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Watermelon 
- Francine Witte 
 
  She cuts into the green belly of it. Same old geometry. Whole oval, then circle slice, then, 
finally, half-moon crescent. She doesn’t go further, ‘cause men don’t like to be fed just an itty, 
bitty wedge. 
  She offers a piece to Rudy, who is her this-week man. Sometimes, usually, the man slices 
the watermelon himself, like a tool-using caveman, but Rudy told her he wanted to see for 
himself how good she could work a knife. 
  He spits watermelon seeds on the floor, but he will be so achy sweet later in bed, that she 
doesn’t care. What’s a couple of watermelon seeds compared to love? 
  Then she takes a bite. A nice, watery balance to this desert her life has become. Stretches 
of dry time with nothing but these temporary oases men to drink from. 
  Rudy is already looking out the window. “Think the future’s so easy without me?” she 
wants to ask. Instead, she slices off more watermelon, working the knife like a pro. She is hoping 
to weight him down in place. 
  He takes the watermelon, and, for a moment, she can see the little boy in his eyes. She is 
happy now, and when he spits the seeds on the floor, she hopes, like she always does, that this 
time something in this desert will grow. 



You Say My Poems 
Have Too Many Adjectives 
- Arthur Nahill 
 
As if a lamp 
could be just a lamp 
 
a shoe just a way 
to get around 
 
as if our lives 
didn’t need 
 
a bit 
of embellishment 
 
could stand 
on their own 
 
and be still 
worthy of regard. 
 
And you’re not 
here to see 
 
those mornings 
when the traffic lights 
 
the trees 
the darkness itself 
 
all wait outside my window 
for some small praise. 





The Other Side of Havoc 
- Laurie Kolp 
 
A welcome mat lies 
flat outside the entrance, 
a door you thought revolving 
each time you came back 
needing, not wanting, to start again. 
The ways of the world -- out there -- 
you deemed psychedelic,  
the sensuous temptation, irresistible 
 
said the funky colors seemed to fool you 
lure you into a trance beyond reality 
where illusions of grandeur sucked you in. 
But the door’s now gone 
and the welcome mat LIES. 
One time too many... too late ‒ 
on the other side of havoc 
you lie prostrate in decay. 



There Is Beauty in the World 
- James Piatt 
 
Walking on a dusty deer path with my dark 
anger and troublesome fears close beside me, 
I suddenly saw autumn leaves falling and 
crackling, sounding like tiny feet on old yellow 
parchment, the sound and colors entered my 
ears and captured my eyes. I breathed in the 
brisk fresh air and searched for answers in the 
colorful foliage; found whisperings of gentle 
truths floating with the leaves in the breeze. 
A tiny softly flowing rill covered with yellow 
leaves and grassy moss, murmured rippling 
rhymes that reached into my being…I watched 
and listened as I crossed a small oaken bridge 
over the rill…my anger and fears were lagging 
far behind me. My senses started to awaken; I 
followed ancient wooden steps to the top of a 
verdant knoll; it is there that a sudden 
calmness overwhelmed my soul. I heard a frog 
stirring in the rill below; it croaked a soft 
guttural verse into my mind soothing away my 
remaining fears. I found peace on top of the 
verdant knoll of beautiful sweet smelling wild 
roses, and purple Lilacs resting under a 
Sycamore tree reaching for heaven. I sat 
silently among the wild flowers and my worldly 
troubles vanished; my heart no longer ached. 
Why does it take man so much time to 
recognize that there is still much beauty and 
tranquility in the world? 
 





The Jazz Harpist Lies Sleepless 
- Marianne Szlyk 
 
At night in another strange bed 
tiger-striped with streetlights 
and shadows of venetian blinds, 
the jazz harpist wills herself 
to sleep. 
 
Her husband sprawled beside her 
is dead to the world. 
She is alive to it 
the itch of wool blankets, 
the whisper of a pink 
nylon nightgown 
over her thighs, 
her place on the edge 
of a full-sized bed, 
the traffic like Pacific surf 
outside her window, 
the music she cannot 
write down at night. 
 
She imagines rising 
to tidy up the room. 
Her husband will wake 
to a clear path 
if only in this place. 
She will not touch 
the harp 
 
that always 
travels with them 
like an awkward, half-grown child 
looming over his parents, 
the only child they will ever have. 
 
She shuts her eyes 
to this bedroom 
and to her harp 
that emerges in darkness. 
She hushes her racing thoughts 
from the hours 
most women her age 
do not keep. 
 



The music 
and the darkness 
recede 
and she falls 
into a dream 
of willing herself 
to stay awake 
as her husband drives 
her and their human child. 
 
In her dream, she strokes 
her little girl’s hair, 
and plays 
The Look of Love, 
as they travel home 
long before midnight. 
 



 1 

The Last Man Out 

  - Arthur Davis 

 

  At 6:15 an old man stood in front of the National City Bank, watching the line of 

ticket holders grow. The movie at the Beckmann Theater half a block up Second Avenue 

would start at 7:00. A Time of Innocence was a fine dramatic film that had generated 

modest word-of-mouth interest and, in Manhattan, buzz was everything. 

  He shifted from side to side to take the burden off his right hip. Normally it 

wasn’t so painful, but in the last few days a storm front had smoked the city with a 

punishing, cold, grey, October mist that seeped into his fragile, eighty-three year-old 

frame. 

  Finally, he picked up two parcels and moved to the end behind a tall young man 

in a wrinkled leather jacket and a woman he assumed was his girlfriend. The old man 

returned the young man’s nod as the line snaked forward. 

  Three boring coming-attraction trailers and 100 minutes later, the lights went on. 

The old man wiped his eyes dry. People floated up from their seats and exchanged 

observations and opinions, and tried to decide where to go for dinner. His doctor had 

warned him he could eat no more than two meals a day, and small ones at that. 

  He strained to get up with both bags. He enjoyed the idea of being the last to enter 

the theater and the last to leave. There was something appropriately theatrical about it, he 

reasoned. 

  “How did you like it?” 

  Sam looked up. It was the young man, standing at the curbside under the flashing 

marquee. “I enjoyed it,” he said, pleased that anyone would ask his opinion. 

  “See,” the woman said, “he loved it, too.” 

  “He said he enjoyed it.” 

  The woman was visibly disappointed with her boyfriend’s restraint. 

  “Who did you like most?” Sam asked the woman. They looked to be in their late 

thirties and were definitely locals. 

  “Angela Forman ‒ the girl who played the seamstress.” 

  Sam wanted to hear more. Of course, it wasn’t important that he knew the actress 

had taken a stage name, one more suited to her smoldering appeal. 

  “She was too young for the part,” her boyfriend remarked. 

  “That’s the tragedy,” she answered. “She couldn’t have been more than twenty-

five, and she was already household chattel.” 

  “That’s what life was like 150 years ago.” 

  The old man agreed. “Life was hard then.” 

  She leaned toward the old man as if preparing to impart a delicate secret. “Didn’t 

you just love her vitality?” 

  The old man thought the young woman was pretty,  even prettier up close, with 

deep brown eyes and a reddened flush her cheeks. “She was my favorite.” 

  “Mine, too,” the boyfriend added with a wink. 

  “Oh, stop it,” she insisted. 

  “I’m serious.” 

  “Right, because of the stable scene, you’re serious.” 

  “She’s a beautiful girl.” 
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  “Don’t mind him,” she said to the old man. “He almost jumped out of his seat 

when the stable boy ripped off her dress.” 

  The first time the old man saw the scene, his heart heaved in reverse. It must have 

been the same with his wife, Greta, who, he believed, was as much a part of the audience 

as he was. And as longing to see her granddaughter as any grandmother.  

  “Can I help you with one of those?” the man asked. 

  The corners of corrugated boxes had worn through the plastic bag, their dark tips 

poised like small animals testing the safety of the street. “I’ll be all right.” 

  “No, please let me help.” 

  “Don’t worry. You can trust him. He’s almost housebroken,” she said lovingly 

and buttoned her coat. 

  The young man glanced at an Italian restaurant across the street. “I’m hungry.” 

  “Do you live around here?” the woman inquired. 

  The old man thought for a moment. “I’m a block away on First Avenue. And I 

really should be going.” He was saddened with the words he spoke. It wasn’t what he 

wanted to hear. It was just all he knew to say. 

  “There’s a great Chinese place on 63rd and First,” the young man remembered. 

  “This is Daniel, who’s always hungry, and I’m Catherine, and I’m always on a 

diet.” 

  The old man hesitated, clinging to the plastic bag. “Sam.” 

  “Well, Sam, we would be glad to help you down the block if you wanted,” she 

said. 

  Why not, Sam admitted silently. “You’re very kind.” 

  “Glad to help,” Daniel offered, and cautiously hefted the large, black, plastic bag 

while Catherine easily picked up the white paper shopping bag. 

  Catherine and Daniel traded knowing glances, and all three crossed Second 

Avenue as one. Halfway between First and Second Avenue, Sam paused to catch his 

breath. Greta and he had lived in this neighborhood for most of their adult lives and 

passed across 63rd Street between First and Second Avenues so many times together, and 

happily, once Diana was in tow. Tonight for the first time in a long time, he was not 

alone, but he was terribly undecided.  

  “How do you suppose …” he began and then started to cough. The episode lasted 

for only a few seconds and, when it was over, he grinned, holding back the pain. “Must 

be the night air.” 

  “Are you all right?” Catherine asked. 

  “Perfectly fine,” he said, trying particularly hard to stand up the full measure of 

his diminished character. “How do you suppose they did that to her hands?” 

  “Whose hands?” Daniel asked. 

  “Angela Forman’s. The seamstress. Her fingers were gnarled and scarred. She had 

the hands of a much older woman. She held them up to the master of the house ‒

remember? ‒ and he responded in a malevolent tone by telling her she was fortunate to be 

alive and that he would not tolerate complaints.” 

  “I don’t know.” 

  “Maybe they weren’t her hands at all,” Catherine suggested. 

  Then Daniel shook his head. “It had to be makeup.” 

  Sam Meyers had studied the young girl on the screen and in his mind during the 
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hours between showings ‒ her youthful ways and soft, yielding face. He wondered what 

she might have been like growing up as a child. “You think they made up her hands?” 

  “They can make up any body part,” Daniel said with authority. 

  “Daniel studies women’s body parts. He’s an expert. He used to be the Woman’s 

Body Part critic for The New York Times.” 

  Sam chortled. He read The Times every day and never noticed a Body Parts critic. 

He was enjoying the company. You could see the sparkle between them, the twinkle of 

adoration, and the furtive, knowing glances. 

  They walked east towards First Avenue, more of a trio than before. 

  “Do you mind my asking why you went to this particular movie?” 

  “A woman in my building thought I might like it.  I am very fortunate to have her 

as a friend,” Sam said, knowing that it had to be fate that drove him to A Time of 

Innocence two weeks ago. 

  “Hey, the restaurant’s closed for renovations,” Daniel blurted out as they 

approached the corner of First Avenue and 63rd Street. 

  They were struck by a gust of wind snaking up First Avenue along with a steady 

swarm of Saturday night traffic. A taxi cut off a small van to pick up a passenger in front 

of the three of them. Horns honked in protest and the passenger got in and the taxi sped 

off. 

  Daniel noticed the reflection of the bright neon streetlights in Sam’s eyes. Greens 

and reds and yellows danced across his cheeks, giving him the appearance of a sad, 

rejected circus clown ‒ the kind that captures the hearts of little children. “Would you 

like to join us for dinner, Sam?” 

  Catherine had been thinking little else since they left the theater, except the idea 

was so improbable, and she was so unsure of Daniel’s response, she never would have 

suggested it. “What a wonderful idea.” 

  Sam noticed Daniel’s grasp on the black bag. The hand looked strong, confident, 

tested. These were two good people extending themselves and their kindness. He was not 

used to such temptation. He had traveled alone since Greta, after forty-eight years of 

marriage, passed away. It was now two years of wandering in the darkness. Coveting 

privacy and grief, he remained alone with memories and precious photographs of the 

family that was, and the one that might have been. 

  And, his cherished treasures kept close at hand made the pain and loneliness less 

threatening, as if there was a thin membrane of tangibility that kept him from rupturing 

his heart and fragmenting the remains into the ether. But this was a day where the 

proximity of memories to his terrible reality had become intolerable. 

  “I, ah, thank you, but I don’t think so.” 

  “Why not?” Catherine asked. 

  Sam couldn’t think of a reason. He felt safe with them. They didn’t mind his 

slowness, his lack of conversation. So why, he asked himself, was he so consumed with 

doubt? I can’t be as boring as I think or Greta would never have put up with me, he 

reasoned.  Her love, her devotion, had slowly crafted the quiet chemical engineer from 

Minneapolis where they met, into a man who was comfortable in his bones and in his 

vulnerability.  Though, if Greta saw him now, she would be grief stricken at the sick and 

wounded image. 

  “I don’t generally have dinner,” he finally remembered, then wished he hadn’t 
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said it. He wanted this adventure to last. Suddenly he was relaxed and not as tired as he 

had become accustomed to in the months since his medication had been increased. 

  The disappointment showed on Catherine’s face. “Not even a snack?” 

  “No,” he said, and then added. “But, you know, if you like, you can come up for 

some tea?” 

  Daniel answered quickly. “Even better.” Somehow Daniel knew this man or of 

him, or would have liked to have met him. The naturalness of his spirit was so appealing. 

   “You two talk like you’ve known each other for ever,” Catherine said stepping 

back. It was true. Both men acted as if they had come upon each other after years of 

regrettable separation. One could have been the father, the other, his good-natured, 

prodigal son. Each had a smile that widened and deepened with time. Catherine laughed. 

“See, the same smile, too.” 

  “Oh, Mrs. Delgado,” Sam said, somewhat surprised by the woman insistently 

tapping him on the shoulder. She was short, plump, seventyish, and carried her purse 

securely under her arm as if it were stuffed with high-yield bearer bonds.  

  “How was the movie?” she asked without taking her questioning eyes off 

Catherine. 

  “We had a nice time,” Sam said. “These are my friends Catherine and Daniel.” 

  Greetings were exchanged along with Mrs. Delgado’s opinion of the movie, “Not 

for me” Of course she had never seen it but had learned what it was about from her sister 

who didn’t like British, turn-of-the-century period pieces. 

  “A nasty night and you should be home, Sam.” 

  “Yes.  We’re going up for tea right now.” 

  “Well, see that you do,” Mrs. Delgado said with a mixture of determination and 

tenderness. 

  “Tough customer,” Daniel said as Mrs. Delgado disappeared into the all-night 

pharmacy on First Avenue. 

  “But well-meaning enough.” 

  Catherine observed, “She’s very protective of you.” 

  “We have lived in the same building for decades. She’s among the few of our 

generation left.”  

  Sam was delighted that Mrs. Delgado met Catherine and Daniel.  He’d had 

friends before, many when Greta was alive, but many had moved away, others died or 

drifted from contact. Greta would be proud of him for not shrinking from opportunity. 

Still, he wished he could muster more energy to appreciate the moment. 

  “I live over there,” Sam said, nodding to the modest, six-story building across 

First Avenue.  

  “It’s getting cold, why don’t we get some tea.” Daniel shivered. 

  “Fine idea,” Sam said, more agreeable than ever. 

  Dry warmth greeted them in the charming hundred-year-old apartment building. 

The smell of fried onions and braised meat permeated the small, Tudor-decorated lobby. 

Catherine inhaled with obvious relish. 

  “It’s Mrs. Bernstein. An amazing cook.” 

  Sam opened the elevator door to the fifth floor landing and formally invited them 

into his apartment. They entered with noticeable apprehension, both wondering, for 

different reasons, if doing so was such a good idea. 
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  “Good to be home, especially on a night like this,” Sam said beckoning them into 

the living room. 

  “This is lovely,” Catherine said quickly, taking in the lifetime panorama. The 

apartment was neat and clean and orderly, with a scattering of books and memorabilia 

piled up in unobtrusive corners. And it was spacious, much more a home than an 

apartment. 

  Greta would have liked Catherine, and certainly Daniel. Why wasn’t she here to 

greet them with her enchanting, quick smile and welcoming embrace? Sam asked 

himself. The world was swarming with criminals, scum, and people without the capacity 

to care or give or add to the general welfare. Take one of them, he had begged hopelessly. 

Take them all, he’d cried well into every night months before the love of his life was 

taken from his arms. 

  Daniel set the plastic bag next to where Catherine placed the white bag, removed 

his leather jacket, then went to Catherine’s side at the piano which was covered with 

damask and studded with antique framed photos from generations past. “Very nice.” 

  Sam watched them pour over the photos, then, feeling more comfortable with his 

decision, switched on the kitchen lights. “I’ll get the tea.” 

  Daniel put his arm around Catherine and whispered. “This is so unlike us.” 

  “I know,” she whispered. “But I like him. I feel as though I know him. It’s so 

strange.” There were numerous photos of Sam and Greta, many taken with a little girl in 

tow ‒ at the beach, on a jungle gym in Central Park. The woman in Sam’s embrace was 

petite with bright eyes and a brooding smile. 

  As the pictures fanned out to the back edge of the piano near the wall, the child 

grew in size but always appeared calm to the point of being doleful and sullen, never 

demonstrating the outspoken glee of her mother or returning the adulation of her father.  

  Catherine said, “There is something here we’re going to find out.” 

  “A secret?” 

  “I don’t know. Something,” Catherine said, stroking an antique, hand wrought 

silver frame. A little girl sat on what appeared to be her mother’s knee. The faded 

photograph was set against the backdrop of a lodge and, beyond, a snowcapped mountain 

ridge. Catherine guessed it was taken in Europe. She examined the two women closely. 

  “Do you have a large family?” Sam asked, coming to her side. He looked taller, 

less bent and tread upon. His pants held a thoughtfully tight crease, his loose long sleeve 

blue shirt neatly matching the worn and favored beige cardigan. He even looked younger, 

except Catherine sensed a look of forlornness about him. 

  “Unfortunately, no. These are wonderful photos.” 

  “My wife,” he said about the one Catherine was admiring. “My beautiful Greta.” 

  She was moved by the expression of longing. “You truly loved her.” 

  “I still do.” 

  “Yes.  Of course. I’m sorry.” 

  “Please, don’t be. I have a lifetime of wonderful memories. She gave me her love 

and hope, made me so much a better man and father, and was never far from my side.” 

Sam felt the pressure well up in his chest. Tentatively, at first, and then with cavernous 

conviction. He wanted to take a pill but couldn’t tear himself away from how he was 

enjoying talking about his Greta. 

  Daniel came up behind them. “You don’t see that kind of thing today.” 
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  Catherine saddened. They had been lovers from the beginning ‒ five months and 

eight days ago. He meant everything to her. She gave him her love and believed that one 

day he would return its depth in kind. Her fear: that day would never come. 

  “Who is the little girl?” Catherine asked, pointing to the two women in the 

foreground of the majestic mountain range. 

  The teakettle shrieked impatiently. Sam went into the kitchen and returned with 

cups and a beautiful silver kettle along with a small plate of chocolate covered biscuits. “I 

hope this will do.” 

  “It will do and more,” Catherine said, delighted. Catherine found it easy to picture 

the couple, young and in love, unable to let each other out of sight. She wanted such a 

passion, such a burning, consuming commitment. She so much wanted to be reborn with 

Daniel as her first and only love. 

  Feeling out of place with the interchange, Daniel suggested, “You could use a few 

new bags over there.” 

  “He’s right,” Catherine said. 

  “The plastic is ripped, and the shopping bag probably wouldn’t last another trip to 

the theater,” Daniel said, suddenly self-conscious that he had just eaten his second 

biscuit. 

  The shopping bag looked awful. It had been drizzling for three days, and it was 

obvious both bags were in danger of splitting open. Catherine put down her teacup and 

jumped to her feet, “Let me see what I can do.” 

  As she got to the bags, Sam’s cup flipped out of his hands and shattered on the 

table below. Hot tea and shards of china splattered in every direction. She rushed to his 

side along with Daniel who came to the rescue with a roll of paper towels he grabbed 

from the kitchen. “Too much excitement for one evening, I’m afraid.” 

  Sam didn’t know what to say or do. He stood next to the coffee table staring down 

at his handiwork. They cleaned up the mess, and Sam went into the kitchen for another 

cup without speaking. 

  “He’s upset. Do you think we should go?” 

  “Not yet,” Daniel said, already impatient with concern for Sam’s return. 

  “I love you,” Catherine said and kissed Daniel’s cheek, as he comforted her. She 

had never spoken those words, though they had been her constant companions for the last 

five months and eight days. 

  Sam came back with a new cup. “I’m so clumsy. I hope neither of you were 

splattered.” 

  “Are you all right?” Daniel asked, filled with joy and instant regret he wasn’t able 

to respond to Catherine’s declaration. 

  Sam stared at the two bags in the corner of the room. “I carry them with me to the 

theater every night.” 

  Catherine was quick to ask, “How many times have you seen A Time of 

Innocence?” 

  “I’ve gone to every 7:00 performance since it opened last month,” Sam said as if 

he had exhaled an agony that had been poisoning his heart. 

  Daniel smiled to himself. The secret Catherine predicted. “What do you like so 

much about the movie?” 

  What to say? Sam asked himself. What harm? he heard himself answer. “The 
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seamstress, of course.” 

  “She’s a good actress,” Daniel said, again recalling the scene in the stable. The 

actor who played the stable boy was physically unremarkable and not compelling. The 

girl who played the seamstress had a beautiful body and, like every other man in the 

theater, Daniel could not help but wonder what it might feel like to possess the firebrand. 

  “Is she the little girl sitting on your wife’s lap?” 

  Sam and Daniel stared at her wearing the identical expression of surprise. 

  “Is she your granddaughter?” 

  “That photo is of Diana, my daughter, and Emily, her little girl. It was taken in 

France nineteen years ago.” 

  “When was the last time you saw Diana?” 

  Sam turned to Daniel and considered his answer. “I last saw my daughter over 

twenty-one years ago.” 

  “And the photo of your granddaughter?” Catherine asked. 

  “My prized photo of Emily, our little Emily, sent to us by Diana.” 

  “Then you’ve never actually met Emily?” 

  A lifetime of seconds past before Sam could respond, and the answer cut through 

him, shattering what remained of a lifetime of denial. “No. Never.” 

  “Oh, Sam, I’m so sorry,” Catherine, said coming to kneel at his side. 

  “So I go every night to see her. She probably doesn’t even know I’m alive.” 

  Daniel wanted to ask him how he had gotten the photo and what had torn the 

family apart. He knew Catherine was boiling with curiosity. “I’m sure she can’t know 

how much you miss her.” 

  “Diana was difficult from the beginning.  We were hardly speaking when she left 

us at seventeen to live with a boyfriend in California. It broke our hearts. ‘It has to be me, 

Sam,’ Greta said. I told her it had nothing to do with our love. It’s just something that is, 

but Greta never stopped blaming herself, and I never stopped blaming Diana.” 

  “And the photo?” Catherine pursued. 

  “It came with a letter four years after she had left us, about the time the war in 

Vietnam ended.” 

  “This must be terrible for you, so why tear your heart out every night at the 

theater?” 

  “It may sound strange but you know it’s all I really have left of our Emily, your 

Angela Forman.” 

  “Oh, Sam,” Catherine almost cried. 

  “You love your children and care for them and would rather bleed than let them 

suffer. You hurt when they hurt and grieve at their slightest sadness. Diana was our only 

child. She was our dream.  But she resented our affection, our guidance, our friendship, 

and love. Our everything. It can happen. Some day you will be a father,” he said to 

Daniel, “then you’ll understand. 

  “I’m so, so sorry for you.” 

  “I’m okay, thank you. But I would ask a favor?” 

  “Of course. Anything.” 

  “Would you bring the bags over here?” 

  Catherine quickly set them at the old man’s feet. Sam undid the knot at the top of 

the large plastic garbage bag and rolled down the sides revealing half a dozen small, 
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misshapen corrugated boxes, one older and more battered than the next.  Several were 

sealed with tape, others in different colored string from another generation. The shopping 

bag waited its turn in silence. 

  “Go ahead,” he instructed Catherine. 

  “You want me to open them?” 

  “Please.” 

  Daniel shot her a quick nod of encouragement. 

  A deep rasping cough sprang from Sam’s center, and escalated until Catherine 

and Daniel became fearful. He waved them off and went into the kitchen and took a pill. 

  “Cough probably comes from standing in line in the cold night air one time too 

many times?” 

  “I’m afraid so” Sam answered Catherine from the kitchen doorway. He hadn’t 

taken his pills today or, in fact, yesterday. He thought back and realized he’d been 

inattentive for almost two weeks. He had a doctor’s appointment, for all it mattered, next 

week.  

  “So why not go to the morning show, when you may be feeling stronger, or at 

least the afternoon performance.” 

  Sam sat on the chair next to the paino. “Greta and I always liked the evening 

program best. And when I’m there, Greta is at my side, and I am convinced she enjoys 

the movie as much as I do. And they only charge me for one seat. Pretty clever, don’t you 

think?” 

  “Okay, let’s get on with the unveiling,” Daniel motioned. 

  Catherine peeled back the tape on the smallest box and bent out the paperboard 

flaps. She could feel the heavy paper give way under her fingers. The box hadn’t been 

opened in years. She lifted out bone-dry tissue paper and reached in and pulled out a 

small stuffed dog not more than a foot from nose to what remained of its partially chewed 

floppy tail. She held it up like some magical trophy. 

  “My brother gave it to Diana on her first birthday.” 

  “It’s wonderful,” Catherine said, examining the detailed stitching and 

craftsmanship that could not be had today. “Absolutely wonderful.” 

  “Diana was Greta’s dream come true.” 

  Catherine set the black and white dog on the coffee table and put the box and 

tissue paper on the floor. A brightly colored, tattered felt hat that the baby had been given 

on her second birthday party was pulled from the second box, a hand-made pull toy horse 

from the third. The last two were stuffed with baby clothes and photos that hadn’t seen 

daylight in years. Catherine finally dipped her hand into the rain-stained white shopping 

bag and removed a tiny crib blanket. The colors had faded into a wilted red and blue 

runny maze. 

  The cruel silence of the exercise was broken by the tears slipping down Sam 

Meyer’s sunken white cheeks. He had aged before their eyes. What strength he was able 

to muster, what little reserve he had gathered, was quickly consumed in anguish. As 

Catherine refolded the woolen blanket, he began to cough. 

  Daniel went for water but Sam waved it away. “Do you want us to call a doctor?” 

  The old man looked up at both affectionately, “I’ll be fine.” 

  “Sam, what can we do for you?” 

  “There is nothing to do,” he said. “And you both have already done more than I 
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could have ever asked.” The bitter, threatening cough subsided, though the cost had been 

heavy. A film of sweat masked his forehead. His fists were clenched white knots drained 

of blood. 

  “We have to call a doctor,” Catherine pleaded. 

  “No, please. Let me rest.” 

  “You need help.” 

  “What I need most right now is you both at my side.” 

  Catherine choked back the tears. “We can’t let you suffer like this. We have to do 

something.” 

  He reached up and took her hand. “I have been carrying those bags around for the 

last two years. I never realized how heavy they were, or how they bent my body and 

spirit, until now. All because of your kindness.” 

  “Do you know where Diana lives?” 

  The pain was seizing up his insides as the specialists predicted. There was no 

place to go, and no time to get there.  “Once, years ago, I got a postcard from her. I carry 

it in my pocket,” he said, unable to lift his hand. 

  Catherine reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a photo of The Hampton 

Heights Amusement park in Southern California. There was no other address. The 

inscription read, ‘Just stopped off here with friends. Hope you’re OK.’ The signature was 

scrawled as though the author couldn’t wait to get it done, but the name Diana was clear. 

  Daniel said, “Sam, I apologize for what I said about the movie. I mean the thing 

about the scene in the stable. I would have never said anything disrespectful if I had 

known.” 

  “How could you?” Sam answered, affectionately. 

  “It’s good for him to apologize, Sam,” Catherine interrupted. “Don’t discourage 

him.” 

  The old man smiled. It was genuine and seemed to calm his heaving chest. “I’m 

glad I met you two.” 

  “I knew from the first we would be friends.” 

  “Yes. Friends,” Sam answered Daniel. 

  “Good friends,” Catherine said, sweeping a shock of white hair from the old 

man’s eyes as she had done so many times for her grandfather.  

  They kneeled on both sides of the old man until his breathing eased. Finally, Sam 

closed his eyes and fell into a deep, liberating sleep. It was difficult for them to know 

how much time passed. Both were transfixed, protective.  At one point, Catherine went 

into the kitchen for water and came back with a description of the medications filling a 

small shelf over the sink. 

  Daniel set his hand on Sam’s diminished chest. There was no movement. He put 

his hand on the old man’s neck. There was no pulse. He listened a while longer. But there 

was nothing to hear. 

  “There’s nothing we can do.” 

  She listened to his words, finding it difficult to process their meaning. She knew 

Sam was ill. That was clear. She knew that the old man was tired and suffering under a 

legacy of sorrow ‒ a wife compromised by guilt, a daughter he had lost, and a grandchild 

he never saw. Catherine so wanted to know about his wife, the first time they met, kissed, 

knew they were in love, heard they were going to be parents, and when they first 
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admitted their only child could bring them grief and sadness. 

  Daniel held her for a while and then called the police. The EMS arrived and 

neighbors and friends were questioned. All were distressed, but no one seemed surprised 

the old man had died ‒ he had been so sick lately. Several had seen the old man being 

escorted into the building by what seemed like a devoted young couple. 

  Mrs. Delgado had nothing but praise for Sam Meyer’s new friends. “I hadn’t seen 

him so happy in, in, I can’t remember when.” she added, tearfully.  “Such a good man.” 

  Later that night, after the police were satisfied and the impact had taken its toll, 

after the tears and sorrow had left their mark, Daniel took Catherine into his bed and spun 

an embrace in which she could find refuge and comfort. 

  “I am so glad we were there with him.” 

  Daniel gave her a loving hug. “We spent the last few minutes of his life with 

him.” 

  “How terrible for Sam if he had lived there alone,” she said, considering when his 

neighbors or the police would have found him. “I want to see Emily again,” she said. 

  ”I do, too.” 

  “I think Sam had a crush on you.” 

  “I thought he had a crush on you.” 

  “I miss him.” 

  “I love you,” Daniel said and kissed Catherine a long, slow, good night. 
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The Pot-Bellied Stove 
 - Susan D. Harper 
 
  The door swung down with a loud clap. Kate cringed as the sound echoed through 
the valley. Brushing dirt from her hands onto her jeans, she turned and walked away from 
the root cellar, dried leaves crunching under her sneakers. With all the boxes removed 
from under the house, she was done with the cellar and grateful for it. She gave the door a 
quick look over her shoulder, as she had done so many times as a child, expecting it to lift 
slightly and yellow monster eyes to peer back. Her pace quickened as she ran a hand over 
her dark brown hair, seeking spider web strands. 
  As she rounded the corner of her Appalachian childhood home, a west wind 
caught her grey hooded jacket and blew it out from her petite frame. She shoved her 
hands into the front pockets and hugged herself, stopping to lift her face into the wind, 
close her eyes, and breathe deep. 
  “Smells good, don’t it?” 
  Kate bristled, took another deep breath and exhaled before answering the voice 
from the porch. “Coming storms always do.” She walked around the porch and looked up 
the steps at her mother standing with her hands on the white railing. 
  “Better finish up. It’s comin’ up a storm.” Lines from hard West Virginia years 
framed her mother’s ice blue eyes. Her thin lips were set into a permanent frown. Wisps 
of white hair blew in tiny circles at her temples in the building wind. 
  “What’s next?” Kate asked, managing a small smile. 
  “Ohhhh,” her mother drawled, “I need to go through his things for the church, I 
reckon.” She looked back into the house through the screen door. “There’s people 
needin’ his clothes now more than him." 
  Kate came up a step, watching her. The two women stood silent, her mother still 
looking back into the house. Unsure what to do as the silence grew, Kate debated whether 
to ask if she was okay or to wait for her to say something more. Her mother was rarely at 
a loss for words. Kate briefly considered putting her hand on her mother’s hand that still 
gripped the porch rail; short ragged nails, dry skin from hard soap and hard water, a 
spattering of age spots, and her simple gold wedding band, thin and worn. 
  Her mother let out a long sigh and waved at the house. “We best get started.” She 
went inside. The screen door snapped shut behind her. 
  Kate stood on the porch listening to her mother’s slow step up the stairs to the 
second floor. Kate was stunned that she had considered trying to comfort her. That would 

not have gone well, she thought. Since her mother considered most displays of affection a 
sign of weakness, Kate would have come away from the gesture rejected. It was just that, 
Kate thought, for a moment she appeared vulnerable. Kate shook her head, chalked up 
her delusion to her current emotional state, and went inside. 
  As she walked through the small, neat living room towards the staircase, her 
footsteps echoed on the dark wood floors. The room had hardly changed. The floral 
couch still sat beneath the window that looked out onto the yard. The rickety wood coffee 
table was still there, as was the worn grey wool rug that had always felt like a Brillo pad 
to Kate’s bare feet when she was young. 
  “Need more bags,” her mother called down from the second floor. Kate went 
around the staircase into the kitchen and pulled paper bags from between the refrigerator 
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and the wall. She glanced at the refrigerator and reached out to lightly run her fingers 
over her father’s block letter writing, “DR. PETERSON, NOVEMBER 14 9:30 AM.” 
Kate swallowed hard, still touching the note that hung from the mouth of a trout. It was 
the magnet he always used. She hadn’t noticed the note during all of the hectic funeral 
activities. Her eyes filled with tears. She turned and looked around the kitchen searching 
for him ‒ his chair with the green cushion missing a tie was at the kitchen table, its back 
against the wall so he could see out the window, his favorite blue coffee mug with the 
chipped handle still sitting next to the coffee pot on the counter, his truck keys still hung 
on the hook near the back door. Kate hastily wiped away her tears with her jacket sleeve, 
and then wiped her eyes again, just in case. 
  Kate glanced to her left as she went up the stairs. Against one wall of the living 
room, the old pot-bellied stove stood sentinel, its long black pipe shooting up the wall. 
That was where their little ritual had started, the winter she had pneumonia. It had been 
their secret. Kate hugged the bags to her chest, hung her head, and continued to climb the 
stairs. 
  When she reached the door to her parents' bedroom, her mother looked up from 
packing. 
  “Took ya long enough” she snapped when Kate came through the bedroom door. 
  “Sorry,” Kate said softly. 
  Her mother scanned Kate’s red-rimmed eyes. Her lips immediately disappeared 
into a more pronounced frown. 
  “Start over yonder with his bureau,” she said as she set one full bag down next to 
a few others lining the wall of the bedroom. 
  Kate walked around the bed, glancing back towards the door, catching herself 
listening for her father's presence. He always evened things out when it got tense just by 
coming into a room and speaking in his calm, quiet way. She sighed heavily and shook 
out a paper bag. 
  I can do this without crying, she told herself and opened a drawer. T-shirts. She 
let out a short burst of air. Nothing in there to cry over. She placed them into the bag. 
Outside, lightning flashed and a few moments later distant thunder rumbled. 
  Kate finished one drawer and moved on to the next. Socks. I can handle socks, 

too. She remembered her own socks, spread out in front of the pot-bellied stove. They 
had put a lot of clothes in front of that stove over the years to warm them for extra 
protection from the cold. 
  The stove ritual started the winter of fourth grade when she developed a chest 
cold. She had been bad off. It hurt to breathe. It hurt to cough. Everyone prayed that Kate 
would get better on her own, because they had no health insurance. Heck, Kate thought, 
back then Daddy was lucky to even have a job. Her mother worked cleaning houses and 
doing child care at the church. When Kate developed pneumonia, they were short a goat 
and two chickens, but she finally saw a doctor and got the care that she needed. 
  Once she began to feel better, her mother insisted that Kate’s chores resume, 
including her chore of feeding all yard animals first thing in the morning. She said the 
return to a normal routine would do her good. Her father protested. He didn't think she 
was ready for the cold. Kate remembered lying in bed listening to them argue long into 
the night about that one. Her mother had won. 
  “I’m gonna fetch more bags," her mother said, startling Kate. 
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  Kate nodded. She listened to the stairs creak as her mother slowly descended. 
Outside, daylight retreated as the storm overtook the sky. Inside, the room quickly turned 
dark. She switched on a lamp. 
  The first morning her chores resumed, she came downstairs to find her socks, 
boots, mittens, hat, and coat circling the pot-bellied stove. She had quickly put the toasty-
warm clothes on and had gone out to the barn to feed the chickens, the horses, and the 
goats. It had made all the difference in the cold. Her clothes had stayed warm until she 
was nearly done with her chores. When she came back in, both her parents were 
downstairs. She didn’t want to taint the sweetness of her father’s gesture by speaking of 
it, so she never did, and neither did anyone else. The ritual of warming her clothes 
continued as long as she had early morning chores in the winter. 
  Kate brushed a tear from her cheek and then gently smoothed the last pair of his 
work pants before placing them into the bag. Lightning flashed again and was followed 
almost immediately by thunder. 
  “Storm’s here,” her mother said as she came through the door with more bags 
under her arm. “I’m fixin’ to be done with the closet. Why don’t you pack those bags out 
to my car for tomorrow.” 
  Kate nodded and picked up three bags. Her mother placed the keys on top of the 
clothes in one of the bags that she carried as she went through the bedroom door. Outside, 
the wind swirled the leaves into tiny tornadoes. She hurried to her mother’s car, set the 
bags down behind it, and unlocked the trunk. Lightning flashed again. The thunder that 
followed rolled across the sky. She put the bags into the trunk and shivered, realizing her 
jacket was no longer enough. Leaving the trunk open, she ran back into the house and up 
the stairs for more, determined to get the car packed before the rain came. 
  Kate was halfway through loading the bags when it began to rain but she kept on 
until she finished. When she came back inside, her mother had started dinner, and the 
television was on. 
  “They’re talkin’ about the rain turning to sleet, maybe snow,” her mother said as 
Kate took off her wet jacket. 
  “I wouldn’t be surprised. It’s pouring down rain, and the temperature is 
dropping.” 
  “How does that brand-fired new car work in the snow? Might get snowed in.” 
  “It works just fine in the snow, Mom. What’s for supper? Can I help?” 
  “Pork chops, green beans, roasting ears, fried potatoes. You could peel potatoes.” 
  Kate went to the sink, washed her hands, and then picked up a knife and a potato. 
She half listened to the news, half listened to the storm, and contemplated being snowed 
in with her mother. Dealing with her mother seemed so much easier when her dad was 
alive. Her eyes filled with tears for what seemed like the hundredth time that day. She 
stopped peeling to keep from cutting herself. 
  Her mother slammed down the spatula, sending grease flying. “Is it that bad here 
now that he’s gone?” she asked, her voice straining. 
  Kate sighed and turned towards her mother. Her mother's eyes were brimming 
with tears. Kate’s mouth dropped open. She could count the times she had seen her 
mother cry on one hand. 
  “No, it’s not,” she managed to say, as her mouth turned dry. 
  “Plumb well act like it,” she said turning her back on Kate, picking up the spatula, 
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and poking angrily at the pork chops in the pan. “Hardly came home at all these last few 
years. If you couldn’t stand to come home because of me, could’ve at least come home 
for him.” 
  Kate’s heart pounded fast in her chest. “Did he say something? Was he hurt that I 
took the job and moved away? I thought that he wanted that for me.” She looked down at 
her hands. 
  “He wouldn’t never say anything to keep you from your fancy career, you know 
that. He was a good-hearted man that just wanted to see you more.” 
  “Are you trying to make me feel bad?” She started to tremble. “Is this really the 
time to bring up what I should’ve or could’ve been doing? Isn’t it a bit late to be scolding 
me for my bad behavior?” 
  “Well,” her mother straightened her apron, “I was just trying to explain how he 
felt, is all.” 
  “I know how he felt!” Kate shouted. “He was my father, and he loved me! I don't 
need you, of all people, to tell me that!” 
  “Stop shouting, Katherine Mary Logan! Don’t act ugly.” 
  Kate lowered her voice, gripped the edge of the table, and said evenly, “I had 
enough guilt moving farther away from him. But, I had my reasons. He understood.” 
  “I’m sure you did, and they were mostly because of me.” 
  Kate sighed. “Does it matter?” 
  Her mother turned from the stove, crossed her arms, and glared expectantly at 
Kate. 
  Kate sat down heavily at the kitchen table. She wasn’t sure it was even worth a 
discussion. She waved her hand dismissively at her mother and said, “I could never do 
anything right in your eyes and, on top of that, I just felt very unloved by you, that I was 
a disappointment. That’s all. I just had to get out and find my own way.” 
  Her mother put her hands on her hips and leaned towards Kate, her face crimson. 
“Unloved? For Pete’s sake, I gave you everything I had!” 
  “I know that! But I just wanted you to act like you cared, to show that you cared, 
maybe just a little,” Kate said as her voice rose an octave. 
  “Oh boo-hoo, poor, mistreated baby!” her mother yelled, her hands balling into 
fists. 
  “You drove me like a farm animal needing prodding!” Kate spat back, her heart 
hammering in her chest. “Everything was always a lesson! There’s so many times where 
you just did nothing. NOTHING!” She pounded her fist on her thigh. “You responded to 
successes and failures in my life with nothing, when a hug or even a pat on the back 
would’ve helped so much.” 
  Her mother abruptly turned back to the stove. She gripped the oven door handle in 
front of her with both hands, opened it slightly and slammed it shut. She hung her head, 
and she whispered, “Oh, I did things. You just couldn’t see it with your mind all made up 
about me.” She picked up the spatula and began turning over the pork chops. 
  With her elbows on the table, Kate put her head in her hands and tried to catch her 
breath. As the silence lengthened between them, all Kate could hear was her own heart 
pounding in her chest. The silence stretched into an eternity. 
  “I was just trying to lead you down the right path. I wanted more for you, is all," 
her mother finally said, moving the potatoes to the skillet.  "Wanted you to go out in the 
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world, make something of yourself......and you did. You did exactly what I wanted – 
grow up and leave here. Reckon there just wasn’t a good enough reason to come home.” 
  “You could’ve told me that’s what you wanted for me,” Kate said icily, gritting 
her teeth. “You could’ve told me once, just once, that you loved me.” 
  “That’s just not my way.” 
  Kate sighed, deflated. "I just.....I don't know.......in the end, Daddy encouraged 
me. He rewarded my successes. You were silent. I just felt that it was never enough for 
you.” 
  "I think we both got you where you needed to go," she said, her back still to Kate. 
  Kate nodded, the fight running out of her. She glanced out the kitchen window. 
  "Oh my!" Kate leaned across the kitchen table, cupping her hand over her eyes 
against the window to see out into the dark. "It's snowing so hard I can't see the barn!" 
  "Might be stuck here another day," said her mother. 
  Kate sat back, looked at her mother, and sighed heavily. 
  The next morning, Kate rose long before daylight and packed to leave. She’d 
come home to bury her father, and that was done. There were few reasons to return now 
that he was gone.  Even after their argument last night, Kate knew that it had done very 
little to bridge the silence. It was time to get back to her life. 
  She closed the bedroom door and stood with her hand on the knob, listening to the 
old farmhouse creak and moan in the winter wind and cold. She walked slowly down the 
stairs and set her suitcase at the bottom. As she turned towards the living room to get her 
coat, she froze. Her boots, gloves, hat, and coat circled the pot-bellied stove, just as they 
had so many times before. She put a trembling hand on the banister as she fell back onto 
the stairs. Putting her head into her hands, she cried. 



Rock Bottom 
- Isabel Quinton 
 
You look like you 
belong at the bottom 
of the Grand Canyon 
where you are lower 
than a worm's belly button. 
 
You belong at 
the bottom of the 
Atlantic Ocean 
with dried cement 
suffocating your ankles. 
 
You look like the 
bottom of an empty 
can of sour cream 
and onion Pringles 
where you're still hungry 
afterwards. 
 
You belong in 
the fiery pits of Hell, 
the deepest low 
you can achieve 
so you can reserve 
a spot right beside you, 
for me. 









Koosered! 
-  Martha Phillips 
 
We began as we always do 
nibbling around the edges 
of a poem so simple 
yet stout and dense 
that it became a tiny bit 
of dark matter 
denting our paper’s page. 
 
It was a poem 
about 
about 
and another thing.... 
and then 
the poem 
got away from us. 
 
That nibbling uncovered 
the true nature of the poem 
and we were embarrassed... 
not like the blush of a preteen 
but rendered naked 
in our sagging flesh 
by the ardors of intimacy.  



Ode to Scissors #2 
- Norma Schulman

What triggers your acrobatics 
of clutch and pinion ─  

that see-sawing of limbs? 
You so easily come undone 

when conditions are ripe 
— every edge a provocation. 

(Paper, ribbon, gauze, skin — 
whatever's vulnerable, 

frayed, loosely woven, thin — 
stretching across a fulcrum.) 

Like it or not, my twins, you're 
cousins to the pendulum — caught 

in the momentum of back and forth, 
without pausing to question 

the things you traffic in. 
Who can say what redeems rust? 

And if it marks everything it 
touches with darkness and dust? 

If medieval nuns are to be believed, 

nailing a wide-open pair 
of scissors over a doorway 

so that it resembles a cross 
spares a household from harm. 



But I was taught a simpler rule. 
Giving the likes of you 

as a gift is the quickest way 
to sever a brutal relationship.
 
I do, and did.  And have it 
lived 
long enough to tell of 





And When the Light Is Past 
- Barb Ariel Cohen 
 
And when the light is past I know 
It’s time to do the same 
Dissolve within the mists that rise 
As escort to the rain 
 
As far as I could follow 
I have traced the trail for you 
The sun will burn departing steps 
I left in morning dew 
 
By midday I will be beyond 
The places we have known 
While you shall reap the harvest 
Of rich fields rightly sown 
 
For me there is remembering 
And dreams I have deferred 
To rise in place of what I loved 
And, with respect, interred. 



Blush 
- Lee Todd Lacks 
 
Ten past eight, and on probation, 
April races down the corridor. 
Betrayed by chattering heels, 
she forms another rationale, 
while smells of tile and 
well-worn wood tell her this 
staid building stood when 
leaden rules read like bricks. 
 
Spirits of austere factory girls 
shame her for being late again, 
brushing past their legacy 
in lengthy, woolen skirts, 
leaving April longing to be 
bending at the waist till her 
rationales dissolve into a 
sore and searing grace. 









I Am Happy To Be Standing Here 
- M.J. Iuppa 
 
Like a bad metaphor, I think 
I know something that you 

need to know. I think 
it’s a parable that wants  
to be a conversation between  
two dodgy listeners. I think  
you can lose your shadow 
in the river, whether it’s 
rushing or still. 
Today, I dedicate this 
to you, you who dare 
to follow me. 





I No Longer Need to Know 
- David Hart 
 
I no longer feel the need 
for the paper on the wall to meet 
precisely at the corner of the room 
for half a rose to touch a half 
to make a whole 
 
So much can be completed 
in my head 
 
I know what lies 
over the horizon, around the corner 
Behind the door 
At the bottom of the stairs 
 
There is no will to memory 
It answers to itself 
 
The real no longer satisfies 
Embellishment is all 
 
Two halves don’t make a rose 
they meet somewhere far beyond the wall 



Circus Puffin 

- Denny E. Marshall 

 

 

 

 

 









I Will Tap Dance, I Will Tap Dance… 
- Molly Krause 

   When did you try to learn something and were soul-crushingly bad at it? Last night at tap 
class for me. “Bend you knees,” our teacher instructs the four adult women in the studio as he 
starts the rhythmic, drumming music to accompany the combination he just showed us. I bend 
my knees; I am nothing if not an obedient student. “Molly, relax,” he says. I had thought I was 
relaxed but try to imitate the way he shakes out his arms, similar to a boxer in the corner of the 
ring, waiting to pummel his opponent. I move my feet when the music starts but fail to create the 
sounds that are considered tap dancing. I estimate that I have executed two percent of the 
combination correctly. It might be funny if I didn’t feel like crying.  
  At forty-three, I am made aware daily of the slow slide of the aging process. Arms too 
short to hold my book at the correct length to be read. Veins popping out uninvited into the top 
layers of my legs. Pounds on the scale despite increased exercise and restraint with my eating. 
These manifestations on my physical shell fly in the face of how I generally feel about getting 
older – I’m just starting to come into my own.  
  After decades in the restaurant business, my husband and I have given up standing behind 
the stove and serving plates to make a living. Although we have a total of three failed marriages 
between us, we will celebrate our eighteenth wedding anniversary soon. I wrote a novel last year 
that is set to be published in September. My teenage daughters are generally happy and well 
adjusted – no time spent in jail or rehab. And best of all, I simply don’t care as much anymore 
about what people think of me. Or as a friend recently put it – I don’t give two fucks about that. 
So, why am I torturing myself with tap lessons? 
  A recent study in the journal Psychological Science showed that learning a new skill 
could help ward off dementia. Another study by Art Kramer, a neuroscientist at the University of 
Illinois, demonstrated that exercise increased the volume of the brain, improving memory. 
Neither of my grandmothers could recognize me prior to their deaths. My mother has expressed 
concern over her memory on several occasions. So here I stand, shaking my arms out in the 
corner of the ring, trying to relax before I attempt to battle memory loss. 
   “What are we doing with our arms during the slide?” I ask our teacher, an enthusiastic 
dancer who is half my age. “Don’t worry about your arms,” he tells me, “you are over thinking 
this.” So instead, I fixate on the thought, “Don’t overthink this.” It doesn’t work – what are my 
arms doing! I decide to smile instead of trying to get all the sounds in or figuring out what to do 
with my arms. Tap dancing is supposed to be fun! After I fail another combination, I let out a 
woohoo! and give my better tap-dancing classmate a high five. This is my forced effort to lighten 
up. 
   Perfectionism is a cruel master. Anne Lamont wrote in Bird By Bird that perfectionism is 
“the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the people. It will keep you cramped and insane your 
whole life…” She was addressing this wisdom to writers, but its implications are far-reaching – 
it will keep me from learning how to tap dance if I let it. In his book Outliers: The Story of 

Success, Malcom Gladwell argues that the key to mastery in any field is practicing around 
10,000 hours. I console myself with this as I drive home from class. I have put in about five 
hours so far – why should I expect to be good at tap? Probably because I am good at a different 
kind of dance, ballet, one that I got my thousands of hours of practice in at a young age. And 
because I want to be good at everything. How obnoxious. 
  At home relaxing on the couch with my husband, I mentally review the steps from the 



last combination of class. Robert is watching the latest House of Cards season; our daughters are 
upstairs bickering over what music is playing in their shared bathroom. I try to remember the 
difference between a stomp and a stamp. Without moving on the couch, I dance the routine in 
my head. I am confident only about the opening steps and final clicks. It is the long middle 
portion that needs work - it needs a lot of work. 
  And so it is with life. The beginning is already in the books, and the end will likely be 
something I can’t control. It’s the middle part, the now, that requires my full attention. Which is 
why I punish my ego weekly in trying to learn something new. To expand what I expect from 
myself and to do whatever I can so that if my future has grandchildren in it, that I may recognize 
them up until my end. And maybe even teach them a shuffle-ball-change. 
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