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Gezundheit
- David Hart
I do not believe that when I sneeze
my soul is roused to take its leave
from whatever tiny, cobwebbed, dusty space
it occupies in my medulla, cortex, or other place
cramped and crowded it must share
with all those disillusionments I bear
like when I learned that Santa Claus on Christmas Eve
swigged bourbon with the cookies I was taught to leave
Even if my soul were able to negotiate
the long and treacherous trail that it must navigate
around the craters where my obsessions and compulsions boil and steam
tamped down by reason but straining always to erupt and scream
like some Vesuvius of fiery panic, then could it slog
through sinuses by Chicago winter clogged
and hack through the thicket in my nose
that grows until my wife threatens to make me a martyr
to a scorched nasal policy with the barbeque starter
Then should my exhausted soul find itself alone in space
and with ayatollah fatwas face to face
underwater mortgages, hanging chads, bonuses of billions
empty IRAs, deficits of trillions
hip hop music, failing banks
greedy guzzling gasoline tanks
melting ice caps, shrinking ozone shields
not to mention Macy’s having swallowed Fields
With my next inhale it would return in haste
to whatever safety it can find in the vast waste
of my aging brain and warm its chills
over the cooling fires stoked by a plethora of pills
and find an anchor for a lasting grip
to insure against another terrifying trip

Grandsons: Bedtime in the Country House
- Karen Neuberg
One is two, one two months, and sometimes they are inconsolable
in unison. This whole day, the infant’s siren frenzy cuts through everything
until the four of us are drained by this fury of a boy unable
to be brought to ease. Fed, burped, changed, now he wants again to fall
asleep and can’t. He needs one of us to comfort him in our arms. But wait,
the older, usually a happy boy, has had his shots and everything’s
a booboo. He whines, he cries, he cannot fall asleep and this house
is not his ─ it’s ours, in the country, dark skylight in his designated room
upsets him; and mommy and daddy’s soft-bedtime-ritual tones aren’t cutting
through his brother’s screams that tremble the walls, this little house, so cozy
against rain, cannot keep a sound within a secret. So, I take the infant outside to sit
inside the car where I expend every speck of my energy into reassuring gestures. He sleeps,
then jerks awake, sleeps again, and so on ─ his little body wanting but unable
to sustain its due. Eventually, the motion of my body side to side combined
with crooning and a pacifier, lull him. I sit and rock. Comfort and rock. He sleeps.
At last, my toiling vigil ends, I’m motioned back inside. I join my quiet family,
my daughter takes the baby and we smile in the perfection of such silence ─
two sleeping little ones, four spent adults.
And then, without intention, I speak to you. You, more than a decade dead.
With quivering inner voice, I hear myself telling as though we’re on the phone ─
Oh, mom, you wouldn’t believe what I’ve just been through.

Oh Happy Day!
- Adam Restinow
Guessing his rented car lacks the will to make it to Chicago, Mr. Gray is spending
the night at the East of Eden Hotel, a four-story relic as shabby as his suit and located on
the outskirts of Peoria. Mr. Gray, once a respected book salesman representing several
major New York publishers, now sells with minimal applause. He is a façade, a weary
façade. Even this hotel lounge at 1:00 am reminds him of his life: a threadbare collection
of stained carpeting, light fixtures missing bulbs, peeling wallpaper, and dust, always
dust. As he heads toward the bar, he just wants a modicum of appreciation.
In a corner on a raised platform, eyes staring at the lounge ceiling, thick-wristed
arms outstretched, a fifty-year-old black woman sings “Bye, Bye Blackbird.” Her voice is
seductive and husky, probably from too much smoke and liquor, Mr. Gray thinks. He sits
on a barstool and then pivots to watch and listen. She looks like a latter-day Ella – primal,
sensual breasts and hips.
The only patron, he orders a club soda with lime, the drink of his Baptist religion,
and peers into the bar mirror. There isn’t much to see. Meager in stature, meager in spirit,
Mr. Gray is tumbleweed rolling through life, picking up disappointments. He identifies
the smell from other lounges he’s dwelt in – a mixture of spilled beers, cigarettes, sweaty
palms, and cheap perfume. And then the woman whispers in despair.
“No one here can love or understand me.
Oh the hard luck stories they all hand me.”
Hell if that isn’t the truth, he muses. For sure my days of love are long gone.
Today I’d be damn happy for just a little understanding from my boss and customers.
And talk about hard luck stories! No one has worse luck than a book salesman who can’t
even understand what he’s selling. He closes his eyes and bows as if in prayer.
In that moment of reflection, the song ends. Mr. Gray hears silence, looks with
curiosity, and sees the woman in the black dress stepping from the small stage. He does
not know why, perhaps ingrained habit, but he applauds. Because the room is empty, the
sound is ice cracking. The singer and the bartender stare at him, and he reddens with
embarrassment. Aw, Christ, he concludes, here I am, proving to one and all I’m just a
small-town hick. No one claps in a place like this. He glares at his image in the mirror
while rotating his glass on the bar.
But then she is there, sitting next to him, and the bartender places a glass of
something in front of her. She, too, looks forward. “Thank you,” she says. “You’re my
best audience tonight. In fact, you’re the only audience who noticed I was here.” She
smiles at her polite humor, and he relaxes.
“Well, that was the last song of the set. Now I get a fifteen-minute break. So
would you mind if I sat here? Usually there’s no one here at this hour. Hell, usually
there’s no one here all night. I end up talking to the bartender or myself. I’d appreciate
the company.”
Years of conditioning by his Southern mother, aunts, and wife preclude any
rudeness. “Why, it would be my pleasure, ma’am. You have a remarkable voice. Forgive
me, my name’s CJ, CJ Gray.”
“Thank you, again, CJ. Mine’s Madeline. The only thing remarkable is that I still
have a voice.” She sips from her glass as if ingesting a memory. “I can tell from your

accent you’re no Yankee. Just passing through?”
CJ frowns. “Depends. If I make a few good sales in Chicago, I’ll stay in the area.
If not, I’ll keep moving. Base salary is enough to live on, but I need the commissions to
pay my bills and keep my wife happy. We live in Montgomery.” Then, almost as an
afterthought, he glances at her cleavage.
“Uh-huh.” Madeline knows where his eyes strayed and takes a deep breath. “Hard
to keep a woman happy; men are easier to please, easier to fool.” Her smile reveals
glistening but crooked teeth. Shame, CJ thinks, good mouth, poor parents.
“Truly said, ma’am. Used to be happiness was making that big sale, proving to
one and all you had what it takes. Haven’t made a sale like that in years, and now
happiness is a fading memory.”
Noticing the ring, Madeline asks, “Good marriage?”
CJ fidgets – this is an uncomfortable confessional. “Brenda’s a good woman, still
workin’ as a nurse, still smilin’ when I open the door. She tries, the good Lord knows she
tries, and we have our moments. Used to have more of those moments. But bein’ on the
road drains you, washes away affection. And it is so hard when we’re in bed to forget the
bills that’ll be in the mail the next morning, especially when my quota keeps going up
year after year.” CJ reaches for his wallet to pull out a picture but stops.
Madeline notices the aborted gesture and sips. “I was a country girl once. Learned
early on money don’t necessarily bring happiness, but it does smooth out the rough
edges.”
“Don’t mean to complain about the real world. Course what salesman doesn’t?
Here I am, paid to sell as much as I can, and then told it’s never good enough; I could
have done better. Can’t remember the last time my boss complained I was bringing in too
many customers.” She nods in agreement.
The barstool becomes his pulpit, and CJ turns toward her. Seeing his motion in
the mirror, Madeline, too, turns and presses a breast against his arm. CJ does not pull
away.
“Been surrounded by salespeople all my life; maybe that’s why I’m in the
business. My Baptist preacher selling salvation. My mother selling good manners. My
father selling success. My teachers selling achievement. And my boss selling do whatever
it takes to make the sale. I truly do believe we are all salespeople, selling a little bit of
ourselves every day of our lives. At the end there isn’t much left.”
He pauses, sips his drink, turns toward the mirror, and in a low voice says,
“Ma’am, I do apologize for goin’ on like that. I guess I’m not the kind of company you
hoped for.”
She laughs and pats his hand. “Honey, you’ll do just fine. Actually, it’s good to
meet a fellow Baptist, makes me remember I am His servant, and we are here to help one
another. And, please, call me Madeline.”
As a salesman CJ relishes physical contact. With a grace born of temperament and
culture, he grasps her hand between his. “Madeline, I was baptized in the river, and I was
a believer, but I haven’t been to a service in years. I do believe the Devil got my soul one
day after puberty. I truly hope the Lord is watching over you, though.”
Madeline sighs, leaves her hand in place, and turns toward the mirror. The
nameless bartender, looking their way, hears a tragedy of imperfect humanity on the
meanest of stages. It is a familiar story he witnesses from the wings.

“I hope so, too. He knows I need help. Once upon a time I thought I was blessed
with the voice of angels. Thought I’d be another Warwick or even a Lena Horne. Began
my career when I was eighteen, and we lived in Savannah. Charmin’ city, absolutely
charmin’ – tree-lined streets, graceful people.
“Anyway, I sang at tent meetings, church services, talent contests, that sort of
thing. Even managed to get on a live radio show blacks listened to.”
“Sounds like a good start, Madeline. No disrespect but I suspect being black was a
hardship.”
“No offense taken, CJ. And you’re right; life would’ve been a lot better with a
lighter skin. Hell, one or two white plantation owners as ancestors would’ve sure helped
in the skin tone department.” She smoothes her dress with her free hand.
CJ blushes at this biological truth. “Can I buy you a drink?”
But Madeline is oblivious to the gesture. “After two years, I was still nobody and
was thinking my dream was just that. Then, one day I was in the studio, and a white man
came in and spoke to me. Said he’d heard me on the radio and he was an agent
specializing in new black talent. He wanted to work with me to prepare a demo
recording.
“Well, I borrowed as much money as I could from every family member and
every friend, promised on my soul to pay it back – demos don’t come free of charge.
Finally, after six months of rehearsal and photos, we were ready to begin the campaign.”
Madeline’s story fascinates him. Even though, sitting here, he knows how it ends;
he admires the struggle and the woman.
“Now there are a lot of nice people in the music business, but there are evil ones,
too. I don’t mean bad. I mean evil. These are the ones who are so angry at the way their
lives turned out that they delight in ruining yours. For example, if you want a big city
disk jockey to play you on his show, you sometimes have to do sinful things. Most of the
time it wasn’t even good sex. And then there’s drugs. At first I wouldn’t touch the stuff, it
can ruin your voice. But after a while you need to feel better when you keep getting
rejected. And, you know, I did feel better. Haven’t used in a while. Hope I don’t have to.”
Despite his years on the road, CJ cannot respond to such a casual tale of
destruction and stares at the victim. The bartender, in his role as stage manager, brings
him another club soda and Madeline another glass of something colorless.
“After three years of waitressing in the morning and small gigs at night, that agent
who had so much faith in me left his business card on the bed stand and disappeared. So I
became my own agent and got bookings wherever I could. And you know what, CJ? I
finally admitted my voice was just OK – nothing special, just OK. After I told myself
that, I slept well.”
CJ says, “I used to sleep well when I slept in my own bed. You know, you start
out like God almighty, looking around at all these other guys who’ve been in the business
for years and thinking they’re a bunch of old fools. And at first you’re right; money
comes out of the woodwork. So you get bigger accounts and more territory, and your
wife becomes a picture in your wallet. But then the well runs dry.”
Madeline blinks and advances the film of her life. “Never repaid anybody; and I
feel bad about that. CJ, you wouldn’t know it, but I’m actually at the peak of my career,
working the night shift in this raggedy-ass hotel. I get a room, meals, and enough to get
me through the week, and they get someone to keep the drunks awake. Present company

excepted.”
CJ is overcome with sadness and places a hand on her shoulder. “I am so sorry.”
She bows her head and sighs. “Not your fault. You know what I want more than
anything else? I want to go home. Better place, better time, better people.”
Prone to quick solutions and impulsive by nature, CJ pulls out his wallet, grabs
four $50 bills, and presses them into her hand. “Here. Let me help.”
Madeline drops the money on the bar, a hissing snake. “Never! You got your own
troubles, and you need this to help solve them. I pay my own way, and if I can’t, then I
can’t.”
Undeterred, CJ once more presses the money into her hand. “Please take it. I’ll
make it up in Chicago, probably double it, maybe triple.”
“No you won’t, CJ. You’re a good man, one of the best I’ve seen in a while, but
you’re an old, old salesman who’s selling himself fantasy. You got to know your limits,
got to know who you really are.” She puts the money under CJ’s glass.
“But I’m good at what I do, I used to be the best but what’s past is past. Right
now I know I want to be the Good Samaritan my preacher used to praise.” He forces her
hand open and closes her fingers around the $200. “Please, please.”
“Alright, alright. There, there.” Madeline touches his sweated cheek. “God bless
you, CJ.”
CJ, reverting to his youth, blurts, “Amen.”
“Now this is just a loan, CJ. When you’re back in town, I’ll repay it with interest.”
Placing the money between her breasts, she squeezes his hand, rises, and struts to the
stage. There she turns and winks at him.
CJ cannot remember the last time a beautiful, she has indeed become beautiful,
woman winked at him. Life is so short, and pleasures so few. Suffused, he stands, puts
$10 on the bar, and starts toward the archway separating the lounge from the lobby.
There, he turns, grins like a teenager who’s just been kissed by the girl of his dreams, and
gives his woman, yes, she is his woman, a sloppy salute. A siren perched on a rocky
shore, Madeline calls out, “And here’s a hymn for the believer in the audience.”
“O sinners let’s go down,
Let’s go down, come on down,
O sinners let’s go down,
Down in the river to pray.”
Now CJ is past the exit and headed toward the elevators. Madeline’s voice gains a
power he imagines it had when she was young and had her dream.
“As I went down in the river to pray
Studying about that good old way
And who shall wear the robe and crown
Good Lord, show me the way!”
As the elevator doors open, CJ remembers a cool summer evening when he was
ten, a reedy kid dressed in a red-and-yellow t-shirt and dirty jeans and smelling of river
mud. It was time for dinner, and as he, bubbling with glee and imagination, ran toward
the screen door at the rear of his clapboard house, his mother stepped out. She did not, or
pretended not to, notice his approach. He shouted something; she turned and held her
arms wide. Running faster, he collided with her warmth.
CJ steps into the elevator and realizes it was not his mother’s embrace that was so

pleasurable; it was the anticipation of that moment. Pressing the button for the third floor,
watching the doors close, he thinks about the doors in his life, some open, most shut. He
thinks about Madeline, the desire for meaningful achievement she rekindled in him, the
hymn of salvation and the power of prayer. He thinks about success in Chicago and going
home and sleeping with the woman he’s promised to. He anticipates happiness.
The woman in black finishes her song, descends from the stage, and resumes her
seat at the bar. She smiles.
The bartender approaches with another drink. “Last call, Madeline. I didn’t know
you were from Savannah.”
“I’m not, saw a story about it on TV, looked like a nice place to live. Grew up on
the south side of Chicago. Good times there but the neighborhood’s changed a lot since
then.”
“What about being on the radio, making a demo, being your own agent?”
“Sang in the church choir to keep away from my uncle and, well, I am on my
own. Have been since my ex ran off with a woman ten sizes smaller and half my age.”
Madeline squirms on the stool and drains her glass. “How about another? All that talkin’
dries out the throat.”
He complies. “What the hell was all that about, then? And singin’ a hymn in a
bar, for Crissakes!”
Madeline straightens, places her hands around her glass, and speaks her truths.
“When I started, boss looked me in the eye and said we’re here to make the customer
happy. Well, didn’t take but two seconds to know what he meant. So I’m in the happiness
business.
“Was that white man happy when he sat down? Hell, no. Was he happy when he
left? Hell, yes. You could see happiness flowin’ from his body like water from an open
hydrant on a hot summer day. Why? Because he did somethin’ that made him feel like he
was doin’ the Lord’s work. That hymn was a gift from me to him.”
The bartender chuckles, “The guy’s dumber than he looks.”
“You’re the dumb one,” Madeline retorts, “don’t know nothin’ about human
nature. Man believes he’s doin’ a good deed, then he’s doin’ a good deed. Now CJ, there,
he isn’t cutting it as a salesman or a husband so I had to suggest he could redeem himself
by helping the less fortunate. And there’s always someone less fortunate.”
The bartender nods then shakes his head. “He may feel good now but tomorrow
and the day after when he can’t get a dollar for the trash in his bag, he’s gonna look in his
wallet and be awfully pissed at you and your suggestion.”
“Not only are you dumb, you a fool or you never had a woman in your life, and
you don’t look like that kind of guy to me. When CJ gets to Chicago he has a goal that he
didn’t have when he first sat down: get that money back and more. Nothin’ motivates a
man more than provin’ a woman wrong. You can bet your sweet ass he’ll succeed or die
tryin’.”
“You’re somethin’ else, Madeline. Here’s one more for the road. How much he
give you to feel better?”
Madeline laughed. “Fifty bucks, about what he’d pay a therapist.”
“Well, I ain’t filled with despair, but any time you want to cheer me up, you just
let me know.”
“My, my, ain’t you somethin’, Well, you know where I live and when I’m home.

And as the song says, ‘If you got the money, honey, I got the time.’ Right now, though,
this business is closed, and I’m goin’ to bed. Y’all have a good night.”

Rediscovery
- Felice Aull
When I see you, not
expecting to see you ─
in the street, walking toward me ─
it is different, not safe, not like
an old sweater I am certain I
will find in the drawer.
More like the beginning,
the body signaling
an all-points alert.
At home what I notice:
the stripes on your tie,
fragrant coffee, dirty
windows, a razor cut
on your chin. We
blend together and
merge with the house.
But on the street
to find you in
a life of your own,
you are new, you
are separate, entire
and I float through memory,
once more so pleased
you made the overture.

Stigmata
- Maureen Kingston
after
the wildfire
the
rain comes
a day late
the
mountainside
slurries
charcoaled
fury

The Anti-Resume
- Paul Hamill
In the darkened faculty building late at night
Professor Witlow pulled her resume
In wonder and dismay at the parade
Of entries, thinking: A senile king’s toy army:
Degrees, positions, papers, talks, a swamp
Of committees, and last, her eminent referees,
An Old Guard smiling on a mind’s regalia.
She thought: We all have anti-resumes
And by meticulous habit laid hers out.
Where would one start? Too-early weaning? Her mother
Blamed it for forty years if daughter whined.
Her envy of her brothers? The eighth-grade boy
Who cupped her breast? Great teachers? Family lies
Laid bare by an aunt’s death? Marriage? Breakup?
Though none would ever see, she marched them past:
A Page of Stupid Choices. A section, Luck
With Friendships. Items called, Mother Told You.
Silliest Moments, Shames Still Burning, Ways
I Disappointed. The hard-to-edit Hotter
Than You Might Think. A short list, Deaths That Changed
Everything; and last, the Log of Worst Betrayals.
She thought of the old term professors use,
Curriculum Vitae: life’s little running-track,
The roster of what holds tenure in the soul.

Andrea, My Godchild
- Martha Phillips
Struggling, more struggling
no movement
hideously stuck
held fast by the reins of indecision
She is Munch’s The Scream
And who says silence does not talk?
Her mother takes her to a restaurant
Maybe treats will help.
But the overwhelming menu
Dripping in fudge…slithering
sugary denial…will not sate
that evil which has not yet been named.
I pray for her…off and on
when that random thought occurs
But, then, hardnosed science
steps in with another new pill
So I listen to the mother
The one who speaks the pain.
The girl, a young woman now
inside a terror…not to be imagined
Stays out of the light
Alone in the humidity
under her own bell jar…then
silently surrenders to the airless space.

Attraction and Repulsion
- Josh deLacy
He came in reeking of beer. His face was small and pale and a little pimply, and Janine
guessed he was too young to be reeking of beer in public, especially before noon. He was
twiggy, and if he had smelled of cigarettes, she would have told him to leave.
“I want a haircut.” He talked loudly and all in a rush. His braces were large in his mouth,
like a bit.
“I don’t take walk-ins.”
“But there’s no one else here.”
Aside from the two of them, the salon was empty. Roberta had already left.
“It’s my lunch break,” Janine said.
“I’ll pay.”
“Of course you’ll pay.”
“I’ll pay extra, I mean.”
Janine grabbed her coat and pushed her thick, flabby arms through the sleeves, then
herded him toward the door. He was shorter than she, but so were most people.
“When will you be back?” he asked.
“I don’t take walk-ins.”
“Can I make an appointment?”
“After lunch.”
“Please. I’ll pay extra.”
He stopped backing up when he reached the door. His eyes were red and crusty in the
corners, and Janine was close enough to taste his breath. She looked past him and took her keys
noisily from her pocket.
“Normal cut is twenty bucks.”
“I’ll give you thirty.”
“Add tax and tip, and it’s already thirty.”
“Forty.”
She looked down at his chestnut hair. It hung straight, bland and uniformly overgrown. It
was not greasy, and it would not take long to cut.
“I’ve got other people scheduled for the afternoon.” It was technically true.
“A salon means you’re good, right?”
“What?”
“You’re good at cutting hair?”
“Hell yes, I’m good.”
“I’ll give you fifty bucks.”
She squinted at him. North Face jacket, Abercrombie t-shirt, skinny jeans that were
slightly too short.
“I’ll take a half-hour lunch today,” she said. “Be here when I get back.”
She started to go to her usual Mexican place, but then she thought about Roberta. Roberta
would be back by one, so Janine went to McDonalds, and since the drive-thru had a line, she
went inside. There were two cashiers. Janine ordered from the one she did not recognize, a bony
girl with a hicky on her neck. She brought the food back to her car and ate on the return drive. It
was the first time she had gone to McDonalds since hiring Roberta.
The kid was still outside her salon, squatting like a bum on the sidewalk beneath the

overhang and cradling his phone in both hands. His hair was brushed back, and Janine could see
a fake diamond earring in his left earlobe. She stuffed the McDonalds bag in the glove box where
Roberta would not see it and struggled out of the car. The kid snapped the phone shut and wiped
at his nose.
“Got the fifty?”
“I’ve got a card.”
“I need cash.” She pointed across the street. “There’s an ATM over there.”
She unlocked and got everything ready. When the kid came back, he gave her two
twenties and a ten. Janine stuffed them into her back pocket, then led him over to the chair by the
sink and made him lean back so she could shampoo his hair. It frothed as she massaged, and she
let the suds coat her hands up to her wrists. Roberta was away, and there were no mirrors by the
sink, and the shampoo smelled of lavender. She rinsed his hair with warm water that was almost
hot, and she let the water flow over her hands and forearms even after all the shampoo was gone.
Janine wished she could do shampooing all day.
“How are you going to cut it?”
Janine turned off the water. “How do you want it?”
“I don’t know ─ what do you think will look best?”
“Depends on what you want.”
“I want something different. Something that looks good.” He said the last words with
determination.
She toweled off his hair and led him to a chair. She combed his hair straight back. His
forehead was white and there was acne at his hairline. Janine tousled his hair and combed it
again, this time to the side. She tucked hair behind his ears and pinned it up in back. His neck
was white, too, but not as white as his forehead. She put in a few more pins, then stepped back
and looked at him.
“Something like this? Longer on top and in front, but still pretty short?”
He studied himself in the mirror. “It’ll look good?”
“Best I can do for you.”
Janine draped a black and white marble-pattern apron over him. She tucked a cloth in the
gap between the apron and his neck so only his head showed. Everyone looked worse with the
apron, and the kid’s pimples stood out like vibrant, half-healed wounds. She realized she did not
mind seeing herself in the mirror when she was next to him. Janine glanced at the clock, then
picked up the scissors and started cutting.
“You use mousse?” she asked.
“No, but I could.”
“Mousse will make it look better.”
“Okay.”
“You can buy some here when we’re done.”
He stared at the mirror as she worked the comb through his hair. She would pull a
hundred strands tight ─ mountain ranges of limp needles ─ then level them into cropped and
ordered rows. She worked quickly. After a while, she brushed the wet mats of hair off the apron
and took out the pins around his ears. His scalp was dandruffy there, but it wasn’t bad, and she
was used to working with dandruff.
“Is there anything I can do about that?” He pushed up on the apron where a big flake had
just landed.
“You use anti-dandruff shampoo?”

He nodded.
“Every day?”
“Yeah.”
“Get prescription stuff. It’s stronger.”
He did not respond, and she moved to his bangs. He tried to not watch her while she
stood in front of him, but she was too close and her body was too wide. His eyes roamed without
settling.
“Keep your head up.”
“Sorry.”
Through the front windows, Janine saw Roberta park and slip out of her car. Janine
grimaced.
“Did you mess up?”
“I don’t mess up.”
Roberta smiled and waved. She wore dark lipstick and a thin dress, tight where it
mattered and loose and fluttering everywhere else. Janine looked down and added another pin to
the kid’s hair. The bell on the door jingled, and Roberta’s heels clicked across the floor. She
smelled of cigarettes and Thai food.
“Where’d you go to lunch?” Roberta asked.
“That Mexican place.”
“Las Rancheras?”
“Yeah.”
“I absolutely love it there. Did you try the chicken mole yet?”
Janine shook her head.
“You really should sometime, darling ─ it’s absolutely to die for.”
Janine finished the kid’s bangs and swapped the scissors for a razor. She began pulling up
tufts of hair and slashing at them. The kid winced every so often, but he did not protest.
“How you doin’, hon?” Roberta asked.
The kid did not respond for a moment, then he twitched, and Janine jerked the razor away
to avoid cutting him.
“I’m okay,” he said.
“I’m Roberta. What’s your name?”
Janine switched sides so she stood between Roberta and the kid.
“Thomas.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Thomas.” She winked. “Janine here gives a good cut.”
“I hope so.”
“You from around here?”
He nodded, and Janine fidgeted with the razor until he stopped moving.
“Maybe you can help me, then. I moved here a few months ago, but I can’t find a good
Italian place to save my life. D’you know of any?”
“Oh, geez.” He blew air through his chapped lips. “Olive Garden?”
“Hell, no. Something local, you know? I want something authentic.” She stressed the
middle syllable playfully.
Janine took a brush and rode it over the kid’s scalp, hard enough to make him grimace.
She found a few strands that were too long and cut them down.
“Have you been to New Tuscany?” he asked.
“I’ve never even heard of it. Where’s it at?”

“Over by the high school. On, let’s see…”
Janine turned on the trimmer and started shaving his neck.
“Fulton and First, I think.” He spoke over the buzzing.
“I’ll check it out. Thanks, Thomas.” She winked again.
Janine finished with the trimmer. She took a blow dryer from her station and made a few
passes over the kid’s head and neck to get the loose hairs. In the mirror, Janine saw his eyes flick
over at Roberta, then down to her ass. Roberta was turned away, straightening things at her own
station.
Janine squirted the kid’s hair with a spray bottle until it was damp. In the bottom basket
she found mousse and worked a clump through his hair. She styled the front and the top, and,
when his bangs stayed in place, swept sideways across his forehead, she stepped away and held a
hand mirror behind his head so he could see the back, too.
“What do you think?”
He moved his head around. “My forehead’s really pale.”
“Haircut can’t fix that.”
He touched a violent pimple and the skin around it turned darker. The kid closed his eyes.
He put his fingers to the inside corners of his eyes, left them there a moment, then scratched the
bridge of his nose to give an excuse for the motion. He looked at his reflection again. Now his
nose was red.
“I think it looks okay,” Janine said.
The door jingled, and a slender woman in a power suit entered.
“Hello, beautiful,” Roberta called.
The woman smiled at Roberta, and they made small talk.
“I guess I like it,” the kid said. “It’s weird.”
“You want to buy your own mousse?”
“Sure. Yeah.”
Janine took the cloth from around his neck and undid his apron. She let him look at
himself a little longer before she led him to the counter. She handed him a white bottle.
“That’s fifteen bucks.”
“Okay.”
He gave her a twenty, and she broke it for him.
“What else should I do?”
“With your hair?”
“With everything.”
“What do you mean?”
“How can I make ─ how can I look good?”
“This all because of a girl?”
“No.” He answered as soon as Janine finished her question. He tried to shake his head
casually to make up for it. “I just want to look good.”
She eyed him up and down. “I don’t know. Work out, go tanning. Buy some better
clothes, I guess.”
Across the room, the power suit woman burst out laughing. Roberta was leaning against
the wall and telling a story, using a brush to trace an imaginary obese figure. Janine ripped the
receipt from the machine and thrust it at the kid.
“Sometimes you can’t do much,” she said.
The kid was watching Roberta. His eyes drifted up her body.

“I’ve got someone else coming.”
He kept staring.
“I’ve got another appointment.”
He looked back at Janine. “What clothes should I buy?”
“Hell, I don’t know. Ask your mom.”
The kid put his hands in his pockets and left.
Janine sat down on the stool behind the counter. She tapped her nails on the countertop
and flipped through her appointment book, trying not to listen to Roberta’s story about grocery
shopping. Janine had three more people coming in today and five tomorrow. She thumbed
through Roberta’s appointments. Roberta’s book was messier but fuller, and Janine thought she
could smell smoke on the pages. She closed it and wiped her hands on her jeans.
Roberta was good for business, but Janine would have to talk to her about the smoking. It
would probably end badly, but Janine would be in the right, and Roberta could find work and
have it good somewhere else. People like Roberta would always have it good.

Blue Tattoo
- Moira Moody
The bus station is loudness, fluorescence, and confusion, a din behind him on the
sidewalk. The awning keeps him dry but the sound of drilling rain focuses him on that one
advancing engine. He stands, paces, worries, knotting and unknotting his back. Yet when the bus
doors finally open and his old friend steps out, he is ready. The static of the station behind him is
forgotten, and he singly and distinctly feels the splash of her as she makes that first unfortunate
step into a puddle. He reaches under her armpits and plucks her up, brings her to the curb, feels
for once like a superman.
“Welcome to Philadelphia.” His hands slip down her arms and hold her wrists.
“Tag,” she says. “It’s you.” The southern accent he’d long lost sounds sweet from her
mouth.
Tag wonders what he looks like holding her. He is five seven, short but thick, wears a tshirt with the sleeves ripped off. Tattoos of skeletal sea creatures wind down his arms. The city
skyline pokes up his neck. His wrist is marked with curling script. She can’t have gotten shorter
but it seems so. Her curls seem browner, tighter, and her pale pink sweater and white chinos
make her glow. Tiny sailboats dangle from her ears. The years since they last met prickle. Go
gently, he thinks, and he thinks she thinks the same.
“What does your wrist say?” she asks, holding his watch hand.
“It’s a mouthful. Joseph Campbell.”
“Don’t know him. Do you have a lighter? Mine’s out, and I’m dying.”
He’s not disappointed that she doesn’t ask for the full quotation. “No. Let’s get your
stuff.”
He acts the gentleman, hauls both of her boat-sized suitcases. She tries to tilt her umbrella
over him but is too short. She slips into his wake as he pulls her luggage the two blocks through
Chinatown.
The neighborhood smells like fish. Tag chose it because his friend David found him rent
he couldn’t refuse, but since moving the place has grown on him. People buzz through all night,
the restaurants keep late hours, and the weekends bring drums, dancing dragons. Men toss
noodles, and women slip behind curtains, sewing clothing. Another neighborhood bubbled over
the city grid. He knows it though he couldn’t mostly see it: hidden business.
The awning of his shop finally brings them out of the rain. He airbrushed it himself:
Tag’s Tattaws. His apartment is above. As he holds the door, she ducks under his arm ─ could
she smell the wetness of his clothes? She smells like air; as if in a dozen long bus hours nothing
touched her.
“Why tattaw?”
“It’s the way James Cook said it when he brought it to the West.” He fiddles with his key.
“You were always such a nerd,” she says.
“Truth,” he says. He used to sing the classification of species while running from sixthgraders. He infamously drew dead birds “for the anatomy.” Before moving to Philadelphia, he
wanted to be a marine biologist. Few people know this about him because when he moved he
decided to be nothing at all, and then a graffiti artist in the subway, and then a community
college student, and now a tattoo artist.
His fringed lampshades cast pink spill down his stairwell. They climb in silence, and Tag
doesn’t think she breaths. No one would know she has two children; she looks too young,

hanging close to the wall. He swings the door open.
The second floor studio once housed a speakeasy, and the bar architecture remains. He
keeps it stocked with glasses and has hooked up one of the draughts to a keg. He’s completed
the saloon effect by tacking sketches of his friends along the wall, and writing WANTED over
each one.
“Can I get you a beer?” he asks. “I have some microbrews you probably never tried.”
“No, thanks,” she says. “No lighter? Crud, four missed calls. All from Dan.”
Was Dan her husband or her son? Tag couldn’t remember. Lindsey was Tag’s only friend
left from his childhood in Georgia, but he hadn’t seen for her years.
She puts the phone away and begins to unpack.
He still has a lighter left from an old girlfriend somewhere. He sticks his head under the
bed and finds it by a post. He realizes that when he brings girls home it is usually for sex. “I’m
going to get a beer,” he says.
Little drops catch in Lindsey’s curls. She purses her lips around the white cylinder of the
cigarette, and he notices how the skin around has stiffened and puckered from the smoke. Her
blue eyes focus on her suitcase’s innards. She draws out packages of newspaper.
“Hey, what’s that?” asks Tag. The newspaper clumps line up on the table like the guts of
a secret operation.
“China,” she answers. “Inherited.” She slips out teacups, bowls, plates; polished moons
etched with blue.
Tag never considered china. He picks up a butter dish inked with opaque fish.
“They’re Blue Willow pieces.” Timid Lindsey’s eyes watch his hands on the pieces like a
predatory cat. He puts the piece down. “Just another sad romance,” she says. “A legend about
two lovers who run away to escape the disapproval of the girl’s father. They build a home by a
willow tree, but eventually the father catches up with them, and they both die.”
“Another Romeo and Juliet,” he says.
“It’s supposedly a Chinese story, but the British made all the pieces, so I don’t even
know. They’ve got great detail.” She picks up a blue plate. “This is the scene at the end,”
pointing at two doves. “Two birds fly over where the souls remain.”
Tag drinks. “Valuable?”
“Yes, but more to the family. They meant a lot to my mom. I’m going to pass them
down.”
“To Dan and Lilly?” The names come to him suddenly, and he’s proud.
“To Lilly, hopefully, although I don’t think she wants them.”
“Then Dan,” he says.
“He might, but it’s too sentimental for a boy. Lilly might come round.”
He takes care not to ask questions. He pulls up two stools so that his feet are next to
hers. Her chinos mystify her legs, transform to pearl her pale smooth foot, ending in knobby
toes. She has no freckles, is simply smooth and blank. His legs spring course hair, spread
covered with skulls, blood, rare animal teeth. His feet are white and boxy.
“I guess my foot hasn’t grown at all,” he says. “Ours are still the same size.”
“Curving different directions,” she says.
So she still remembers that. She said the same when they were 11. They sat on her porch
watching fireflies, lampyridae, as he told her. They listened to cicadas. She talked and talked,
about all the boys that she liked, about her hope of becoming a journalist, her fear of heights. Tag
wanted to kiss her, but she just wanted him to tell her something that mattered. Finally, he told

her that he thought his parents were breaking up.
No eleven-year-old knows how to respond to that so she said they had the same feet. He
said they curved different directions, and she laughed. He was happy to make her feel
comfortable again. He decided it was love. They went home.
Older and wiser now, he stretches his impossible feet. They must be larger, really.
“Do you want to see something?” he asks.
“Sure.”
He strips off his shirt. He started lifting weights a few years ago. She swallows. They sit
aware of each other. But he doesn’t want to show off ─ that. He twists. The smooth, slight planes
of his back stayed white for years before he let Mona ink them. Now they speckle with pebbles
surrounded by coral, sand and then seaweed. An anchor rests in the sand, and a giant squid,
architeuthis, floats from his twentieth vertebrae all the way around to nudge the right side of his
waist. He loves how his flesh ripples blue, leaving just the top fourth of his back free for more
drawing. But what he wants to show Lindsey is the sand.
“Footprints,” she says, “like ours.” The pair of kidney bean-shaped prints sprout right
above his beltline, curving oppositely. His face glows, though he can’t see her. What would it
feel like if she touched his back right now? If she traces their prints? He turns. She looks afraid.
“Did you do that,” her finger points to where his back had been, “because of us?”
“No,” his mind spins. “It was in a dream. Didn’t remember until now.” Tag pulls his shirt
back on.
“We’ve both changed so much,” she says. Tag realizes that Lindsey has never even
pierced her ears.
“I think I’m still the same,” he says. “I’m just more me than I was ever allowed to be
before.”
She grows into their space together, slowly. She’s stayed a week, still dresses in the
bathroom, and keeps her things all in one corner of the studio. She refuses to let him do a
WANTED sketch of her, and her china lines the back shelf of the bar. She hides her wedding
ring inside a teapot. He pulls it out when she isn’t looking. A big diamond ─ her husband is a
lawyer. Tag doesn’t know him well, thought the guy was nice enough. He puts the ring back.
She ruins his routine. She decides The Dark Side of the Moon album strikes too odd a
note for early in the morning. He tells her that it’s the closest thing he has to regular prayer. She
shrugs. She doesn’t like the smell of his breakfast sandwiches; he starts eating shredded
wheat. He never speaks in the morning, but she talks about plans ─ how she deleted her
psychiatrist’s number from her address book, and how she calls her children every day, knows
them better than their father, though he’s living right with them. Coming here is not such a
terrible idea, she says. She’s just getting her head straight. She feels better already. She might
write a novel, or better yet memoirs. Waking up from the Wisteria, she’ll call it. Then she tells
her lawyer the same thing over the phone, so he has to hear her ideas twice. She hopes her one
friend Anne hasn’t told anyone she came here. Everyone else thinks she’s at a librarian’s
convention. She even told her lawyer that. She asks him if he thinks they believe it. One day he
tells her to shut up.
“Sorry I’m cramping your bachelor life,” she says. What a weak jab. She once said she
tested out her thoughts on him.
“It’s not my life I’m worried about,” he says. Friends don’t let friends abandon their
children, he thinks. When she first came he was excited, tried to rekindle an old flame, but they

were too different. She maybe isn’t clear on the boundaries of marriage, but she definitely
wouldn’t be able to handle being single. They watch the sky turn mustard and listen to the whine
of his fluorescent, wait for someone to come in. The front window looks onto the street but is
partially guarded by a mesh he’s pinned with designs. People want to window shop, but most
don’t want to get too close ─ they don’t want to see the skin. He can see the st but the street
won’t look in.
Tag thinks he sees his old friend Mona coming from the corner as Lindsey takes out her
nail polish, which stinks, of course. Her phone rings, and she answers with her non-polished
hand.
“Dan, aren’t you supposed to be in school now?”
If Tag had stayed in Georgia, would he have settled so early? He doubts it. Or if he was
stupid enough to marry at twenty, he would have divorced. He doesn’t think he’d have had
kids. He hopes he wouldn’t. That poor Dan kid kept cellular tabs on his mom like he was her
parole officer.
Tag’s sure it’s Mona now, and the door to the parlor jingles as she comes in. Mona is the
owner of a rival shop on South Street and an old lover. She winks at him at the counter and asks
if business is slow. “Real fast,” he says, “but I can fit you in.”
Lindsey continues talking while Tag takes Mona around the counter. Most days they
compete for business, but neither trusts anyone else with their own skin. Mona straddles the seat
backwards, and quickly takes off her shirt. He gives her a smock, but she waves it away.
“You don’t want to smell the roses?” Her breasts festoon flowers. Her shape on the chair
expresses softness. Her golden back reveals the black outline of a dragon, wings stretching,
flying over hazy mountains. The small reptilian eye turns to him ─ an arresting point ─ a
creature ready to leap.
“I think that bird grew fiercer since I inked him.”
“Her,” she says. “But today I want you to finish the mountains.”
“OK. Well, I can do this in one session, but it’s large … it’s going to hurt. Should we
break it up into two?”
“Do it in one.”
“You can tell Lilly I’m not with the psychiatrist, just at a conference,” says Lindsey, still
on the phone. “And I don’t know what that is.”
“Who’s she?” asks Mona. “Your friend?”
“I’m letting her stay for a while.”
He turns on the motor of his needle.
“Dan, you focus on yourself and on school. I’ll worry about me.” Lindsey gets off the
phone and stands right in front of the fan so that it makes a sail of her silk shirt. True to the
neighborhood, the shop has no air conditioning, and in late May the buildings begin to build
heat.
Tag is a little sick of Lindsey that day, so he doesn’t ask her who it is, but she volunteers
anyway.
“My son’s checking up on me. There’s a hearing I can’t miss. The seventeenth. In
Decatur. And he also wanted to ask if I have ever seen an ocelot.” Tag pictures a small, direct
boy who focuses on details.
“Two weeks,” he says. “There’s time. An ocelot?”
“Yeah, I didn’t know. Some kind of cat. Dan’s all over the place. Dan thinks I’m going to
miss it; it’s for custody.”

“It’s a small, sleek cat from South America,” he says. In Georgia he used to curl up on
the couch all day with National Geographic. This was before his parents started fighting and
before he grew an urge to get out of the house. “And of course you’ll be at the hearing, why
would he think you wouldn’t?”
“Dan worries. He counts his footsteps. He likes bugs and things.”
“I’m glad he’s keeping track of you,” Tag says, “now I can quit.”
“He’s right. I’m not in control here. I have to be in-state.”
“Soon,” he said.
“I should probably get a new job.” She lost her library job because she kept taking days
off to meet the psychiatrist. The doctor employed to fix her marriage had gotten himself rather
involved.
“Get me one, too,” says Mona. “A new job. Without ignorant people.”
“You know you love it,” says Tag.
“You think I love inking fifty people who want to put the name of their dead honey on
their arm? I feel like a grave maker.” Mona and Tag joked that they had more accurate numbers
about the homicide rate than the Philly police. Sometimes it was the name of a boyfriend, which
seemed dark, grave, but appropriate; sometimes it was the name of a son.
“I don’t know if I want to be a librarian anymore,” says Lindsey.
“You haven’t lived enough to write memoirs,” says Tag.
“Tag, I’d like to see your memoirs,” says Mona. “In fact I’d like to see a lot of things of
yours.”
Lindsey pretends she hasn’t heard. “If I can’t write my memoirs then I’ll have to rely on
you for support.”
Wow, Tag thought. So Southern. Does she need a man for everything? “OK, you should
write your memoirs.”
“One thing I’m going to write about is how not to take cues from men,” says Lindsey.
“Here it comes,” says Mona.
“She’s got it under control,” says Tag. He digs harder into her back, as if he can stop
her. Maybe he’s succeeded.
The fan blows air underneath the edges of the designs hanging on the wall. He collects
tattoo designs from all over the country. He pins the Jesuses next to the guns, next to busty
women and snakes. Lindsey keeps her head above the path of the fan so that her curls stay
immaculate. Tag moves slowly over snow-bit peaks on Mona’s underside.
“I’ll tell you what I think,” Mona says beneath his needle. “You are in the wrong place if
you want custody of those children.”
“I never knew you had this much to say,” says Tag. “I’ve got a steady hand, but I’ve been
known to make mistakes.” Mona understands, and the two laugh. Lindsey stays quiet.
They go on walks to Society Hill and Old City. He breaks her in on Belgian beers and
cheeses served by the relatively recent additions of sidewalk cafes. She says she thought he
frequented more dives. She thought he’d take her to places that required hand stamps, where
girls cried outside, smoking cigarettes. He tells her that Philadelphia can be lovely, and she
laughs.
“We can smoke here?”
They are in the back court of a bar, and it is open-air. He nods, and she lights her Camel
on the strength of the tea light between them.

“They need more wrought iron balconies, and wisteria,” she says.
“You’re too much of the South,” he says. He remembers how Lindsey’s grandmother
made them snacks after school, showed them classic movies such as Gone With The Wind.
Lindsey loved classic movies, and he remembers how she laid her head on his shoulder during
Streetcar Named Desire. Then, any touch could be electrical. That hadn’t changed, though. “You
need to try new things.”
“My husband disagrees. He thinks I should try less,” she replies. Tag decided that her
husband must be one of those guys who would die happy if he had a pork chop every Tuesday,
fish on Friday and enough beer for Monday Night Football.
“Your husband is a lawyer. Doesn’t he take you out?”
“He does, sometimes,” she says. “But let’s not talk about him. This trip is giving me the
clarity I need to straighten up and be a better mother for my children.”
Tag snorts. “Let’s not pretend we’re saintly,” he says, only because it is his third
beer. She cringes.
“Let’s not pretend you can give parenting advice.”
“Obviously you didn’t think I’d provide any,” says Tag. “You didn’t come here to face
reality.”
The waitress arrives, and he recognizes the tattoo on her arm as Mona’s. Mona loves to
ink springing cats with open jaws.
“I’ll have the beer cheese soup.”
“I’ll have the house salad,” she says. Once the waitress turns around, Lindsey leans
forward. “What’s beer cheese soup?”
“Don’t know.”
She shivers at his supposed recklessness. In daylight any excursion, to restaurant or post
office, involves perils. Her handbag contains multitudes: she owns a handkerchief for every
sneeze, cigarettes, and aspirin. But then the day moves on, and she seems to wear down, to lose
her place. At night she always wants to go out ─ always out. Always prepared, but then always
shocked. Problems creep up on her.
“Don’t act like you don’t take risks,” he says.
“I don’t.”
Tag decides he isn’t going to tiptoe around his old best friend. “The first affair I can
understand. But why did you go for that psychiatrist?” Tag asks. “He’s fucking fifty-five.” Many
men she could have chosen, and she had not chosen every one. Not him, even when he worked
the whole summer in her silly state in an auto shop after both his parents had split. Not after he
wrote a song about her which he played at Don’s backyard barbecue, where he had the
opportunity to embarrass himself in front all of his friends. She pretended it was a joke. So did
he.
Her eyes fall to her fingers, which hold a white-green, grained cube of Roquefort. They
started off with a cheese plate.
“You’re mad at me, too,” she says. She pops the cheese in her mouth.
“I just can’t picture it,” he says. “Spell it out for me. How did you go from sitting on the
couch talking about your high hopes for marital repair to screwing in the doctor’s back office?”
She touches the stem of her fluted glass of a framboise lambic he recommended for
her. “He seduced me? Honestly, I’m still working it out in my head. I know I didn’t go in there
with any intentions. I wanted to get out of the affair. He did help me drop the accountant ─ he
was no good.”

“Whopping success.”
“The psychiatrist was very sensitive.” She puts her glass down.
“Until you deleted his number, he was ignoring your phone calls.”
“OK, I know. I made the wrong decisions. You’re doing ten times better. And you used
to be such a fuck up.”
Her eyes are hard with her insult, but it cracks him up. He slurps his soup. He isn’t
surprised; he knows that’s how they thought of him down there. He waits to let her feel silly. “If
you were to get a tattoo, what would you get?”
“Look at me.” She’s still worked up. “We’re not the same. I wouldn’t get a tattoo.”
Tag lets go, and they speak of other things, such as who had gained the most weight since
high school, who really had been the biggest fuck-up. Mona and Tag agree that he would have
gotten the designation if there had been one in the yearbook, but that’s only because he dropped
out. It only seemed dramatic at the time. He finished eventually, and his life hadn’t really been
the worse for it. Tom Arturo, on the other hand, had been valedictorian but was now in jail for
some kind of white collar crime. The last light comes from the little candle between them, and
filters through their beers gold and red. Lindsey’s feet close the distance on the flagstones
beneath the table. Tag squints to see the check. Maybe he over tips; he isn’t sure.
They touch casually on the way home, but maybe it’s not so casual. He takes out whiskey
at the apartment. “I don’t have any nice glasses for this.”
“How about teacups?” says Lindsey, and giggles.
His dark wood walls are warm and comforting. Tonight, he thinks, they will sleep
together. He glides over to the corner with her china but then her phone rings.
“Hi, Dan. Be patient with Lilly. She’s handling things in her own way. Can you put her
on the phone?” She pauses. “Well, tell her to stop. Or tell your dad to tell her to stop.” Another
wait. “I’ll be home soon,” she says. “I’ll have presents.” She speaks for a minute longer and then
hangs up.
“Kids. You’re so lucky,” she says to him.
“Why?” He puts down the cups.
“Oh I don’t want talk about it.”
“You don’t want to say what you feel.”
“Don’t I?”
She looks more exciting than a friend. “What tattoo would you get …” he asks her
again. He dares her.
“Okay you win,” she says. “I don’t want to say what I feel.”
He puts the cups away. “It’s too late to drink more.”
A few minutes pass, and he lies on his futon on the other side of the room from
her. There’s car noise from Arch Street. It has been so long since his mind replaced animals with
cars, sketches with graffiti. He watches her dark blue outline. He wants to just be her friend. He
wants that.
“What’s that Campbell’s soup quote on your arm?”
“Joseph Campbell,” he said. “Throughout the world the rituals of transformation from
infancy to manhood are attended with, and effected by, excruciating ordeals.”
“Nerd.”
“Truth.”
“I’d have Lilly and Dan.”
“You already had them.”

“I’d have them as tattoos.”
He stays on the other side of her, in the quiet. She chooses names, he notes, and considers
the implications.
Eighteen days after Lindsey came, she leaves. Tag lies on the bench of his enemy’s
studio with Mona sitting on top of him. She always manages some sexually provocative position
while holding the needle.
“You like her,” she says, bearing into his shoulder.
“I don’t,” he says. “I’m twenty nine. I choose my drama.”
He has been a damn good friend, he reflects. When she said she was coming to stay with
him he thought they would sleep together, but they never did. He helped her with a convincing
alibi to explain her stay in Philadelphia, but ultimately pushed her to the truth, he hoped.
“She’s gone, anyway. She took the 10:30 bus. She’ll make her hearing tomorrow.” He
didn’t want to speak that morning, and he won. He brought Lindsey to the station early. She
wore pearls, her ring, and conviction. The taxi men eyed her but she didn’t make contact. She’d
be okay.
“And you’re getting inked twenty minutes later. You’re in mourning,” Mona says. “So
predictable. You’re going to run out of space for your little longings.”
His back tenses against her prying, which hurts more. Mona likes to think she has him
figured out.
“This tattoo was part of the original plan, and after it there’s nothing else I want.”
“That’s what you think now,” says Mona.
“Are you almost done?”
“No,” she says. “Well, yes, to be honest. But if you like it here, you can stay.”
Tag does not want to stay with Mona, even though she’s attractive and also somewhat
familiar territory. There would be no strings attached with Mona. The needle motors in and over
the surface of his skin like a sewing machine without thread. Tag is proud of his string-less
life. It didn’t mean he wasn’t an adult, that he didn’t have problems. He submits to being
restitched.
Fine, he admits to himself. The first girl stays in your mind more than the others. But they
had nothing in common anymore. The miles between Lindsey and him unroll and multiply. He
feels them fill in, marked by dust, exhaust, asphalt. Rings mark her where china stood on his
back shelf. She pulled him into an old past, into solving her problems. But now that she is gone,
he will recover. He has only been good to her.
“So you won’t tell me what this design means?”
“No.”
“You’re really being mean today.” She tapes up his back. It is mean of him, he knows. If
they didn’t believe in the stories behind the tattoos, then they might as well not be artists. He
wasn’t letting her see the vision, just using her as a scribe. But Mona doesn’t push. “I don’t have
to tell you to walk back to your shop with an umbrella, “she says to him as he stands up. “You
don’t want to get that wet.”
“I don’t have an umbrella,” he says.
“Hopeless,” she says, and hands him one.
He cuts through Washington Square on his way up from South Street. A colonial
lookalike is giving a tour. He catches a fragment:
“Thus Washington Square also functioned as a graveyard for the eighteenth-century
poor. Their remains can still be found beneath the surface grass.”

He rolls on the balls of his feet for a moment. He hadn’t known that. Now the park
contains bums and businessmen, pedigreed dogs and retirees.
She left to get her kids back, the last left noble action, her ring on her finger. He will turn
on Pink Floyd when he gets back ─ he really misses that, he decides. He crosses into Chinatown,
reaches home, takes large strides up the stairs.
Lindsey sits on his bed. “I couldn’t,” she whispers.
A small serious boy will calculate the mileage from home to her, will know the time she
should have arrived; will call, will question.
“You’re going to lose your kids,” he says.
“I know.”
There’s nothing else he can say to reproach her, nothing that wouldn’t be cruel. Cruelty,
he realizes, is what she might need. But she had needled her way into him, and he realized he
could no longer be a good friend.
“Can I hug you?” she says, not moving closer, huddled on the bed.
“We’re fools,” he says. She nods, grateful that he is stepping into the pronoun.
“You don’t have to take this on,” she says, but only because she has to.
He had not had kids because he hadn’t meant to break up another family. He thought of
the boy in Georgia, dreaming of ocelots. When he meets the boy, he won’t pretend it doesn’t
hurt. When Lilly doesn’t want the china, he’ll understand.
Lilly and Dan, he thinks. Her first tattoo will spell Lilly and Dan.
He wants her hands on his skin. He wants to devour her, to make a sad black hole of their
desire. But he will wait. Fresh and dark, the crisp blue outlines of the birds carved into his back
burn under his shirt. He thought she would take the china with her, and he could mourn her
privately. He had not prepared for this. He had not meant her to see.

Camilla
- Moriah LaChapell
The Cantor sang
of aging women
and I remembered
when I was a child
and sat
on my Grandma's lap
and would sweep
my index finger
upward, stroking
her chin.
Her old skin
was soft and worn
like lambskin.
Her throat, so white
and marked by moles
from California sun.
It felt so natural
as a happy child,
to admire her
age as beauty
instead of ugliness
because
from her I learned
generous Love
that is more radiant
than anyone's young,
unmarred skin.

Felt-tip Pen
- Lois Greene Stone
Why do advertisers perpetuate spelling errors! We see 'lite' and 'cheez' and liquid 'plumr'
so often that some assume those spellings are correct. How could I, a teacher, let my students
know that misspelled words aren’t “cool?”
I’ve taught English Composition at a Rochester, NY, college for eight years. When I see
students walking around with Absolut printed their t-shirts, I want to go up to each person's chest
and correct the spelling right then and there, but I probably would be arrested. Newer
dictionaries now allow an "e" in knowledgable/ knowledgeable, but I want to scrawl on those
shirts that it isn't okay to drop one in absolute. Math borrows then returns digits.
I always have red felt-tip pens in my purse, and I sneak around when few are looking and
fix signs that say Dresing Room, or Maintainence Workers. I scribble on restaurant menus when
the poched salmen, or cesar salid stare out at me. I know the next menu's words won't be
changed, but I'm compelled to correct them. Oh, if, today, I could just pen an "e" on every t-shirt
that assaults my eyes.
Now, how would the Absolut alcohol company like it if I spelled vodka like New
Yorkers pronounce it: vodkar? See what I mean? I spent hours refining my dialect so my Long
Island, New York, upbringing would be classy not nasal. I actually do say ideA and not ideaR.
Well, getting back to my spelling problem, picture this word Vodkar? Bother you? Well, if it
does, envision what Absolut does to me.
I'd like to send a letter of complaint to the Absolut ad agency or company but fear it may
get printed and look like I forgot the "e". Shouldn’t I be able to teach outside of the classroom!
Well, what if I do win the "e" battle and my 'name and likeness' appear in a vodka ad,
with mention of sincere thanks? Will it prove that I'm familiar with Absolut vodka, and everyone
knows that label is expensive? Or I'll hear, “How can she afford that brand on Adjunct Faculty
income?”
Will the head of the English department frown upon a faculty member associated with
alcohol, unless one talks about the type rubbed on after a sweaty work-out? I could, of course,
smugly respond that the athlete's rub-down alcohol is absorbed by the skin and not just some
fluid laid out like cellophane. Hmm. I'd have to explain transdermal medication, and the
department head might switch me to the biology department, and I hate the smell of dead
animals.
All right. It hasn't happened yet. Maybe my name will be kept secret? Doubtful. I'm a
woman. The male editorial staff of The New Yorker was never revealed on any masthead; then
Tina Brown was hired, summer, 1992, as its new editor, and every paper in the country
publicized that event.
What'll happen when I open my purse, look at my felt-tip red plastic pen, but pull out a
Mont Blanc sent as a token gift from Absolut's CEO, delighted I corrected their spelling? Oh, if
I'm going to be cursed for owning an expensive and exquisite writing piece, I may as well face
the challenge of gossiping and giggling people if my private letter is made, with my signature
boldly affixed, public. Besides, a modern woman is supposed to be praised for courage. How I'm
rambling!
Okay, I'll write the "missing e" company, but I'll tuck my letter in a plain brown wrapper
much the way pamphlets about sex education were sent in the '50s. And I won't use a
pseudonym; Mary Poppins or Sweet Sue might be a bit much.

In social situations, I'm still always hoping that none of my friends will ever order that
brand of vodka 'cause I'll be compelled to pull out a felt-tip pen, lean over the bar, grab the
bottle, put a little red circle around the blank space next to the "t," and then fill it in with an "e."
When I’m no longer a faculty member, I’d sure like to let my students know who has
been the grammar guru ─ oh, they probably have guessed already. I’m the only faculty member
who has office hours in the school cafeteria, so I’m capable of shedding conformity but not the
marking pencil!
Now, 2013, I’ve read that the apostrophe will become obsolete because of computer
websites that put words, generally having an apostrophe, all together. Oh, my. Press-1 for formal
English, Press-2...

Greed’s Reward: A Fable
- Adam Restinow
To London town a minstrel came,
Youthful with age, tall in his frame.
Garbed in tatters, ribbons, and bells,
He smelled of primrose from the dells.
Winds blew him to the city’s square
On May the first, a day to share
Both old and new religion creeds
And talk of glories now in weeds.
When rich and poor were gathered round
He doffed his cap and paced the ground.
His lute was cracked, as was his voice,
But his true song was good and choice.
List you people, hearken to me,
Sit by my side, my words are free.
Heed my tale of a youth so bold
He spent his life in search of gold.
Jack was his name, rugged his build,
Ruddy of skin, his face untilled.
His hands were large, his muscles taut
From plowing fields which yielded naught.
Jack’s hazel eyes were clear of guile,
His mouth a simple peasant’s smile.
His knowledge of the world was dim.
His only friend a fool called Tim.
One autumn day midst leaves half green
They glimpsed a sack of velvet sheen.
A bell they found, a jeweled book,
A candle burnt, a sleeping rook.
“These are wizard’s things!” Tim exclaimed.
“Touch them not lest ourselves be maimed.”
Jack saw an end to his bad luck,
To body pain, to barnyard muck.
He snatched the bag and hurried home
To pry gems from the dusty tome.
Not a ruby did he unloose,

Despite deep cuts and vile abuse.
Two days did pass, and Tim came by,
A dismal sight did he espy.
Anger sore, Jack built a fire,
Placed that book upon the pyre.
Then seizing Tim by shoulders tight,
Jack said, “Now see that I am right.”
Smokey flames did writhe, did roll,
But when they died, the book was whole.
Jack cursed his fate and struck his friend
And hurled the book that would not bend
To his blind lust for easy wealth
More prized by him than precious health.
Until Jack’s death he was greed sowed,
Lost his soul to the cloven-toed.
This foolish man in Hell doth bleed,
He’d caste the treasure all men need.
That old Book was the Word of God
Which is as sound as is our sod.
Attend therefore to its intent
Read it daily and be content.
Ponder people on its commands
Love each other as it demands.
We mortals have so short a span,
Do good to all as best you can.
The morals of this story three:
Seek not riches where none there be,
Use your wits to discover truth,
Abide the law of love in sooth.
Now that my simple tale is done,
God bless and keep you everyone.
Remember, please, this minstrel’s song,
And may your life be blythe and long.

The Day We Lost Grandpa
- Judy Wirzberger
Grandpa knew me this morning. Over fresh eggs fried in bacon grease and toasted
Wonder Bread soft with melted butter, he teased me about not combing my hair. He always
teases me about my hair. It’s curly and brown. Usually it’s in braids that brush against my
shoulders. Today I hadn’t yet tamed it. Tight ringlets popped out every which way like springs
poking through a mattress.
“It would make a fine nest for a rat,” he said.
His smile crinkled his eyes and softened the hard words. Mom laughed and gave him
three slices of crispy, thick bacon fresh from the cast iron skillet. The metal spatula scraped
against his plate as she slipped the eggs against the bacon.
After breakfast Grandpa always goes outside. Today, he stopped and shooed black
buzzing flies off the screen and fingered the loose flap in the corner. “Remind me to fix the
screen,” he said in a voice that shuffled like his feet. The door slapped behind him.
I cleared the table, ran my finger around Grandpa’s plate and licked the peppery yolk as
sunny as dandelions before sinking the dish into the sudsy water. Mom sent me upstairs to do my
hair. I lingered as long as I could, knowing she wanted me to help her do the wash and hang it
out on the line. Now that I was twelve, I had more chores.
I tried to sneak past Mom on the way outside but she caught sight of me. “Caroline, go
remind Grandpa he wanted to fix the screen, then strip the beds so we can wash the sheets. The
breakfast dishes were drying on a rack, and she pulled the wringer washer from the corner
toward the faucet so she could hook up the hose. I rushed through the kitchen before the stink of
Pine-Sol she used on the kitchen counters made me sick. Mom used it for just about all her
cleaning. I hated the smell.
I circled the house but Grandpa was nowhere to be seen. Not by the tomato vines he
tended each day, or in the shed sharpening the dull blades of the push mower, or sitting in the
yellow metal lawn chair in the front yard under the willow tree. Nowhere.
I looked and called and went to ask the neighbors next door.
“Saw him head down the road some time ago,” Mr. Johnson said.
Mom frowned when I told her. “We best go look, Caroline.” She wiped her hands on the
flour sacking and hung the towel over the edge of the sink to dry before taking off her apron with
a sigh so deep it might have come from behind the jars of blackberry jam stored in our cellar.
Grandpa had lived with us for over two years. He was my Dad’s daddy. Mom said Daddy had his
eyes and chin with the dimple but I was just a baby when Daddy fell out of the barn and died so I
don’t remember him.
Mom called and called and put her hand up to keep the sun from her eyes as she looked
this way and that until worry clouded her eyes and made her lips disappear inside her mouth.
“Maybe he went to town to get stuff to fix the screen.” I wiped dirty sweat off my neck
then wiped my hand on my green shorts.
Usually we walked the two miles into town, unless we planned to go to Miller’s Grocery
and bring home a load too heavy to pull in the wagon, or if the rains had made the gravel road
too full of puddles. Today the sun roamed the wide Arkansas sky that went up forever, and the
wind didn’t stir even the tiniest leaf on the willow.
Mom headed to the car we called Betsy and told me to get in. Before I even had a chance
to shut the door, she pulled the choke out part way on the old ‘46 Plymouth, and after a second or

so, the motor ticked over.
“Roll up the windows, Caroline; I don’t want to be eatin’ dust all the way into town. I’ll
go slow so you can watch out for Grandpa.”
The dust cloud mostly gathered behind us but it made no difference to Mom. Before we
had gone half a mile sweat trickled down my neck, and Mom’s sleeveless housedress got a wet
half circle under her arm.
Fine brown dust coated the corn leaves in the field and the weeds growing out from the
ditches. I looked down cornrows hoping to spot Grandpa, hoping he wasn’t face down in a ditch.
He had taken to falling lately but, stubborn as Aunt Jessie’s ten-year-old mule, refused to use a
cane, and just got angry with me or Mom for even bringing it up.
Then my heart jumped cause I spotted his red checked shirt up ahead. His shambling step
didn’t alter when we pulled beside him. Mom teased the car along so it slowed as much as
possible without dying.
I cranked down the window. “Where you going?” My words spilled out and fell in the
dust.
He moved on as if he didn’t hear. His bony fingers covered with paper thin skin pushed at
the air between us. “Leave me be.”
I tried again. “Aren’t you hot? Don’t you want a ride?”
“Leave me be,” he said louder not turning to look. “Leave me be or I’ll call for the
police.” He tried to pick up his gait and stumbled, pitching forward, catching his balance at the
last minute.
Mom stopped the car. “Maybe the car’s scarin’ him. Maybe he won’t be scared of you.”
I let him get a little ways ahead before I got out of Betsy. I started whistling a tune, softly
at first then a little louder so he wouldn’t be surprised when I caught up to him. I skipped past
him whistling, my brown sandals kicking up dirt and small stones. Once ahead I stopped and
turned. “Nice day.”
“Bit warm,” he said running a hand over damp hair. “I don’t have a a a thing on my
head.”
“Me neither. I’m going to Miller’s Grocery and buy a Coca Cola right out of the chest.
He’s got the new kind that keeps it cold without having to use ice.” My voice cracked as I spoke
to this familiar stranger and tears stabbed my eyes. I looked at the hands he swung back and
forth. The same hands which patted me on the head this morning or held me long ago as I
balanced on his brown leather shoes that danced while he sang “di-dee-didee-dee” to no tune in
particular.
“My hands always got freezing cold, reaching to the bottom of the old chest, fishing
around in the ice water for the coldest bottle,” I continued, looking in eyes that stared straight
ahead, blank eyes that didn’t see the future or the past but, scariest of all, didn’t even see the
present.
I kept skipping backward waiting for him to say something, waiting for that awful look to
leave his eyes, waiting for that smile I had seen at the kitchen table this morning.
Mom had stopped the car way down the road and now she leaned against the fender, her
arms crossed over her chest, her head down, her right foot scuffing at the dirt. I saw her reach up
and run her hand under her nose. She looked up the road at me, but her pose didn’t change
except that her head drooped farther toward the ground.
Inside me a hollow place started where my stomach used to be.
“I need to sit down,” he said, and plopped himself on the edge of the road.

“I’m tired, too. But my Mom’s coming in the car soon, and we can drive with her to
Miller’s Grocery, and she can buy us both a Coca Cola. Wanna come with us?”
“That would be okay, I guess.” He nodded his head and sniffed. The hand he ran over his
hair trembled like a new born calf’s legs. I wanted him to notice that my hair didn’t look like a
rat’s nest. I wanted him to yank on my braids and tease me. But he didn’t. He just kept starin’
that empty stare.
I waved, and Mom started the car and met us. I helped him stand, helped him get into the
front seat, helped him close the door. I climbed into the back.
“Mom, I invited him to have a Coca Cola with us at Miller’s Grocery.”
“That’s fine. Hot out here today.” Mom looked at him. “What’s your name?”
His mouth dropped open. He blinked his eyes a few times.
“I,” he started. His chin quivered through a long silence, and then he smiled. “I think,” he
said, “I think I’m Grandpa.”
But I knew he wasn’t. Not really. Not anymore.

The God Place
- Jo Stewart
Respira!
my little girl voice commanded
Sospiro
one soft sigh flowed
Senza parole
Without words
there is isolation
Isolamento
a lonely place
Senza parole
Senza passi
I cannot walk
This breath
This breathing life
is God

Turn
- Theodore D. Obourn
“I understand the dog was yours.” Mr. Fellows stands under the vaulted ceiling of his
sunken living room. His eyes are tender but impersonal. “Neil seems to feel very bad about it.”
I see Neil across the room, where he is enjoying the Christmas party with some of his
new colleagues and their spouses. When he sees me with his new boss, he raises his eyebrows,
and I know he has done it again.
The same old story. I have heard it so many times, I know it by heart.
“It was just a little thump,” he begins, always telling it the same way, almost word for
word, his manner sober and respectful, his eyes downcast. “At first I thought I had run over a
rock in the driveway. But I walked around back, and there he was.” He doesn't look up to see
their reaction; he has it down. “I knew right away he was dead. No living thing could be that still.
I was surprised that his furry little body wasn't crushed. There was no blood or anything. Just his
pink tongue drooping on the ground.”
He always tells it like it happened that day, and the dog is always mine, one I already had
when we got married. Its name is Thief.
I can't begin to count how many times over the last seven years I have had a total stranger
say to me, at a barbeque or a community meeting or school event, “I'm sorry to hear about your
dog.”
Thing is: we don't have a dog. We've never had a dog.
Nevertheless, I always say thank you, as I do this December evening to Mr. Fellows. He
tells me about the loss, just after Thanksgiving, of his beloved golden Lab, Ike ─ a slight catch in
his voice ─ and invites me to meet their new puppy. I accept, and he leads me to the kitchen,
where the voices from the party are muffled in a comforting way. There are pictures on the
refrigerator of his beautiful, unmarked, whole children. The puppy is safely barricaded in the
laundry room behind a baby gate. Mr. Fellows kneels and takes it in his hands. I kneel down next
to him. The room smells of laundry detergent and dog food. I don't really like dogs but I pretend
to, stroking its warm little body and letting it nestle in my lap. It gets its yellow hair on my black
evening dress.
Neil was out mowing the lawn on his John Deere tractor. He had wanted that machine for
over a year, and he loved it. I thought it was too expensive, but he said he wanted to get some
implements, a tiller and plow, and start a garden and grow our own vegetables, and I could have
the flower garden I had always wanted. We'd been married for almost four years, and I could
sense that he was feeling a little confined. So I said okay. Anyway, I was at the grocery store in
town that day, and I had left our two-year-old son, Jonathan, with Neil.
I pulled onto the driveway with a station wagon full of groceries just as the Mercy Flight
helicopter was descending into our yard. There was screaming and shouting (I had never
understood the distinction before) and blood on the grass, and the helicopter ascended. Neil
looked dazed and frightened. I'd never seen him at such a loss. I don't think I will ever forget that
smell of new-cut grass and helicopter fuel.
Seven years later, we are all doing well.
Jonathan is a well-adjusted nine-year-old. He plays soccer, likes to draw, and has plenty
of friends. He does well in school: all his teachers say he's a joy to have. He smiles easily and,
while he will occasionally comment matter-of-factly about something he can't do with only one
arm, he doesn't feel sorry for himself.

I think it might be harder for Neil in some ways, though he doesn't let it show. He's a
jovial man. He spends a lot of time with Jonathan, coaches his soccer team, and the two of them
are best pals. It's just that he's asked more from me than Jonathan.
As for me, let's just say that I never got my flower garden, but that's okay.
Mr. Fellows says his wife can't understand why he puts himself through the inevitable
loss of a pet time and again. “I try to explain to her: it's an accelerated cycle of love and grief,”
he says. “Who wants to turn from life?”
He takes the puppy from my lap. “A new puppy would be good for Neil, help him over
the loss,” he says. I try to imagine him angry and resentful, like Neil, who acts as though it's my
fault that he can't forgive himself. I've never asked him why he tells his story. Just as I've never
asked him how he could have let our toddler ride on a lawnmower with a razor-sharp, high
carbon, nickel-alloy steel blade turning at 3300 rpm's.
Mr. Fellows places the puppy gently back on its bed and pats it on the head. He stands
and offers me a hand. I get up without his help and brush at the dog hair on my dress.
Later, in the front foyer, we pull on our heavy coats and shake hands with our host under
the gold chandelier.
Mr. Fellows says, “I told your wife you should think about getting a new dog, Neil.”
Neil tucks his scarf under his collar and buttons his coat. I turn toward the door. I can
hear him fumbling in his coat pocket for the car keys. I open the door and feel the cold night air.
I see a dusting of fresh snow has fallen. The car keys go silent.
“My wife knows her own mind,” Neil says. “She'll let me know when she's ready.”
I turn and face him. I look him in the eye. To see if he means it.
Outside, the snow crunches under our feet, and I take his warm hand in mine.
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