Emerson, she said, Put no other gods before
yourself and, once, Forget it, Jamie, death is
no end game. When you pass, your energy goes
into Ike’s Soil Bank program. Believe me,
this is no merry-go-round you get off
with a brass ring in your fist. It’s no free
ride, but it never quits, never burns down
like Luna Park. It’s like a Parachute Jump
that leaves you hanging up there so high
you could chin on St. Peter’s Gate.
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