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Adagio
- Peycho Kanev
The morning brought the winter and the trees were
white, like in a dream of an addict.
The only thing I can do in this whiteness
is to think of black things:
ravens, coffee and the insides of my head now,
where my thoughts are running like ants.
And when the sun rises, I will put on my sunglasses
and I’ll wait for the night.
My typewriter is chattering as the teeth of
a madman. With each keystroke they bite off
a piece of whiteness.
Darkness finally came.
The electrical power was off, the candles were
burned down to nubs, so I decided to
strike a match and light the sheet from the typewriter.
It burned out immediately, but lit up the room for a moment
and all the black faces at the windows.

Amid Such Strangeness and Beauty
- Ann Fay
I stand at an outdoor pay phone and
call home, 10,000 miles away.
Sweaty, crusty, wilting
in the midday tropic sun –
happy to hear the voice
of one who knows me
and one I know
Somewhere in the village a rooster crows.
A strange cat, emaciated, with the tail of a pig
scoots past on the dusty road…
Retreating to the shade, I watch two women
winnowing rice at the base of a steep
gorge and a man swimming lazily
in the river. Soon the green air thickens
with swallows,
darting and circling
Tomorrow, the temple at Uluwatu and
the Sacred Monkey Forest at Padangtegal –
A tour guide with the face of an apple doll
will say to me: “Plane go down, we say ha ha.”
I will see a tiny monkey with splotches of black hair
clinging, wild-eyed, to its mother
and a girl picking lice from the head of a young child.
Alone and hungry for touch –
Why have I traveled here
alone?

An Evening in Spoleto
- Phil Richardson
Bruce sat in the outdoor cafe in the growing dusk, sipping a beer, observing the activity
in the Piazza del Mercato. The men and women looked different from those in Ohio. The women
were dressed to the nines; the men were short and looked pale - he was in good shape, and his
face was tanned from playing golf.
Italy, and particularly this small town of Spoleto, bored him. His wife Gloria, on the other
hand, was thrilled to be any place but home. She was taking Italian and writing classes and
absorbing every detail of Italian culture. Over breakfast she had regaled him with facts he didn't
want to know: two-nail versus three-nail crucifixes, how olive oil was pressed, and a miscellany
of things he didn’t understand.
In spite of his public antipathy, privately he enjoyed sitting and watching the parade: old
ladies moving briskly with canes, probably to help them climb the steep hills the town was built
on; young women of all types and sizes promenading to show off their new clothes. The
women’s sweaters were all tight and quite often unbuttoned to display the navel. His comments
about this to Gloria caused a response, "Why don't you look at some of the real sights instead of
ogling young women."
Tonight Gloria was attending a poetry reading given by the teachers of her class, and she
had urged Bruce to attend. But he knew about poetry readings from long experience, and he
didn't think they were any better just because they were being done in Spoleto.
A truck chugged into the plaza, and two men began unloading music stands. There were
no more than thirty stands but the placement of each caused intense discussion. Although he did
not understand Italian, he imagined the conversation:
"No, no, too far forward!”
"Yes, now it’s right, maybe a little to the left."
"Hey, your mother must have raised a blind boy, that's out of line with the others."
In about half an hour they finished and then unloaded a wooden platform for the director.
After sliding it off the truck, they dropped it in the middle of the road, effectively blocking
traffic. A woman driver betrayed her impatience by honking her horn and received a volley of
abuse and rude hand gestures in return. Slowly and with obvious truculence, they moved the
stand so she and the line of cars behind her could get by.
Bruce ordered another birra media even though he wasn’t fond of Italian beer. “I guess,”
he whispered, “all the world is a stage. What a great scene!”
As band members began to arrive, and the volume of chatter and gossip increased, work
slowed. Bruce wondered if the chairs and instruments would be as they should be in time for the
concert. He looked at the large clock mounted on a building in the center of the piazza and saw
that it was almost eight, He figured the concert would begin soon. The seats filled quickly and,
precisely at eight o’clock, a tall, thin man with graying hair walked into the piazza like a
bullfighter entering the ring. He had a baton tucked under his arm, and he wore the same white
hat as the band members but he was The Director.
"Pompous ass," Bruce muttered to himself. "I bet he couldn't direct his way out of a bass
drum." He looked forward with glee to the amateur music he knew he was going to hear.
The crowd stirred and offered a smattering of applause as the director stepped up onto the
bare wooden platform. Then a young woman entered from the side of the piazza. She wore a
white coat buttoned with golden clasps and a long, white skirt; she carried herself like a

performer. Her high heels clicked as she walked determinedly across the bricked street. As she
turned to pick up a microphone, her bare back was revealed, gold chains holding the two halves
of the jacket together and belying the formality the front view had given. She grasped the
microphone and walked to the front of the orchestra. When she began talking, it was obvious she
was introducing the director because the audience applauded, and he took a short, formal bow.
After the introduction, he tapped the baton on his right arm, and all the orchestra members sat
straight, opened their scores, and began playing at the first baton flourish.
"Sounds familiar," Bruce mused. "I know it's something Italian. Wonder what it is?” The
piece went on for a few minutes when it came to him - the theme from The Godfather.
Something Italian, indeed," he said to a non-existent table mate. "Gloria would love this bit of
culture."
The audience moved in rhythm to the music and started clapping as the piece proceeded.
Bruce ordered another beer and found he was actually enjoying himself. The orchestra performed
well, and the audience so obviously enjoyed it that their mood enveloped Bruce. The program
contained a lot of American music and a few Italian pieces as well ‒ he categorized anything he
didn't understand as Italian.
The waiter brought his beer and a printed bill. Bruce gave him 11,000 lira plus a tenpercent tip. The waiter smiled and said "Grazie." Bruce answered with "Prego" and smiled.
"Hello, dear," Gloria had come up behind him. "Having a good time?"
"Good time? How could I be having a good time?" He gestured towards the orchestra
and dismissed them with a wave of the hand. "I've heard better music from a bunch of five-yearolds. Did you enjoy your reading?" he asked, wanting to change the subject.
"It was beautiful and moving,” Gloria gushed. “The poet, Mr. Montero, was not at all
what I expected. Tall, handsome, wavy gray hair, black T-shirt and black slacks. He read poems
about having sex, and they were so sensual, I blushed!"
"You mean he wrote about doing it?"
"Not like you make it sound. It was poetic, and he had half the women in the audience
totally excited," she rolled her eyes back in her head as if to say, "Me, too."
"Glad I didn't go," Bruce said. "He was probably writing about some gay friend, and you
women just didn't understand."
"So what if he was," she replied. "Would it matter if the feelings were real?"
They had had this conversation about feelings before so Bruce didn't bother to reply.
Both of them turned as the voice of the young woman came over the sound system. She began
announcing again, suddenly stumbled as she walked toward the front, and dropped her notes. She
knelt quickly to retrieve them, and the director gave her a dirty look. Flustered, she struggled to
arrange the sheets of paper while she continued to talk. Evidently she announced the wrong piece
because the director jumped from his platform, took the microphone, and made the
announcement himself. The audience laughed lightly at her embarrassment, and she turned away
in tears.
"Just like a man," Gloria intoned. "He didn't bother to help her, and he made her look like
a fool."
"She'll get over it," Bruce said. "I think Italian women are pretty tough. I’ve watched
them here all evening, and they seem to hold their own with the men.”
Gloria didn't reply, but sat quietly listening to the music. After a while she stood and
walked out of the piazza without saying a word.
"Probably going to talk with someone about the reading," Bruce looked at his watch. It

was still early, and he liked the music, and he had time for at least one more beer.
Two hours later he found his way home, winding his way through the narrow,
cobblestoned alleys leading to their apartment. He fumbled with his key and entered through the
wide wooden door. There were no lights inside, and he wondered if Gloria were asleep. He was
surprised to find she wasn’t in bed and also a bit worried. After sitting for a while, he decided to
go to bed. Before long he dozed off but then awoke to the noise of someone trying to unlock the
door without success.
As he opened the door, Gloria sauntered in holding her key in the air. She must have been
drinking because her face was flushed. She twirled around a couple of times and then fell into a
chair.
"Where have you been?" he demanded. “It's three a.m. I worried about you.”
"Oh, I ran into some of the people from the reading. We all went to Mr. Montero’s
apartment and talked about his poetry and drank some wine… and…had a great time."
"How dumb!" Bruce slammed his fist into his hand. "Here I've been worrying about you,
and you've been out half the night with some silly poets."
“I’m sorry you worried, dear, but I did have a good time. Mr. Montero read some new
poems, and we all enjoyed them so much. He certainly knows all about sex.”
“I just bet you enjoyed yourself. Imagine staying up this late just to listen to poetry.”
Bruce waved his hands a bit as if he were conducting music. “You and I never stay up this late at
home. Here I was at a concert, and you were listening to poetry. Do you think there’s something
in the air?”
“Definitely,” she murmured with a knowing smile. “There’s definitely something in the
air.”
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The owner of the Apollo softball bat
The woman who stole it
A letter of apology – in a year in the future sometime in the 21st Century
DRA in care of LBD

Sometime in the late seventies, I was biking by an unused ball field near Wilson and
Marine Drive. And I spotted a baseball bat peeking out from a bunch of bushes littered with
garbage and rags. I pulled it out, a doozy, the kind I always wanted as a kid. Something with
some real clout! I loved baseball, mostly the throwing part, because I threw “like a boy” and that
made my dad incredibly proud, gave him big league bragging rights.
During the Eisenhower years, the government instituted athletic measurement programs
to encourage kids in physical development, and I could throw a baseball farther than any kid in
Illinois, boy or girl. And so, as a servant to my father’s pride, I have paid for that ability with a
ruined right rotator cuff. But, please, Victim of my Crime, do not think I believe my father’s
excesses excuse me from stealing your bat. It was the wrong thing to do just because it was there
on public land, and just because I could.
Over the years I have tried to erase this sin from my brainpan by using ablution rituals
which have expressed themselves in really lame ways. I have wrapped the handle from the barrel
to the knob with duct tape, trying to disguise it, particularly from myself and my crime. Really
lame because, oddly, the unwrapped sweet spot on this bat is what gives it away. It is there that
your identity is most strongly revealed. You must be one bad-assed hitter since that area of
sweetness is the most marked, bashed, and scarred, suggesting you are mightily able to clobber a
ball.
You know those weights ball players used to slip over the bat, supposedly helping to
speed the rate of swing? I gave that ploy a go to disguise your ownership. Then there was the
time I had been gifted this bracelet ‒ a cross-section hunk of ivory with a huge turquoise stud
inside. It dropped perfectly over the knob and down close to the sweet spot for practice swinging.
I imagined elephant karma from a felled bull would add majestic power to my swing, and the
turquoise would lend a Native American edge to my made-in-the-USA Apollo bat. The result
left me feeling even guiltier for having swiped the bat and cringing inside that some majestic
creature had been slaughtered for its tusk.
Possibly the most significant effort I’ve made to salute your identity is a drawing I did of
a hitter who looks to have a Casey-at-the-bat-like swing. It’s executed in pencil on ivory,
heavyweight Arches paper. We only see the Man from behind and, most peculiar, he has a pegleg that appears to be made from the knob-end of another bat. This Apollonian god is clearly a
street guy. But hardly beaten down by living at that level. He has massive shoulders, a lean,
pretty bippy, and he’s poised to hit one all the way to Des Moines. His hat is pure jazz.
Someone who knows the spot where I stole your bat tells me he heard of a murder in that
park, and I have often wondered if you might have guided my hand from the celestial side of
home plate. Because, in truth, the picture flowed straight out of my pencil-holding hand, and it’s
the best darned drawing I’ve ever done. Doubling my reasons to thank you.
Be well, my Sweetness, and when I see you next, I’ll ask you to autograph our bat.
© Anonymous 21st Century woman, born 1943
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And We’ll Get There
- M.J. Iuppa
By sound of copper leaves skittering down the road, pushed
by October’s bristle broom, by wind that’s not too cold
but certain in its rippling waves, out, out, out…
I light an amber candle, color of strength & purpose, needing
courage of conviction. It sputters & flickers in the draft from
the window left open a crack.
One lone night bird chirps in the orchard heavy with apples.
The plain facts do not change, like the chorus, the same.
It’s hard to shake life’s punishing utility.

This Is a Love Story
- Molly Krause
Preparing to leave the house for my volunteer gig as a hospice caregiver, I slip off my
diamond ring and replace it with the simple gold band I received on my wedding day sixteen
years ago. This is to be a particularly intense hospice visit, a vigil - hospice lingo for when a
person is believed to be close to death. The patient, Maggie, forty-nine years old with ovarian
cancer, is living at home with her husband, teenage son and college-aged daughter. She hasn’t
eaten in over a week and has been disturbingly agitated. Her nighttime wakings and roamings
have set the family on edge. And my diamond ring, I have found, can be a distraction.
My husband, Robert, gave me this ring for my forty-second birthday a few months ago. It
has one large diamond bookended with two smaller ones. The diamonds are huge. One of my
daughters told me the carats on my birthday but let’s just say it’s enormous.
It is also stunning. As I glace at it, it seems to be a source of rainbows and brilliance. I
have never received a gift such as this. Robert took great care choosing the stones and worked
with a local designer for the setting. “I wanted to get you something you wouldn’t get for
yourself, to show you how special I think you are,” he told me. As I slid it on my finger, I felt
special. I felt loved. I looked at his eager, handsome face and felt so overwhelming grateful that
this generous man was mine. But I also felt self-conscious.
I wouldn’t have purchased this ring for myself, not even wished for it really because I
generally prefer to fly under the radar. In the restaurant and catering business for almost twenty
years together, Robert and I cooked, cleaned and served people for a living. I like to serve, to
anticipate a need and meet it even before one is aware of it. It feels fulfilling to execute an event
that is not focused on my own desires, satisfying my own whims or indulging my own senses.
And I’m good at it. But through a series timing and good luck, I don’t do it to pay the mortgage
anymore. I have more time and money than ever now but since I am the same person as when I
served people coffee for cash, there is some discomfort in being put on the radar with this honker
of a diamond on my finger.
I watch people follow it with their eyes as I gesture when speaking. For the first time in
my life, I empathize with those who have incredible cleavage. Do you even hear what I am
saying? I wonder. A rare few will acknowledge it with words.
The thought of Maggie’s family members noticing my ring (but probably not mentioning
it) while I wash their dishes as their mother is dying in the next room makes my heart cringe. I
leave it at home.
During my first visit on Thursday, the nurse says only days, maybe a week, are left of
Maggie’s life. She is given powerful medication every two hours now; this seems to keep her
unpredictable, upsetting behavior at bay. It also erases her personality – a woman her husband
describes as ferociously intelligent and curious. By the time I meet her, she no longer speaks nor
do I see her leave her bed.
Her daughter is at home alone with her when I arrive. She is young, probably not yet
twenty. I can’t help but to identify with her role, although she seems to be doing a much better
job caring for her dying mother that I did for my dying father. She is gentle and kind, offers me
tea. I can see the fear in her eyes. She is grateful to just have someone else in the house, she tells
me. I tidy the kitchen while she showers. There are framed photos everywhere of the kids at
various ages. Martha Stewart Living magazines cover a coffee table, seemingly unread. A book,
The Catholic Funeral Mass, has small, yellow, sticky notes poking out of it like a porcupine. I

pet the two dogs and two cats – they are needy for attention. I immediately feel at home here, I
like these people before I meet them. Reading my book of essays on the couch outside the
kitchen, I check on Maggie occasionally. Her labored breathing from two rooms away tells me
she is alive. She seems to be sleeping, and though I wonder if I should sit on her bed with her, I
suppose I am afraid.
Maggie’s son comes home from school later and has a bowl of cereal. The daughter
introduces me, “This is Molly, she’s keeping me company.” They talk to each other about how
awful last night was.
“It was ok for so long, but this, this I wasn’t expecting. I thought we could handle it but
I’m not sure now.”
“In the middle of the night she’s angry and even aggressive towards us. I can’t believe
she has any strength left for it.”
“It’s taking so much longer than I was expecting. I left school to come home two months
ago.”
My visit time has come to an end, and I need to pick up my girls from school. I want to
stay and cook them dinner, but I leave. I cry for them behind the steering wheel of my Volvo
station wagon.
The next day I call and offer to go to their house daily over the weekend. The family
dynamics happen all around me, sometimes I feel invisible in this support role. I like the
anonymity. I abandon the couch and sit on the bed with Maggie, stretching out with her and
stroking her forehead. I am not family, not a loved one, not someone who knew what this
woman was like before she stopped eating, before the cancer had its way with her. I only know
the now, the today of their lives. And today is rough.
Maggie no longer takes any water. Her meds are liquid and shot into her throat with a
small plunger syringe. Swallowing is difficult for her and painful to watch. Her husband gives
her three different meds; one being morphine, then he gently massages the front of her throat to
encourage the swallowing reflex. She winces as it finally goes down. I realize it is the only
change of expression I have seen on her face. Her kids and husband come and check on her,
holding her hand, smiling at her vacant eyes. They come and go, thanking me for giving them the
opportunity to run errands. I bring donuts and daffodils, fold the laundry, pick out the limp
flowers from the bouquets, listen and nod, and offer a hug. As I read essays to Maggie, I wonder
if she hears what I am saying, and if she does, if it is profoundly annoying. I pray that it is not.
Driving away from my visits, my heart feels wrung out like a wet washcloth. Robert is
out of town, opening a restaurant in New Mexico. We are not accustomed to being apart – I
pounce towards my phone when I see him calling. My bones ache for him.
Over dinner that night, my thirteen-year old daughter Emma asks me, “Who would you
say is your best friend?”
“That’s easy, Daddy” I answer. He has been gone almost two weeks.
“No, come on. Really.” Emma says.
“You know, a girl…” my eleven-year suggests. Cameron has slightly more patience with
me than her sister on this question.
“Daddy is my BF for sure.”
They try not to roll their eyes at me, and normally their newly developing teenage
attitudes make me irritable. Not today, today I feel gentle towards them. I see Maggie’s daughter
cupping her mug of tea in her palms, blowing on it to cool it down as she huddles on the bed
with her mom. I slide my diamond ring back on.

Sunday is to be my last visit. I am leaving for Taos on Monday for the restaurant
opening, finally reunited with Robert. During my visit on Sunday, Andy, the nurse, says
Maggie’s breathing has changed, her beats per minute decreased by half. I hear her deep breaths
followed by distressingly long pauses in between. About four breaths per minute, he says after
gently holding her wrist and looking at his watch. He promises to return the next day, on
Monday. “I know I usually come in the afternoon, but is 9:00 too early?” It seems like a bad sign
to me. I spend the rest of the visit in her room.
The sudden burst of her gasping breath breaking through the silence always seems to be a
surprise. I whisper a prayer to her that I see written on the wall directly in front of her bed in
large letters… deep peace to you. I offer to come again in the morning. Since my flight is to
leave in the afternoon, I figure I could stay until noon. I have been longing to see Robert and
have a few days away from my kids but I am having a hard time with the thought of leaving
Maggie and her family.
I expect that someone will contact me before Monday morning and tell me that Maggie
passed away. No one calls. My bag is packed, my instructions are written out to my mom about
the girls’ schedule while I am gone, I am ready to leave town. But I am not ready to leave.
Maggie’s house is still when I arrive, even the dogs do not greet me at the door. I think
that this may be it. My heart is a drum as I walk into her room. The dogs’ paws peek out from
under the bed, their favorite napping spot. Maggie’s daughter is sleeping on the bed with her,
curled up in a fetal position towards her mom. I leave them alone but Andy arrives and wakes
them. Maggie’s breathing has changed again, shallow now and faster.
Andy holds his hands together to talk to us. Maggie’s daughter has bed head as she
listens with furrowed brows. “If you think anyone would want to be here, you might call them
now. I don’t think it will be much longer.”
This information seems to take a beat longer to register. Her daughter starts to speak, then
stops as if she is confused. It’s taken so very long but in the blink of an eye it seems unbearably
fast.
“Do you want me to leave?” I ask her.
“No, stay,” she says. “I’m going to call my dad.”
I lightly stroke Maggie’s arm while she is on the phone. Her son arrives home from
school first, and then her husband strides in the door. We all sit around Maggie, waiting and
watching each breath. They keep coming.
“Would you rather be alone?” I ask again, aware that my presence during this last stretch
may not be welcome. I have always thought that my own dad waited for my aunts and cousins to
leave the hospital room before he chose to finally let go. That when he was surrounded by only
his daughters and former wife, he chose that moment. Maybe we don’t get to choose the moment
but I was acutely aware of being in the room. No, they said, stay. Maybe I was a nice distraction
from watching Maggie’s breaths.
“I wish you would have known Maggie,” her husband tells me. And then they begin to
reminisce. Cross-country trips on the back of his motorcycle, a pillow propped behind her back.
Seeing a woman knitting in a motorcycle sidecar (Mom would have loved riding in that!) that
preceded a car wreck in Missouri. Maggie’s love of books and her sense of humor.
And when they ask about me, for the first time during these vigil hours of watching
Maggie die, I tell them. Hospice training tells you to keep the focus on the patient, to not share
too much about yourself and to refrain from advice. But they have let me in so deeply to their
sad, disorienting days that to withhold who I am seems to be selfish. I tell them I watched my

dad die in my early 20’s, that it took so very long. No, it wasn’t cancer; I have a complicated
family – my dad came out as gay, and he died from complications of AIDS. And they nod as our
gaze goes back to Maggie and her breaths. Intimacy bloomed there.
My cover blown, we talk about my trip and my work in the restaurant business. They
know of our businesses and my chef husband Robert and our neighborhood. We talk for a while
like we are friends.
But I have to leave to catch my plane, to go to New Mexico where I can finally inhabit
the air around my love. I hug the family members in fierce embraces and tell Maggie goodbye.
She will not be lying in this bed when I return home on Friday, this I know. Stepping off the
front porch into the Spring noon sun, I doubt I will ever climb those stairs again, and I mourn for
that, too. I met Maggie and her family five days before she is to die. I didn’t know my heart
could be broken so quickly.
I’ve thought that death was a thief but now realize that it’s actually life that steals. The
end is guaranteed for all; the start is not. And because I have cheated death on this day; because I
fill my lungs with a deep breath and can smile; because I have the affection of my family around
me – I put on my diamond ring. I decide to wear it always – its beauty points to love, and I can’t
think of a better distraction. The sweet fragrance of a magnolia tree washes over me as I walk
with my suitcase to the car.

Coyote Pup Caught Shapeshifting in Central Park
- Barbara Lightner
Coyote night pads along.
She leaves no shadow,
only a sniff of herself as
she leaps the edge,
and
by her strong and varmint will, goads
sun, food, and a den for the dawning;
frisky, curious, playful,
her tawny coat silvered
by the moon’s force.
In the howl of dawn,
unfettered and messy,
unlettered,
she becomes word.

Days I Don't Have
- Deonte Osayande
Desire, her weight
an iron pressed
on me. Our breaths,
steam. Thighs delicately
held, the glass window
both soaked with rain.
Our clothes, autumn leaves, raked
off our bones, urging us
to spring towards each other, grips
shoveling into backs, shoulder
blades, sharpened by the clench.
The evening sky mimics
the interior of us. Shivers,
shakes, shutters, in my arms. Shining
in, the warm orange orb watches her chest
rising and falling, tides in each
breath, bare breasts sun
kissed by the dawn.
We fog the windows, talking
promises that aren't full of hot air, before
the drawbridges in our mouths connect. Touching
deeper than what fingertips reach
she says she thought you would be the one
for me. I thought so too all those years ago. I forget
to close my front door when she leaves. These
days I don't have as much to lose.

Poet in New York
- Anne Whitehouse
In memoriam, Federico Garcia Lorca
The long June evenings hide secrets ‒
new life shadowed by green leaves,
messy and wet, delicate and fragile.
On my way to a concert in the falling dusk,
I pass doormen standing one by one
in the entrances along Seventy-Eighth Street
singing love songs in Spanish and Italian.
Like awnings that shelter the singers,
the rain makes spaces for their melodies.
I am thinking of Lorca on his birthday,
spiritual descendant of gypsies and troubadours,
and how he came to New York
fleeing the wreckage of love
and friends who called his art old-fashioned.
The city was the remedy he let explode
within him in all its mysterious force,
its hurts were wounds to lead him to creation.

Portland’s Japanese Garden
- Dorothy B. Anderson
Here I saw the soft Spring of Japan
reads the haiku on the Poetry Stone
below the pavilion.
Light rake marks in the gravel
circle rocks like islands
in an ocean of sand.
I walk slowly – under high pines
that dwarf gnarled bonsai trees
shivering in the breeze.
Cherry blossoms have opened.
Their delicate scents unlock memories
of walks along the Bund with my Amah.
As a child in China, I attended
plays with silent actors in rainbow colored kimonos,
that reminded me of cherry blossoms.
Their colors renewed questions
I wanted to ask the actors in the play.
But never did.
Today I remember the walks with my Amah.
After leaving China I never saw her again.
The soft Spring of Japan brings tears.

Returning to Hunan University
- Michael Maul
In the autumn, just south of Dongting Lake,
when the air cools and rains abate,
I return to study at Yuelu Academy.
Along the way I steep myself in the flavors of Hunan:
cucumbers first whacked with the flat of the cook’s bat
and soaked in chili, garlic, vinegar and sesame oil,
mixing the lake’s cool mist with indescribable heat
of the guai wei jiang.
Chairman Mao, Hunan’s favorite son,
knew the inner power of our food,
counseling comrades the more chilies they eat,
the more revolutionary they would become.
As I walk I can feel the heat inside
Where roots of knowledge begin to grow,
awakening burning dreams of what I can be,
deep inside this Hunan man I am.

Seven Letter Words
- Lois Greene Stone
Senility even sounds scary. Never mind that it’s now given a longer and fancier name,
Alzheimer’s, which few can spell correctly; it is frightening because our personalities are our
brain. Oh, we can use a cane or buy a staircase lift, physical items for physical needs, but society
still views anything ‘mental’ with suspicion, as if anyone can really stop what one is predisposed
to.
I attended a lecture that spoke about doing crossword puzzles to possibly keep away this
affliction. Been doing those for years and years. I even wrote some for a puzzle book company
while commuting to grad school. No. That won’t be ‘new.’ I started brushing my teeth with my
left hand once a week to change the brain pattern, and even changed my morning routine to force
new channels of common and repetitive thought to develop.
Fortuitously, my husband bought a tablet after he realized his e-reader was too small to
comfortably read a book he’d downloaded. He said, “Play a game with me.” I’m just not into
Angry Birds or that ilk which would do nothing to make me believe I have control of keeping my
mind as long as I live. Had he an app we could do together which would stall or lessen the
possibility of dementia we’ve seen others going through? We looked at some perception things
but they seemed more like computer gimmicks than mental challenges. What about anagrams?
Perfect.
Together we looked at groups of seven letters and quickly, timed, tried to make as many
words as we could. It was hard. It was easy. It was seeing what we missed forming. There were
“Ahs” and “Never heard of that word” as he looked up meanings, and we tried to memorize the
word. A quick hour went by. We sat, touching arms, peering at this 21st century tech device and
having an ego contest to see who could see a seven letter word scrambled among the random
letters onscreen.
He’s back to a daily crossword that is a tablet app. I see words in my head so he can
simply call into the kitchen with a clue and tell me how many blank spaces, and, as I’m cooking
dinner, I give him the correct word most of the time. He regards the clues as literal, and I
automatically think as a writer. A double reed is, for him, an outdoor plant; I know it as an oboe.
Can’t tell you why. He’ll visualize, without help, math, and I’ll pick up a calculator; I can blurt
out a word with confidence.
Oh, we truly know that luck or genes or whatever will allow us to have our mental
functions as long as we’re alive. But if there’s always a maybe, there’s some control.
We increase our brain power... possibly. We increase our togetherness... definitely. And
maybe just thinking we’re helping senility stay away is a positive as well.

Special Effects
- Margaret Karmazin
He walked into a room and lit up the place. Soft spoken and unflappable, he put people at
ease, even high-strung script writers and directors, even producers losing money. He would take
the hand of a semi-hysterical costar, carry it to his lips and kiss it half facetiously, rolling his
eyes heavenward as if to say, “See, I’m just a romantic fool;” and the actress would forget it was
her time of the month, her cheating husband, or being passed over for Liz, Audrey or Sophia.
Allen Murat was a gift from the heavens.
She is so lonely without him. It seems like eons since he’s been gone. Just four weeks
before ‒ a bird tweeting day in May, the 12th to be exact, cursed number, she woke as usual,
looking forward to baking peach muffins or maybe a pie, adoring, though they were old and
everything hurt when they moved, being with him doing simple things ‒ anything they did
together gave her joy. But when she touched him, he was cold. Her Allen, her reason for
existing, her personal explanation for why galaxies formed. Cold, rigid, dead.
They sedated her for days: it was a miracle she could even stand at the damn funeral.
“This is barbaric,” she complained to anyone within earshot, including her stepchildren, Sabrina
and Geoff. “Who thought up this appalling ordeal? Why do they make widows do this?” She was
furious and barely managed to acknowledge the people who attended. “I refuse to stand in line
for hours and greet all these people. Who are they anyway?” she snapped. “Take me home.”
Geoff rolled his eyes but Sabrina took Elizabeth’s arm and gently guided her to the car.
Hundreds showed up. Allen Murat was a great movie star. His roles had run the gamut
from family fare when he was a teen in the early 40’s to drama and comedic romantic leads in
the 50’s and 60’s, and later, in the 70’s and 80’s, a serious character actor or occasional action
flick sidekick. He’d grown fond of special effects and enjoyed being invited to take part in the
new, high speed, ass-kicking blockbusters.
Photos of Allen from his various roles decorate the six-thousand-square-foot house, and
now Elizabeth roams and stares at them, forgetting to eat or groom herself. His dear face in all of
its myriad incarnations ‒ young, square and smooth, later mysteriously dark and sexy with those
enticing lines around his mouth, later still, softer and thickening, friendlier, and even later, dear
old man, roundish, soft jowled, sweet brown eyes. Her bony fingers caress the glass- covered
faces, then drop to her side in defeat. He was the air she breathed and now it has been cut off.
She let the servants go except for two, the man who takes care of the yard and the woman who
comes in to clean. “But what will you eat?” Sabrina asked her. “You’re thin as a rail. What are
you down to? Ninety pounds?”
“What does it matter?” Elizabeth mumbled. “I eat cheese and crackers, whatever. I have
no appetite, really.”
“Mum, you should think of selling the house,” Sabrina said. “Get yourself a nice condo,
something cozy and nearer to us.”
“Us” means Sabrina and the new roommate she recently acquired, a bookish writer at
least a decade younger than she; Elizabeth guesses that Sabrina is supporting him. But Sabrina
has always been kind to her stepmother, never holding it against her that she married her and
Geoff’s father, perhaps because their mother, Allen’s first wife, was the one who wanted out of
the marriage. So, though Elizabeth often disapproves of how Sabrina handles her life, she now
realizes that Sabrina is probably her closest friend. Elizabeth has managed to outlive all of her
other close friends. Allen was her very best one, the only person in the world who accepted her

for everything she is and is not and who never tried to change her.
“He’s still here, don’t you feel it?” she blurted. Oh, she shouldn’t have said that. Sabrina
will run to tell Geoff, and he’s always considered his stepmother ditzy. When will she ever
learn?
But to her surprise, Sabrina quieted for a moment and said, “Maybe, Mum. Maybe.”
“Have you had something happen?” Elizabeth asked sharply.
“Like what? Oh. No, nothing. It’s best to just move on. I miss him, too, but life is for the
living.”
Easy for her to say, thought Elizabeth. “I’m not moving anywhere,” she told her.
Elizabeth’s clothing hangs on her, waistlines drooping halfway down her hips, blouses
ballooning over her caved-in chest. The meager flesh on her upper arms dangles from the bone.
Sabrina, the cleaning woman and a neighbor leave meals in in her freezer and the occasional
casserole on the kitchen counter but Elizabeth lets the food spoil or doesn’t notice that the cat
had torn open the casserole coverings and eaten his fill. If she forgets to feed the animal, the
cleaning woman takes care of it, and he mostly takes his water from the toilets.
Downstairs at the back, not far from the pool, the house contains a film viewing room. It
is a small theater, containing three rows of comfortable seats in front of a large screen. The films
are on disc and filed alphabetically so that any time Elizabeth desires, she can see her husband in
any of his roles. She and Allen called the room Theater Murat, pronounced jokingly in an
exaggerated French accent.
She pours herself a glass of vodka over ice and carries it gingerly, spilling a little, down
the long hall to Theater Murat, where she lowers herself into the back row. The cat slips in
behind her and tries to climb onto her bony lap but she brushes him off. Funny how she once
loved cuddling him but now finds him annoying. There is only one creature she wants and that
one she cannot have.
Her remote is set to a film Allen made in his mid-forties, Down By the Water. It is one of
his last romantic leads, though there is some doubt about how romantic the movie actually is. It
is more of an Indie film, though Elizabeth doesn’t remember them using that term then, a sort of
sly commentary on corporate life before corporations were big on the hate lists. Down By the
Water contains dry humor, serious environmental issues and organized crime, a delicious mix.
She pushes Play, and there he is.
“I have always thought the mid-forties are the most attractive age for a man,” she says to
the cat, then sees that he has given up and left. She tries to dig a Kleenex out of her robe pocket
and drops a wad on the floor. “Allen,” she exclaims softly as he walks into a penthouse
apartment, debonair in a custom-made suit, his dark hair slicked to one side and partly over his
eyes, one hand tucked casually into a pocket.
“I remember that suit,” she says, then notices her drink is gone. When did she finish it?
Did she spill it? She struggles to see if the floor is wet and almost topples out of her seat.
Allen says to Edward Arnold who is playing the crooked executive, “You don’t think
they’re watching? They’ve had their eye on you for two years now! Some night when you’re
tucked in bed, they’re gonna kick your door in. You’re gonna to go away for a long time where
there are no yes-men, not unless you claw your way to the top of the jungle, and that jungle
where you’re going is nothing like this one here.” Hearing that voice animates her mind, body
and soul. Above all, it makes her feel safe ‒ he always made her feel safe.
They met at a party in Manhattan to which her roommate, an aspiring dancer, took her.
Allen’s producer was introducing him to his costar for his next picture, and, as seemed to be the

usual case, the actress was up in arms about something, this time demanding white roses daily,
along with a certain kind of hand cream that could only be obtained from England. But Allen had
soothed her in that way he had. When Elizabeth arrived, he took one look at her, grabbed her
hand and asked, “How would you like to meet Katherine Dubois?”
It was an odd first thing to say to someone but that was the way Allen was ‒ impetuous in
a sweet way and out for adventure, though never anything dangerous to one’s life and limb. In
this way, he led her to exotic places around the world without ever frightening her. He was, she
once told her best friend, Mary Xavier, long dead now, her “exciting daddy.” A man who could
get her to ride a camel then tuck her safely into bed and read her a poem.
Now on the screen, he is in the seaside home of the corrupt executive’s ex-wife, working
on making love to her in order to obtain secrets against the firm. She is responding by slowly
unbuttoning her blouse.
Elizabeth was only once jealous of Allen’s costars. While ill with what they never
managed to pin down, she was bloated and pasty with a low grade fever, too exhausted to keep
up personal grooming. During that time Allen played a police detective in Queens, and his costar
was Brenda Reese.
“You like her too much,” Elizabeth remembered crying to Allen, when she could tell he
was growing annoyed, not so much because she was ill but due to her emotional clinging. “I like
her a lot,” he said, his mouth in a firm line. She’d wanted to kill him, stab him in the neck, set
him on fire while he slept. Her daydreams were violent and terrifying even to their author. Much
later Elizabeth learned from a mutual friend that Brenda was a lesbian and lived with a long-term
partner. By that time, Elizabeth had recovered, underwent a facelift, gotten back into shape and
was long over her mental lapse. Allen never mentioned it again and never told her about
Brenda’s sexual preference.
On screen Allen kisses the actress, his hands caressing the back of her hair. Elizabeth,
forgetting she is eighty-five and that Allen is dead, merges with the woman, and it is she he is
loving. She feels the warmth of his hands, his fingers digging into her hair, his lips smashing
hers, his long-muscled body against her. She groans in pleasure, then in sorrow.
Her cell phone rings, and she slams back to reality. Sabrina insists that she have the damn
thing with her at all times. She wants Elizabeth to wear one of those I-fell-down-and-can’t-getup things around her neck, but Elizabeth refuses. “Hello,” she barks, irritated, then enraged. It’s
Geoff.
“Mother (he insists on calling her that and pronounces it in his usual sardonic tone), I’ve
made that appointment with Wick we were talking about for Wednesday. I’ll pick you up at
10:00. The appointment is for 10:45.”
Wick is the family lawyer. She has only a vague memory of any discussion with Geoff
about him. Surely, she agreed to nothing. Just thinking about this gives her a woozy feeling, like
when she was having those irregular heartbeats a couple of years ago but she is taking meds now.
Or has she forgotten to take them? She glances at the screen where Allen now looks directly into
the camera and suddenly lets out a sob.
“What’s the matter?” asks Geoff.
She realizes she can’t stand her stepson. How many years has she tried to care for him,
pretending to have motherly feelings when, in fact, she considers him a nasty piece of work?
Struggling to gather her wits, she asks, “What’s this about?”
“I know you’re becoming very forgetful, Mother, but we talked about this after the
service. You need to see Wick to have another will drawn up since the former one will no longer

be applicable now that Father is gone.”
“We talked about this at the funeral?”
“No, after. We talked about it after.”
In his sixties, Allen became interested in a California-based charity known for its medical
aid in third world countries. Elizabeth was equally supportive; eventually they set aside a third of
their estate for the charity in their wills. The children knew nothing about this.
“Better not say anything,” Allen warned. “Why upset them? Though I doubt it would
bother Sabrina. She’s never been materialistic.” What he left unsaid was that Geoff would be
maniacal about it. However, this arrangement was in effect only in the event of their joint
demise. Otherwise, should Allen die first, everything came to Elizabeth.
Staring at the phone, Elizabeth knows Allen expects that she will honor their agreement.
She has a nephew in San Francisco and plans to divide her estate into fourths, two going to
Allen’s children, one to her nephew and one to the charity. Geoff is right; she needs a new will.
But she does not like the way he is railroading her. The screen Allen looks directly into her eyes,
and she is certain he is sending a message. “Be strong, baby,” his eyes say. “Remember what I
taught you.”
“All right,” she tells Geoff. “What time did you say?”
“Ten o’clock Wednesday. I’ll see you then.”
She flicks off the movie and sits in the dark. Her longing for her husband fills the room
and surely must be seeping out of the house and rising to the stars. She does not remember to go
to bed until sometime toward morning.
During the following days, she roams the house like a ghost. Occasionally she lingers in
one room or another, recalling some event or feeling. Here they once made on-the-spur love or
there had a spat over whether she should visit him on the set in Barcelona and here she massaged
his neck when he had the three-day migraine. In this room, they sat on the window seat sipping
coffee and watched a colorful bird of a type they didn’t recognize scold something for a full ten
minutes. So many memories, so many details, so much love.
Wednesday morning, she fortifies herself with eggs and toast, cooks it herself in spite of
the cleaning woman’s offer. Three eggs to be exact, she will need the protein. A bit gets onto her
blouse but so what? Last time she saw Wick, he wore mustard on the side of his mouth.
Geoff is five minutes early. She makes him wait, sitting at her bedroom window watching
a fly buzz.
Traffic is sparse, and they arrive at the lawyer’s early but, being significant, Wick
immediately takes them into his office. At first Elizabeth finds his expression difficult to read.
Then she figures it out. He is having a conflict of interest, he feels torn. Allen and she have been
his firm’s clients for forty-nine years and before that, her husband alone and with his first wife.
Elizabeth and Allen have been represented by Wick’s father, uncle and brother, all now dead or
retired. But she can see in the man’s shifty eyes that Geoff has been working on him, probably
building up to the my-stepmother-is-losing-her-marbles angle. Amazing how clear-headed she
feels this morning.
For a moment, she suffers a stab of fear then an unexplainable comfort, an uncanny
strength beside her. It has the distinct flavor of her husband, that simultaneous combination of
easy protection and adventure she knows so well. She pulls strength from it as if she stuck a
vaporous straw into it and sucked hard.
“Wait for me outside,” she orders her stepson.
“What?” he says, eyes wide. “Why? I’m going to stay with you to ‒ ”

“No. I have my rights as a client. If they are not respected, I’ll simply find another law
firm. Is that clear, Wick?”
Wick’s face goes blank, and Geoff stands up, looking offended, but she knows it is fake.
“Do I make myself clear?” she snaps.
Without a word, Geoff leaves, closing the door just a bit loudly behind him.
“Well, well,” says Wick, at a loss.
“I’m not sure I still want you representing me,” she tells him. “Do you think you’re
capable of doing so without being influenced by my stepson? I’m good at reading faces so don’t
try to bullshit me.”
He looks startled but settles into his usual smooth expression. “I can represent you,” he
says. He pauses. “You want a new will.”
Elizabeth pulls a small device out of her handbag, sets it on his desk and pushes a button.
“You’re recording this?”
“Indeed,” says Elizabeth, smiling. “Just to make sure things go according to what I say.”
It is the only time she has smiled since the funeral other than while watching Allen on the screen.
“Geoff is very upset,” says Sabrina when she calls Elizabeth next morning. “And you
didn’t answer your phone last night. I almost drove over.”
Elizabeth has been watching some of Allen’s earliest movies, from before their time
together. In them, he is young enough to be her grandson. “I went to bed early,” she tells
Sabrina.
“The thing with Geoff ‒ ” Sabrina tries again.
“The will is done, witnessed and signed, one copy in the safety deposit box. When I go,
see Wick. End of story. What does Geoff have to be upset about?”
“Well, it was his father ‒ ” Sabrina doesn’t finish.
“His father’s money?” snaps Elizabeth. “You forget that I ran my own cosmetics business
for a while. I also helped manage our money, and hosted Allen’s events. It’s my money, and no
one else’s. How dare you!” Her old voice quivers.
“Not me,” says Sabrina quickly. “I know how much work you did.”
“All right, Sabrina, I’m not lumping you with Geoff. What I’m saying is that I don’t care
if he’s upset. He and I don’t see eye to eye and, by now, never will. Tell him to leave me alone.
I’m tired of his games.”
“Mum, I’m shocked ‒ ”
“I think I’ve earned the right to some peace. Now I have things to do, so I’ll talk to you
later.” She hangs up.
Like all conversations since Allen has been gone, this one drains her. The entire thing
with the lawyer drained her. She isn’t sure if she has the energy to get up from her chair and
eventually slumps over and sleeps.
About five in the afternoon, she wakes, hungry and having to pee. It takes her a while to
hoist herself out of the chair and a long time to hobble into the bathroom. Both hips hurt, her
lower back aches, her neck is sore and her eyes painfully dry. In the kitchen she opens a can of
soup, forces most of it down without bothering to heat it, then pours herself a glass of vodka. In
the theater she sinks into a chair and sets her glass into the armrest receptacle. She drinks, flicks
through the list of films and says aloud, “It’s time for my favorite.”
After fumbling and dropping the giant remote, she gets the thing going. A wide shot fills
the screen: a train rumbling through rural France. A man in a raincoat struggles with a woman in

one of the private compartments. His elbow shoots back as he repeatedly stabs her, then lets her
body slide onto the floor. He picks up his fallen fedora, sets it securely on his head and makes a
swift exit from the compartment. All the while, his face is turned from the camera. Plan Rouge
flashes across the screen, followed by the opening credits: starring Allen Murat, Jeanne Gagnier,
Giselle Durant and so on.
It was 1981, and Allen was fifty-two. Still very handsome, still dark haired and square
jawed, though there is some softening around the edges. He’d grown mellower with age, yet
could still thrill her and millions of other women with a shady glance. Plan Rouge is a thriller,
and the plot involves an American detective invited by the French government to help solve a
serial killer case similar to one he worked on in the States.
“Oh, Allen,” Elizabeth moans.
What she so loves about this film, besides Allen at his best, is the panoramic views of
Paris where she spent many a vacation with her husband. Cafés in close-up, some even familiar
where she and Allen idled for hours, smoking and sipping rosé. At the hotel, outside of which
Allen will meet the killer, the man in the raincoat, they once enjoyed lunch, then slipped upstairs
to make love. When Allen stalks the killer on Rue de Vintimille, she remembers that once he
stopped their walking on that very street to hand her a small box containing a pendant she
desired at the time. She wore it for years. Where is it now? She can’t remember.
The vodka hits her blood stream. Here is the part where Allen corners Giselle Durant, the
silly dupe of the murderer who ends up one of his victims. They’re in a café, and Allen slips into
a seat across the tiny table. “You believe he loves you,” he says to her. “He does not. I’m giving
you a chance now to do what is right and a chance to save your life.”
What beautiful strength the man possessed; the pain of wanting him rips through her
until she can barely breathe. It is hard to believe that once she matched him in beauty when now
she is a dried up skeleton covered in crêpe-like skin.
Allen stands after the girl refuses to turn in her lover. “A short life is better than none, I
suppose,” he tells her before leaving the café.
Elizabeth drifts off and works her ringing cellphone into a dream where Allen is calling
her. In the dream, she answers and he says, “Honey, it’s time. Don’t worry, you can get a
makeover once you arrive.”
She jerks awake to see the film coming to its conclusion ‒ the struggle on a dark and
narrow Parisian street, the killer using a garrote to strangle Allen. Allen slumps and begins to
lose consciousness. Suddenly there is a bang, and the killer drops to the ground. Jeanne Gagnier
stands in shadow, holding a pistol and waiting, giving Allen time to pull himself together. This is
another thing Elizabeth loves about this film ‒ a woman saves a man. This was 1981, and in
those days, it was usually always the man who saved the woman.
Allen stands, brushes himself off, and she feels that she can reach out and touch him. He
seems incredibly real. He nods at Jeanne, and they walk down the street together. The viewers
would think they are going to end up together, they’d be sure of it, but in the last scene, Allen is
alone in his hotel room, packing his bag and heading out the door to hail a taxi to the airport. The
American, in those days, always came home.
She watches intently, leaning forward. Allen is about to climb into the taxi ‒ she has
watched this so many times. The last scene will be the plane taking off while the credits roll. But
suddenly reality tips, and he does not open the taxi door. Instead, he turns to face her. The
camera pans in for a close up.
“Baby,” he says. She hears him distinctly. He sets down his suitcase and walks toward

the camera. Her heart thuds erratically. He steps off the screen and somehow moves right
through the two rows in front of her until he stands, defying all known laws of physics, before
her. He holds out his hand, and she places hers upon it. It is warm and alive.
“Let’s go, Lizzy,” he says. “You and me, let’s go live it up, baby.”
Why does she not find this incredible? It seems perfectly normal. “My darling,” she says
simply and stands, light as a feather, to join him.

The Dumpster
- Arthur Davis
Ramon moved through the Trident Bookstore on the corner of 68th and Lexington
in New York City, reaching the street in time to see the dumpster being winched up onto
the bed of the truck. A black plume of unburned diesel fuel belched out of the muffler,
propelling the truck and its seven-foot-tall, twenty-three-foot long metal container, along
with his bike, down the street.
Ramon ran for three blocks before giving up and drawing the attention of local
merchants and bystanders. A Puerto Rican kid racing through the streets of the Upper
East Side usually meant the police weren’t far behind.
“Fuckin’ asshole!”
Now he had nothing. No bike to make deliveries. No way to earn a living. No way
to get another bike except to steal one.
He walked back to the store. The manager had calmed several customers nearly
run down by the delivery boy. He registered his disapproval and threatened to call the
service dispatcher as soon as Ramon was in earshot.
"Was that your bicycle?" one of two older women standing outside asked, eyeing
him suspiciously. The two women were fascinated by what they had witnessed, curious
to see if he was the fool who chained his bike to something that was obviously not meant
to be there forever.
"Yeah. It was mine."
"Oh, that's really too bad."
"You should call Falco Hauling & Carting. I'm sure they would return it to you,"
the other said, proud she remembered the faded print along the side of the container.
"Yes, of course you should,” agreed the first.
Ramon had already shelled out $200 as a deposit before the messenger service let
him use it. Now he would have to come up with another $200 to pay for the lost bike plus
$200 more as a deposit on another.
Ramon felt like everybody was staring at him, at the tear in his pants above his
right knee, at the sweaty, rumpled shirt he was wearing, at his haircut and the fact that
there were so few of his kind in this neighborhood.
“This is just wrong.”
Ramon had taken care of that bike. Weekly, he had oiled and tightened the gears,
even given it a fresh coat of paint. His two cousins had ridiculed his effort. Other
messengers had fancy ornaments covering and dangling off the frame of their bikes.
Ramon wanted his bike to survive, not make it a target for every scumbag in the city.
The driver had to have seen the bike when he secured the cables before switching
on the winch. He knew exactly what he was doing.
“No one's to blame for anything anymore around here. Money and bikes grow on
trees but not my patience. So don't bring me your hard luck bullshit,” the dispatcher
bellowed on the phone.
Ramon made his way back to Harlem by train where he lived with his cousins in a
one bedroom walk-up. "Slit his throat," one threatened, drawing the edge of his palm
across his neck.
The apartment was small, a legacy from Ramon's grandfather on his mother's

side. He had walked out of his mother's apartment over the issue of his not wanting to
finish high school. His cousins walked away from their parents because they were being
asked to sell drugs to support their family. All under eighteen, each had a job, though
hardly worth their time.
The tale of the theft took on a life of its own, and each new disclosure to a friend
or neighbor made him look more foolish. He was supposed to be a street-wise kid. It
wasn’t a surprise to anyone that the driver was white.
He reported to the dispatcher the next day. "That's two hundred for the old one
and two more for another bike."
"Here," Ramon was about to say with whatever he had borrowed from his cousins
tucked into his pocket, then, thinking better, he asked for a phone book.
“You come to work today with no bike and no money and ask me for a phone
book? This ain't no fuckin’ library." He crossed out Ramon's name from the daily roster
and yelled to the other messengers waiting around for assignments to be on the lookout
for a rogue dumpster. “All you assholes be careful out there.” The dozen riders waiting
around for their next assignment roared with mocking high-fives.
The dispatcher was the brother of the owner of the service who, as Ramon
learned, hadn't been seen in years. The going theory was that the dispatcher, a man rife
with rolls of fat from his neck to his dick, whose face looked like it was shaved with a
shard of glass and who didn't move from his stool all day even to go take a piss, had
murdered his brother to get control of the company so he could spend the day screaming
epithets at teenagers while consuming an impossible number of jelly donuts. Thirty-one
messenger boys and two girls in the office worked for the agency. Most didn't last three
months, switching to other agencies where the pay was not as good but the abuse not as
virulent.
A few of the riders cracked sarcastic jokes about a 'certain' dumpster that ate one
of the messenger's bikes. "Evil looking thing," one said, "goin’ around the streets
devouring bikes of those who didn't have brains enough to lock ‘em down safely."
The dispatcher tossed an out-of-date phone book across the desk, "Now get out of
my sight."
Ten minutes later Ramon was on an L train, which began its life cutting across
14th street in lower Manhattan then wandered out into the far reaches of Brooklyn to the
east. He had never been on this L line or, for that matter, though he had spent every day
of his eighteen years in the Bronx, never really ventured far from his neighborhood, just a
few trips to Queens and down into Manhattan for a party once in a while. Born and raised
in the South Bronx, he had known violence early. But death on the streets was less
common now ‒ the police were more organized and responsive a decade after the fires
that fanned the needle-parks of the 1970’s.
The train pulled into the Rockaway Parkway & Canarsie station at exactly 11:10
A.M. He patted the bulge in the pocket of his black boogie pants. The switchblade he took
from his cousin's drawer was reassuring. Short of murder, Ramon decided that stealing
the means of another person's livelihood was the worst thing you could do. What if he
had a family and small children to feed? What if all that stood in the way of buying food
for his kids was a battered street bike?
A trio of black kids was staring at him from the end of the platform. Beyond that
point was Rockaway Parkway. Ramon cinched up his pants and, along with the rest of

the stream of passengers, headed for the station and street beyond.
Ramon had stopped counting the other jobs he’d been fired from or left
voluntarily because he felt he had been treated unfairly. As a result, he had never held a
job more than four months until this one came along. He could finally look himself in the
mirror with a feeling of self-worth. And now that was gone. To the dispatcher he was
now another lazy spic asshole with no brains and a bad attitude.
Outside the station was a small open plaza and Rockaway Parkway: a crowded
two-lane street sided by small retail stores. He was wearing sneakers, a heavy black shirt
and baggy jeans jacket. He was boiling hot and hungry.
Ramon walked into a donut shop across the street from the station. A handful of
customers were in line waiting to be served. "Chocolate donut and soda.” He finished the
donut, which was great, and got directions to Falco from the guy running the newsstand.
A good mile and a half hike or a long wait for a bus that never ran on time. Ramon
started walking.
Beyond the retail bustle of the Parkway, rows of small private homes, abandoned
lots, small commercial businesses and gas stations stretched out in all directions. The
homes were small, mostly one-family residences. In the distance he could see a four-story
billboard of a woman holding out a box of faded detergent. The man who ran the
newspaper stand said Falco was a half-mile beyond the sign.
His bike was probably sitting in some prick's driveway being stripped for parts by
the thief's idiot son. And, it was a cool street bike. Detailed in gold and silver with new
brakes and a reconditioned gearbox. And, what made him think that if a Hispanic kid
showed up and claimed his bike was carted away, that anybody was going to believe
him?
"Hey, can you give me a hand here," a man asked. He was standing in his
driveway, a short, poorly repaired affair, trying to brace a large piece of furniture. A
stubby wooden leg had broken off the bottom, and the man was quickly losing his
balance.
Ramon bolted to lend his shoulder to the effort. "I got it. Get something to put
under the bottom."
The man was in his late fifties. Sweat matted his shirt dark against his arms and
chest. His hair was spotted gray. His eyes were clear and deep and friendly. A faint smell
of tobacco spilled from his breath. He bent down and picked up a brick from inside his
open garage and wedged it under the tall chest of drawers.
"There. Almost lost it."
Ramon stepped back and admired the six-foot tall chest. Hand carved oak, and,
except for a busted leg, it was in great condition. "Nice."
"Grandfather's. He got it at an auction in Charleston years ago."
"A lot of years ago."
"Yeah, but I try not to think about that," the man said. "My name is Manuel.
Manuel Rodriquez."
"Ramon Sanchez."
"You're not from around here."
"You can tell?"
"Small community. You kind of know who’s from down the street and who is
from the wrong side of the street."

"Or from the Bronx?”
"Wow. You've made quite a trip."
"And got here just in time."
"Just in time, and I didn't even thank you.”
"Glad to be passing by," Ramon said, sensing the man wanted to know more.
An older woman dressed in a hideous, floral print robe, hair flying in all
directions and wearing what appeared to be a fresh coating of lipstick brought a bag of
garbage to the trash container across the street. She gave the old man a quick nod and
Ramon a long look-over and slowly made her way back into her house.
"Don't mind Carmelita. A bit of a busybody."
"Should I have yelled out my rap sheet to her? Would that have made her feel
better?"
"Hey, man, no cause to talk like that."
"People don't look at you like they do at me."
"People around here built whatever you see. They try to protect it."
"Then they should take a shovel and clean out the shitbags hanging out in the
Canarsie station."
"Yeah, I know," Manuel, said, as if the problem was old and the solution had
eluded many wiser minds. "You want a cold drink?"
His mind wandered to his last day in school, the last fight he had in school, the
last time he felt good about himself. He never felt good about himself in school. The
teachers were fair, the work hard. His interest, even in mastering his own language, was
just not there. He knew the risk he was taking by walking away two years ago and what
most of his friends would think of him.
"Thanks but I could use a bathroom first," he said.
"We have one of those here, too.”
Ramon was struck by how neat and clean and organized everything was in the
tiny guest bathroom. He walked into the living room, a space about the size of the
apartment he shared with his cousins. It was a warm, comfortable place. Nothing fancy,
and he didn't care for the painting on the wall but it did make him feel welcome. Manuel
handed him a glass of ice water.
"To cleaning out shitbags," Manuel said, raising his glass and pointing Ramon to
what he described as the "good;” both sat. "My wife is visiting her sister in Albany. Ever
been up there?"
"No."
"It's where they make the laws that put innocent people in jail, keep food from the
mouths of our children, put incompetent teachers in our classrooms and corrupt cops on
our streets."
Ramon had never heard most of the troubles facing his people put into such a
short sentence. The cold glass felt good in his hand. "Why do we let them?"
"A lot of reasons I think, but mostly because a lot of us don’t vote. No vote, no
voice."
Voting was something white people did. It wasn’t part of Ramon’s culture or
tradition, and suspect beyond reason. "I guess that's true."
"Did you?"
"Maybe if I vote next year we'll have food for the children and good teachers for

the schools."
"That’s one more voice then we have now," Manuel said pressing his point.
"Now why don't you tell me what you've come all the way out here for?”
The table behind the sofa was covered with pictures of small children in fancy
party clothes while others were coated with a slick of dirt after trampling through what
looked like an ankle-deep puddle. In each silver frame Manuel and a small, pretty
woman, probably his wife, were chasing or embracing or comforting one or more of their
brood. He had never seen so many pictures of adults caring for so many children.
"I came to find my bike," he said, glossing over the details of the story.
"With a knife in your back pocket?"
"Next year I'll vote to end all violence so I wouldn't need to carry one to protect
myself."
"You didn’t invent hardship, Ramon, and it wouldn’t end with you taking back
something that was taken from you. What you see around you, whether you feel it's worth
envying or not, was built on the sweat of my back and the back of my father; and others
in my family."
"My father stayed around only long enough to screw my mother."
Manuel stared at the boy. They were all so young and all so angry. Maybe they
were so young because he was getting old.
Ramon explained more about the loss of his bike.
"Why didn't you call them? The worst you could have gotten was some prick
hanging up on you. The best would have been a man who believed that one of their
drivers had accidentally taken your bike. Instead you come out here to steal back what
had been unjustly taken from you."
"If my bike was stolen, how can taking it back be stealing? How can you steal
what is rightfully yours?"
"What if they don't believe you?"
"I have the key to open the lock that's holding the bike chained to the dumpster.
What more do I need?"
"If you think you’re going to walk in there all stuffed up with anger and a key to a
lock that's probably already been trashed, you're going to wind up first in the hospital
then in jail."
"The bastard took my bike, and I'm going to get it back."
Manuel got to his feet and dialed a number. He spoke softly and in Spanish. "My
cousin will try to help us. Now, if you need it repaired, he is the best there is."
"What's he going to do, lecture me, too?"
"No, he is smarter than I am, and a lot less trusting. You would not be as
welcomed in his house as you are in mine. Ricky knows one of the foremen who runs the
garage at Falco. He will call him and ask for help."
"So, what's in it for you?"
"Maybe I see too much of myself in you when I was your age," he said and
walked to answer the doorbell, "and I don't like what I see."
Ramon hadn't worked out every detail of the plan since asking the dispatcher for
the telephone book. He just felt a need to confront the man responsible. If the dumpster
wasn't there, he'd leave. He already made himself that promise.
"Yes, of course you can come in," Manuel said and stood aside as Carmelita

entered, looked around to see that everything was in order and walked up to Ramon.
She was wearing another equally hideous housedress and had rearranged her hair
with a latticework of colorful plastic hairpins and stroked some make-up on her face.
Manuel introduced her as his neighbor and dear friend.
"What do you want here?" There was urgency in her voice.
"One of the Falco drivers took my bike, and I came here to get it.”
"They're a nasty lot. They drive up and down the street all day with their trucks
stinking up the neighborhood and frightening the children."
"They drive up and down the street because the access road they are supposed to
use to get to the highway is under construction, Carmelita. You know that. And it’s only
a temporary thing," Manuel offered softly. "Ricky knows the foreman. Everything is
going to be all right," he said guiding her to the front door.
"Nasty, nasty people."
"Some, yes."
"Be careful," she said wagging her finger at Ramon. "Stinking trucks."
Manuel watched her cross the small lawn separating their homes. "Carmelita is
okay."
"She likes to know what's not her business."
"Bikes get damaged and stolen. Your life was not threatened. No one came into
your apartment and beat you up and stole your most precious possessions. This driver just
didn't give a shit or didn't have time to give a shit.”
The sound of a honking car horn broke the silence. Manuel inadvertently
squeezed the small gold medallion hanging from a chain around his neck. It belonged to
his brother. Their grandfather gave one to each when they turned sixteen. Manuel had lost
his. His brother died in a gang fight almost twenty years ago.
Manuel introduced Ramon to his cousin Ricky. Ricky had called Falco and been
told to drive out to the garage. No promises. The owners of Falco had had their share of
complaints and legal actions brought against them by the local neighborhood street
association. Trucks and kids didn't mix. The association claimed the drivers were
reckless. The owner's claimed they were as careful as possible.
Ramon slumped into the back seat of the car, feeling more out of control than he
had all day. Instinctively, he didn't like Carmelita or Ricky. And his tolerance for Manuel
was waning.
Ricky was an older man with a young man's name. They joked about how
Carmelita barged into his apartment and interrogated Ramon. Ricky made a comment to
Ramon about how a young man should always be respectful of an older woman's
concerns. All Ramon wanted to do was get his bike and get back to the Bronx.
Several trucks hauling containers rumbled past on the narrow dirt road. Ramon
had badly misjudged the distance from the station or the man running the newsstand must
have just been trying to get rid of him.
"Falco," Manuel, said nodding at what was a large clearing off to the left dotted
with dozens of empty containers. A two-story wood and aluminum garage stood at the far
end of the site. There was no chain link fence topped with razor ribbon around the
property as were the small garages in the Bronx.
"I'll do the talking," Ricky said as they drove through the makeshift gate.
Crews were repairing dumpsters laid out in no apparent order in front of the

garage. Men hammered and spot-welded different parts of the metal boxes together as
would a surgeon stitch up an open wound. Many of the metal containers looked as though
they had been thrown off a cliff. Their sides were dented, cracked and deeply blistered by
rust and time.
Six large cable loaders sat idle to the side with men bent over their engines like
insects feasting on the heart of a dead carcass. Flickers of white light erupted all over the
open compound from welding guns.
Ricky pulled up to the side of the garage and all three men got out. Mostly no one
paid any attention. "Looks like a graveyard," Ricky commented.
"You ever been out here?" Manuel asked.
"Once."
These men used words sparingly and without being boastful or acting like
braggarts. If either of Ramon’s cousins were here, each would have fired off a dozen
curses by now, with the eldest of the two already strutting around the dirt compound as
though he owned it.
"Looks like hard work,” Manuel observed.
Ricky pointed to the office on the second floor above one of the garage's five
extra wide, open bays. "You think this is hard work, you come out here in the winter."
"At least they have a job,” Ramon said.
Ricky started for the narrow flight of stairs leading up to the office. As he
mounted the first two steps, he glanced back down at Ramon who was lagging behind
Manuel, "You stay down here."
"Why the fuck should I say here? It’s my bike."
Ricky dropped back to the bottom of the stairs. "Look, I don't know you, kid. All I
have is Manuel's word that what I am doing here is worth doing. That's why I called out
here and that's why you are going to stay down here and keep your fat mouth shut. You
want to act tough, go back to your Bronx buddies and terrorize little old ladies pushing
their grocery carts. Otherwise, stand here and keep quiet and maybe we'll get an answer.
Either way, I'm doing this for Manuel, not for you." The noise of the garage and yard
closed around him as did curious gazes. Completing the scene: puddles of mud and oil
and the smell of gasoline in the middle of a marshy open wasteland. The skyline of
Manhattan broke in a haze over the horizon.
Manuel was right. Ramon had set out on a journey of revenge, which now
involved strangers. Ramon doubted he or his cousins would have done as much, or
anything at all, to help a stranger.
Trucks came and went. Drivers logging in their load with one of the foremen, a
man of some size and little patience. The foreman reminded Ramon of the dispatcher in
the messenger agency. Maybe all these guys had one mother he joked to himself. It was
doubtful either had a father.
Voices streamed out of the office doorway followed by Ricky, Manuel and a man
who Ramon figured to be the manager Ricky must have called. The man stared down
toward the base of the staircase, pointing at Ramon. Manuel nodded. Manuel and Ricky
stood in deliberation for some time at the top of the stairs. Ramon was convinced they
had sold him out.
"Come with us," Manuel ordered and followed behind Ricky around to the back
of the garage.

"Hey, what happened up there?" he said and finally followed.
Two large sheds stood separated behind the garage. Scattered around each were
abandoned pieces of dumpsters and truck bodies. Where the dried, caked mud under foot
ended, the grass was ankle high. There was a sickening, unidentifiable stink of gasoline,
turpentine, and other toxic juices in the air. Both men moved directly towards the smaller
shed that could have easily housed half a dozen trucks.
Ramon caught up with Manuel. "Does he have it?"
"We'll know in a minute."
"What does that mean?"
"It means we may have gotten lucky."
"We, meaning you and Ricky, or me?"
"You know, Ricky thought you were stupid. I said you were young. I think Ricky
was right. Now you can follow or stay here but what you can't do is act like Ricky and I
don't know what the fuck we're doing." Manuel caught up with his cousin who was
standing at the entrance to the shed. By the time Ramon turned the corner to peer inside
both men were deep into a heated debate. "You think we can do this?" Manuel asked.
"I think we have to try."
"Shit almighty," Ramon gasped at the sight of hundreds of bikes in various state
of disrepair stacked on each other nearly to the ceiling.
"The guy who comes around to collect the bikes hasn't shown up in a month. The
manager wants to get rid of them and offered them to us."
"For a price," Ricky added. "Money in his pocket."
"This may be too much for us."
"Maybe," Ricky agreed, surveying the battered, intertwined carcasses.
"It'll take forever to find my bike," Ramon said, examining the pile more closely.
"We have a few minutes to decide or get out. The manager's words."
Ramon's body stiffened. "It could take me hours."
Ricky responded, "Shit-almighty! It’s not about your bike anymore, kid. The man
upstairs didn’t give a shit about your bike. He wants to get rid of the pile. He's not giving
up one so you can return to your choice of professions.”
Manuel was worried. He wasn't a risk taker. Ricky wasn't either. But Ricky was
an amazing mechanic, and both were hard workers and knew an opportunity when they
saw it.
"I guess about two hundred."
Manuel shook his head. "More. But some, the ones stacked over there, are
beyond repair. Rusted through. Most of the rest can be salvaged."
"We're going to need a truck and a place to store them. And two thousand, cash."
"Two thousand?" Ramon practically yelped.
"That's what the man wants," Manuel said.
"I don't see my bike anywhere," Ramon said, this time without feeling or a sense
of loss.
"We'll build you a new one, kid," Ricky answered.
"Or you can come to work for us."
Ricky turned to Manuel. "Yeah, if he can tear himself away from building his
messenger service empire."
"Hey," Ramon said, pointing at Ricky.

"Manuel, tell your friend to take his finger out of my face before I rip it off his
hand and shove it up his ass."
Manuel stepped between them. "Ricky, what about the money?"
"I think I know where we can get it."
"So do I," Manuel answered.
The two men stepped back into daylight. "Let's go settle this."
"Maybe we can get him down a few more hundred," Ricky said and moved
toward the garage.
"Hey," Ramon blurted out catching up and stopping both men in their tracks. "I
want in."
"In what?" Ricky asked.
"I want to be a part of this."
"What can you do besides bitch and curse?"
"Whatever it takes," Ramon answered, without reacting to Ricky’s slight.
"Whatever you need."
Ricky was fascinated by the challenge and, where there was one dumpster
company with piles of bikes, there must be a dozen more within fifty miles of Manhattan.
"You sure?" Manuel asked. "There is no guarantee. No paycheck at the end of the
week"
"You give me a place to sleep, and you two can decide my share," Ramon said.
Neither man could hide their surprise. Ricky remained unconvinced. "This is a lot
of work and no way we can tell how much there is going to split up."
"As long as there's work, I want to be counted in," Ramon answered. "Now,
where do you think we can get that kind of money?"
Manuel grinned. "From Carmelita, of course. She has more money than everyone
in the neighborhood put together. Parlayed her husband's life insurance policy into a
handsome income, loaning out money that would embarrass the sharks."
"Bet she'll give us a good deal," Ricky said. "She likes you, Manuel."
"She has a warm spot for her neighbors."
"What about strangers?" Ramon asked, extending his hand to Ricky. "Right now I
could use a family more than money, and I know Carmelita is crazy about me. I’m sure
of it."
Manual burst out laughing. Maybe there was hope for the kid after all.

Traffic Court
- John McKernan
Definitely an oxygen tank
In a 30’s-style wheel chair
Tattoos Band Aids Sandals
Flag decals on dirty tile
This looks like The Bronx
No Thanks Gloria Jean
I would not like Right now
A large helping of wet kisses
Or a hit of hash in the hallway
Justice calls for the Basics
A water fountain
A rest room with towels
The Judge is late. He will be here in two hours.
Does anyone want to plead guilty right now?

Wordless in China
- Joe Glaser
as I walk by his seat
in the airplane
he reaches out
rubs my stomach
...with a big grin
I first feel ridiculed
a fat foreigner
to be gawked at
...and laughed at
then I remember that a
big-bellied happy Buddha
reigns with joyful aplomb
in the first chamber
of major temples
and happy Buddhas
large and small
wood and metal
get their bellies rubbed
for good luck
Shall I choose to believe
that I am a surrogate
for a sprawling statue
...a good luck totem?
I think maybe not
so I reach over
and pinch his cheek
...like wedding guests pinch a Naxi bride
his friends all around
crack up laughing
and give me a thumbs-up
Previously published in Muses’ Gallery of Highland Park Poetry Summer 2013

Submission Guidelines
We publish thoughtful, provocative fiction, poetry, essays and visual arts.
Submissions are accepted year-round.
∙ If accepted, submissions may appear in any quarterly issue.
∙ Biographical information will be requested for accepted submissions.
∙ If your submission was previously published, please cite the reference.
∙ Simultaneous submissions should be accompanied by a statement stating so.
∙ If your work is accepted elsewhere prior to our evaluation, please notify us.
∙ No erotica or works which rely on explicit language or gratuitous violence.
∙ All work must be original and in English.
∙ Fiction and essays can be up to 5000 words.
∙ No novel excerpts
∙ No memoirs
∙ No genre fiction; e.g., horror, science fiction, mysteries
∙ Fiction should deal with critical, universal aspects of human behavior.
∙ Essays can be on any topic but must express a reasoned opinion.
∙ Poems should have strong images and concise, evocative language.
∙ Visual arts which elicit the comment, "How interesting!" are desired.
∙ Submit visual arts as .jpg files; do not send .tif or .bmp files.
∙ Accepted visual arts may be reduced to fit the available space.
∙ Prose and poetry may be accompanied by one or more relevant photos.
∙ Mac users, please be sure that your files are readable by Windows 10.
∙ This magazine does not currently pay upon publication.
Accepted material will be edited. If changes are deemed significant, the contributor will be
notified and given an opportunity to accept the changes or request that the piece be withdrawn
from publication.
Send submissions to gphillips938@comcast,net Send 1 prose piece, 1-5 poems, or 1-4 photos at
a time. For prose or poetry, type or paste your submission into the body of the email message.
We will not open any unsolicited print attachments. Photos, however, should be sent as
attachments. Include your name and e-mail address.
Please expect to wait up to one month for a reply. Occasionally, with email, there are technical
difficulties. We cannot be responsible for delay or loss of submissions. To check on the status of
your submission after one month has passed, please send a message to
gphillips938@comcast.net.

By submitting your work to Front Porch Review, you grant us the right to archive your work
online for an indefinite period of time. You retain all other rights. Once the issue featuring your
work has been published, you are free to republish your work as you wish, online and/or in print.
You are also welcome to create a link to Front Porch Review from your personal Website.

